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Abstract 

 
 

The dissertation delineates how the writings compiled in The Collected Works (Gsung ’bum) of Jey 

Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (1357–1419), the founder of the Geluk School of Tibetan Buddhism, 

constitute the centrality of the Geluk thought and philosophy and have contributed towards the school’s 

formation.  

 It details how the texts have played a prominent role in establishing doctrinal authority, defining 

philosophical boundaries, postulating intellectual identity, and reorienting monastic education for the 

school. These texts have also considerably enhanced the intellectual, spiritual, and charismatic authority 

of Tsongkhapa as a teacher and philosopher. This dissertation bases its approach on the premise that the 

life and writings of Tsongkhapa define the core identity of the Geluk School and that an explicit rejection 

of either tantamount to an outright abnegation of its membership.   

 The dissertation begins with a critical retelling of Tibet’s religious history to contextualize the subject. 

The second chapter presents the culture and practice of life writing in Tibet to inform about the 

mechanism employed in traditional auto/biographies. Given the enormous attention drawn by the study 

of Jesus Christ (c. 4 BCE–c. 33 CE) in western academia, the chapter includes a literary review of 

contemporary studies and research for their emulation in the study of Tibetan hagiographies. The life 

story of Tsongkhapa is recounted in the third chapter. The fourth chapter details significant historical 

events that helped recenter Tsongkhapa in the Tibetan religio-cultural landscape. The fifth chapter 

presents his oeuvre—The Collected Works, the first extensive xylographic work printed in Tibet in the 

early fifteenth century. It also outlines the volume contents, presents sample texts, and chronicles the 

history of its publication and printing. The sixth chapter illustrates the centrality of Tsongkhapa’s 

writings and its integration into the Geluk monastic educational system. The seventh chapter explicates 

on the topic of textual transmission and demonstrates how the texts were passed down through unbroken 

lineages to this day. The dissertation concludes with an epilogue and other back matters, including a list 

of transliteration of names that are phoneticized in the main body for the ease of reading.  
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Preface 

 

  You are Avalokiteshvara, the vast treasury of boundless compassion. 

  You are Manjushri, the lord of immaculate wisdom. 

  You are Vajrapani, the vanquisher of all evil forces. 

  The crown jewel of all scholars in the Land of Snows, 

  O Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa, I bow down to you!  

 

— Jetsun Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro (1349–1412), a Sakya scholar and author 

[The eulogy was composed by Jey Tsongkhapa for his teacher Rendawa, 

who modified the verses and offered it back to Tsongkhapa saying that he 

was more deserving of this praise.] 

 

Having spent much of my years in the Indian coastal city of Pondicherry cradled in the rich 

Dravidian culture and studying at a Catholic school in the openhearted French Capuchin and 

Jesuit traditions, I had many questions when I first encountered Buddhism up close. I have 

wondered why my later father ordered a thirty-eight-volume Collected Works or Sungbum (Gsung 

’bum) of Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa and his two disciples—Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen and 

Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, when he already had several scriptures attributed to Buddha 

Shakyamuni, the founder of the tradition. It was then beyond my juvenile comprehension. In the 

first month of the Tibetan lunar calendar each year, my parents religiously invited monks and lay 

priests to read the scriptures and The Collected Works. The priests read the sutras, especially the 

Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in their multiple renditions, which are filled with copious parallelism, 

alliteration, assonance, and familiar phrases. Delightful to the eyes and pleasant to the ear, the 

priests cherished the rhythmic beats and pitches of the readings. However, no such delight was 

conspicuous in their reading of The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa and his disciples, which 

took sixteen priests at least four full laborious days. Still, my father, who possessed all traits of a 

religious liberal, continued this tradition until prostate cancer ended his life. I was not able to 

rationalize his insistence, particularly given the lack of avidity in the priests who came to read 

them. 
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 A few anecdotes from Jey Tsongkhapa’s life, to some extent, helped justify the fervor and 

devotion that the Tibetans have for him. These include the anecdote of a boy, born in Tsongkha 

region of Amdo in 1357, leaving for Central Tibet at sixteen in the quest for spiritual and 

intellectual growth and perfection, never to see his family again till he died at the age of sixty-two 

in 1419. The anecdote was also of a young teenage monk persevering in his studies under more 

than a hundred renowned masters in scores of great rustic monasteries of the time and excelling 

in each one of them. It was the inspirational story of an itinerant monk lugging around fourteen 

yak-loads of books for personal study through the steep terrains and high mountains in the 

rarefied atmosphere of the fourteenth-fifteenth-century Tibet. It was the anecdote of a person 

who looked beyond his traditional role of a monk by organizing religious gatherings in the form 

of Prayer Festival that marked unprecedented participation of people across the bounds of social 

and economic classes. It was of the story of a person who exemplified the perfect ways of the 

monastics, not only by simple things as draping the robes in a prescribed manner but also 

founding monasteries as a social institution in accordance with the middle-way approach 

recomended by the Buddha Shakyamuni in the Vinaya, the Buddhist book of discipline and ethics. 

It was the story of the most celebrated person of the century in Tibet, who in the final hours of his 

death advised not of the perpetuation of his legacy, the management of the network of 

monasteries, or his return by way of establishing reincarnation or hereditary lineage, but of 

cultivating bodhicitta—a pure altruism that aspires for spiritual enlightenment for its sole virtue 

for being the most effective means to saving countless beings from the state of pain, suffering, and 

dissatisfaction.  

These aspects of his life are inspiring in themselves. His oeuvre published as The Collected 

Works of Jey Tsongkhapa itself signifies something beyond and above that best justifies its 

reading, not only as a merit-making ritual but also out of respect for the wisdom and spiritual 

intellectualism of this learned master, who is affectionately called Jey Rinpoche, meaning ‘the 

precious master.’ A prolific writer, Jey Tsongkhapa wrote more than three hundred titles compiled 
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in The Collected Works in its various editions comprising anywhere from sixteen to thirty-eight 

volumes. His works ranged between two folios, which include epistles composed in beautiful 

poetic meters to nearly a thousand-folio commentarial work on the Perfection (sher phyin) and 

the Stages of the Path (lam rim) literature. His Collected Works include beautiful poems, profound 

philosophy, incisive logic, pure ethics, comprehensive soteriology, and rich esotericism. 

Tsongkhapa commissioned the printing of Shri Guhyasamaja Root Tantra and 

Chandrakirti’s Bright Lamp between 1418 and 1419, which marked the first xylographic printing 

of major Buddhist texts in Tibet. An allusion in Tsongkhapa’s writings suggests that he had 

printed The Great Treatise even before the Guhyasamaja texts, though no copies of that printing 

survive. Similarly, the 1426 printing of The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa by his disciples 

postdates the world’s first large-scale xylographic printing of the Tibetan Kanjur (Translation of 

[the Buddha’s] Discourses) by Yongle Emperor in China in 1410 and predates Johannes 

Gutenberg’s Bible of 1450, which is the precursor of modern book printing, both by around two 

decades. The printing works of Tsongkhapa and his disciples are among the earliest prints in 

Tibet. They ushered a new age for the dissemination of knowledge that contributed considerably 

to the spread of Buddhism and the establishment of the Geluk School.   

 Studying the life and works of Tsongkhapa, I learned about the significant role that he 

played in the reformation and dissemination of the Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism in the 

Tibetan tradition in general and the Geluk school in particular. Tsongkhapa, as we imagine today, 

is undoubtedly an extension of the real person that lived 600 years ago, and this extended image 

was significantly shaped by Tibetan biographers, mostly of Geluk School. The projected or 

perceived imaged of this scholar-practitioner, as we see, have departed considerably from his 

historical being. Nonetheless, Tsongkhapa’s oeuvre, primarily on Buddhist religion, philosophy, 

ritual, and way of life, is, to a great extent, precisely the way it was codified 600 years ago.  

 Today, the writings of Tsongkhapa remain the core texts for academic studies and religious 

practice in the Geluk monasteries. The entire monastic educational program in Gelukpa studies, 
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leading to the highest Geshe Lharampa degree, is structured around the Indian Buddhist 

scriptures and treatises that Tsongkhapa had prioritized as well as his exegetical writings. Despite 

the growth of collegiate texts (grwa tshang yig cha), their subscription to Tsongkhapa’s writings 

is what determines their intellectual affiliation to the Geluk philosophy and thought.  

 The significance of Tsongkhapa’s writings in the formation of the Geluk School can be 

gauged from the centrality of his thoughts and teachings encapsulated in The Collected Works 

and its role in determining a person’s membership or affiliation to the school. A Gelukpa or a 

member of the Geluk School is a person who upholds the centrality of Tsongkhapa by revering 

him as the most excellent exemplar after the Buddha and his teachings as the most authoritative 

interpretation of the teachings of the Buddha and the classical treatises of the Indian masters. In 

fact, an explicit rejection of Jey Tsongkhapa’s teachings or his exemplary personality amounts to 

an outright annulment or disqualification of membership and affiliation to the school. It is no 

exaggeration that no Tibetan religious school professes the primacy of their founder or the 

centrality of the founder’s teachings to the degree as accorded to Tsongkhapa and his teachings in 

the Geluk School to this today. It is precisely his personality and, even more, his writings that 

engenders enormous respect for the master in the Tibetan Buddhist world in general and to 

around two million members of the Geluk school. 
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Chapter 1: Geluk: The Tradition of Geden 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The advent of Buddhism in Tibet is conventionally dated to the mid-seventh century. Seven 

hundred years later, Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (1357–1419) laid the foundation for the 

establishment of the Geluk school of Buddhism in Tibet. Taking its root at Drok Riwoche Geden 

Nampar Gyalwé Ling (’brog ri bo che dge ldan rnam par rgyal ba’i gling), meaning “the Ever 

Glorious Geden (virtuous) Monastery on Mt. Solitude,” the Geluk school evolve to become one of 

the largest Buddhist schools in Tibet. The school acquired its name Geluk as an acronym of 

Gedenpé Luk (dge ldan pa’i lugs) or Gedenpé Ringluk (dge ldan pa’i ring lugs), both meaning “the 

tradition of the Geden [Monastery].”1 the salient traits of this school include strict ethical 

adherence to Vinaya, hermeneutical emphasis on philosophical treatises of Indian masters, 

soteriological implementation of Lamrim or the progressive stages of the path to enlightenment, 

and esoteric orientation towards the principal deities of the Highest Yoga Tantra. Geluk’s unique 

doxographical and hermeneutical stances derive from their regard for Jey Tsongkhapa as the 

 
1. Geden, literally meaning ‘the virtuous,’ is the original name of the monastery that Tsongkhapa 

founded in 1409, and later came to be known more popularly as Ganden (dga’ ldan), which means 
‘the joyous’ and is also the Tibetan translation of Tushita (tuṣita), the heavenly realm of Buddha 
Maitreya. Tsongkhapa’s nineteen-volume Collected Works uses ‘Geden’ (dge ldan) five times as many 
as ‘Ganden’ (dga’ ldan), which also translates for the celestial abode of Buddha Maitreya and suggests 
a Tsongkhapa-Maitreya connection. 

   Guru Tashi, in his religious history bearing an eponymic title, calls the school Gerluk (sger lugs), 
meaning the ‘autonomous tradition.’ Although not found in any other writings, Guru Tashi attributes 
the naming to the monks’ strict observance of the Vinaya and their use of monastic accoutrements 
such as patched robes, begging bowl and square mat. See Gu ru bkra shis, Gu bkra’i chos ’byung (Pe 
cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang, 1990), 951. On the other hand, Jamyang Khyentse 
Wangpo (1820–1892) wrote that Geluk was formerly Galuk (dga’ lugs), which is a contraction of 
Gandenpé Luk (dga’ ldan pa’i lugs), meaning the ‘tradition of the Ganden.’ He further stated that 
Galuk was changed to Geluk for “ease of articulation” (brjod bde ba). See ’Jam dbyangs mkhyen brtse 
dbang po, “Gangs can bod yul du byon pa'i gsang sngags gsar rnying gdan rabs mdor bsdus,” Sa skya’i 
chos ’byung gces bsdus, Brtse chen ’od snang Series (Beijing: Krung go’i bod rigs dpe skrun khang, 
2009), Vol.6: 133. Neither of Gerluk nor Galuk is found used in the early writings. 
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ultimate exponent of the Buddha’s words. For the Geluk school, his life and works mark several 

watershed moments, together heralding a significant epoch for Buddhism in Tibet.  

 Geluk, also called the ‘Yellow Hat’ School,2 is the largest of the four primary schools of 

Buddhism in the Tibetan tradition. It subscribes to all authoritative sutras and tantras, save for 

the Buddhist apocrypha, that Buddha Shakyamuni propounded to his followers more than two 

thousand years ago. The members of the Geluk school also belong to the monastic ordination 

lineage that was transmitted from India into Tibet in the eighth century. Like the other Tibetan 

schools, Geluk has also incorporated some essential religious aspects and philosophical views of 

the Kadampa School of the eleventh century, particularly Atisha’s teachings on Lamrim or ‘the 

path to enlightenment.’ A brief review of the early religious history of Tibet will help situate the 

Geluk tradition squarely in our study of its establishment. 

 

1.1. Historical Overview  

The history and periodization of religion and Buddhism in Tibet, nonetheless, is confounded by 

several contending and conflicting factors. Firstly, the macroscopic perspectives and varying 

definitions of the religion lead to an unsettling identification of Buddhism, pushing its advent to 

its pre-nascent state in the years of Tibetan antiquity. Secondly, the emic definition of Buddhism 

in Tibet further confuses the identification of the tradition suspending its advent anywhere from 

the fifth to the eighth century. Furthermore, the Gelukpa school lays great emphasis on the 

hermeneutics, implying that while Buddhism has been there for centuries, the incontrovertible 

interpretation of the Buddhist scriptures and treatises was made available with the coming of 

 
2. Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo wrote that Lachen Gongpa Rabsel, the most important Buddhist figure 

who revived Buddhism following its persecution in Tibet in the ninth century, gifted a yellow hat to 
his disciple to mark the great revival. Later, masters including Tsongkhapa sported yellow hats as an 
auspicious mark to inspire the preservation of Vinaya. As a result, Tsongkhapa’s tradition and 
followers later assumed the appellation ‘Yellow Hat.’ See ’Jam dbyangs mkhyen brtse dbang po, 
“Gangs can bod yul du byon pa'i gsang sngags gsar rnying gdan rabs mdor bsdus,” Sa skya’i chos 
’byung gces bsdus, Vol.6: 133–134.  
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Tsongkhapa, primarily through his elucidation of the dual ontological realities of the conventional 

and the ultimate that pervade all existents and non-existents. This claim, in specific ways, implies 

that true understanding of the quintessential import of the Buddha’s teachings is revealed through 

the teachings of Tsongkhapa in the fourteenth-fifteenth centuries. Developing some clarity of 

understanding of this imprecision in the periodization of religion and of Buddhism in Tibet will 

help contextualize socially and historically our study of the life and writings of Jey Tsongkhapa. 

It will help understand Gelukpa position on how the arrival of Tsongkhapa and his works are 

significant monumental milestones in the history of the advent of Buddhism in Tibet. 

 The periodization of religion and Buddhism within the broader Tibetan history becomes 

more relevant with the rise in currency of the divine origin theory about the Tibetan race and 

nation based on the Avalokiteshvara narratives and its acceptance within the Geluk School. 

According to a divine-origin narrative, Lord Avalokiteshvara, after having procreated the 

Tibetans, reappeared as its first emperor Songtsen Gampo to consolidate kingdoms and regions 

in the mid-seventh century into what today constitutes as ‘the cultural Tibet.’ More than seven 

hundred years later, Gedun Drub (1391–1474), one of Tsongkhapa’s leading disciples and the 

founder of Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, died and his disciple and abbatial successor Yeshe Tsemo 

(1433–1511) wrote a biography praising his saintly master as an emanation of Avalokiteshvara 

and Songtsen Gampo.3 The arrival of Gedun Gyatso (1476–1542) as the reincarnation of Gedun 

Drub led to the establishment of the Dalai Lamas of Tibet as the first reincarnation lineage in the 

Geluk School. In 1650, when the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) 

consolidated political power over Tibet, his supporters saw his rise as the fulfilment of the grand 

Avalokiteshvara narrative, a connection which, according to Yumiko Ishihama, was formed upon 

 
3. Ye shes rtse mo, Dge ’dun grub pa’i rnam thar ngo mtshar rmad byung nor bu’i ’phreng ba, in Gsung 

’bum: Dge ’dun grub pa (Bkra shis lhun po: Bkra shis lhun po gzhung, 199?), Vol. 6: 5. 
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the death of the First Dalai Lama.4 The Fifth Dalai Lama’s extension of the ancient temple-fortress 

of Songtsen Gampo on Mt. Potala, the assigning of the name Potala to his new palace, and 

presenting the Potala Palace as the base of Bözhung Ganden Photrang, ‘the Ganden Imperial 

Government of Tibet,’ is viewed as a materialization of the divine theory concerning Tibet and 

Tibetans. Although the name Ganden Photrang is literally derived from his Lamasery residence 

at Drepung Monastery, its semantic undertone will continue to underscore the affiliation of the 

Dalai Lamas as the legitimate ruler of Tibet to the Geluk school. The Dalai Lamas ruled over Tibet 

from the mid-seventeenth century, and, despite the political changes that unleashed over the 

Tibetan plateau, the historical legacy of the Dalai Lama continues in the person of the Fourteenth 

Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso (b. 1935). 

    

1.2 ‘Religion’ and Pre-Historic Religions in Tibet 

Oral Tibetan narratives, ancient documents unearthed from the Dunhuang caves, and centuries-

old customs and traditions suggest that the early Tibetan civilization had a system of belief that 

preceded the first signs of Buddhism in the forms of texts, statuettes and stupas during the reign 

of King Lha Tori Nyentsen in the sixth century by at least 500 years.5 Although that system of 

belief was presented as autochthonous, not much is known about the provenance nor of whether 

it was a single religion or a system comprising multiple pre-historic religions. Nonetheless, that 

 
4. Yumiko Ishihama, “On the Dissemination of the Belief in the Dalai Lama as a manifestation of the 

Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara,” Acta Asiatica 64 (1993): 40. 

5. Ancient Bonpo texts such as Text of the Virtuous Gods (yi ge lha dge can), which predates ninth 
century, and Buddhists texts such as the Testament of the King (rgyal po bka’ thang) proposes a 
theory of divine origin, suggesting that the first Tibetan King Nyatri Tsenpo is a descendant of the 
Cha (phyva) gods, who descended from heaven on to the sacred Mt. Lhari. The belief in the binary 
heaven-earthly cosmology suggests that a system of belief was thought to be in place at the beginning 
of the first millennium. For Bon concepts of the divine theory, see Samten G Karmay, The Arrow and 
the Spindle: Studies in History, Myths, Rituals and Beliefs in Tibet (Kathmandu: Mandala Book Point, 
1998), 240. 
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ancient system of religion, which Rolf Alfred Stein (1911–1999) called “the nameless religion,”6 

exhibited certain salient aspects that modern scholars identify as essential in their definition of 

religion.  

 The ancient pre-Buddhist Tibetan religious concept of divine Lha (lha), as a counterforce of 

the demonic Si (sri), Nyen (gnyan), Mu (rmu), etc., implies the prevalence of a non-creationist 

polytheistic religion. However, much along the line of Divine Providences in the Judeo-Christian 

tradition, these gods wielded specific and quasi-general power to control the natural order of the 

universe as well as the lives of individuals. Tibetans thus had, in some manner and form what 

Edward Tylor views religion as a “belief in spiritual beings.”7 Furthermore, the practices of Mo 

(mo) and Cha (phywa) divinations, on the other hand, have shamanic elements8 and concern 

“propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control 

the course of nature and human life,” which according to James Frazer constitutes a form of 

religion.9 The belief and practice of early Tibetans, who “apprehend themselves to stand in 

relation to whatever they may consider the divine,”10 as William James describes of religion, is 

seen in the worship of Lha, a loose equivalent of God or gods.  

 Furthermore, the ancient worship of mountains and lakes as supernatural beings or as 

abodes or vessels of these supernational beings reveal traits of animism. Similarly, the sacrificial 

 
6. R. A. Stein, Tibetan Civilization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1972), 191. 

7. Edward B Tylor, Primitive Culture, (Mineola, New York: Deover Publications, Inc., 2016), Vol. 1, Ch 
11. 

8. Mo and Cha is a tradition of sorcery, where sorcerers claim connection with the gods and supernatural 
entities and convey divinations and cure. 

9. James George Frazer, The Golden Bough (Lux Occult Press, 2009), 45. 

10. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 29–
30. 
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rituals of Shen (gshen) have features of occultism, while the concept of La (gla)11 and the use of 

primitive symbols such as swastika and luni-solar designs bear elements of totemism. Sociologist 

John Fergusson McLennan, who coined the term ‘totemism’ for a form of primitive religion based 

on social functions, proposed totemism as archaic, structurally as opposed to temporally, and later 

religion scholars have objected to his proposition on many grounds including its limited socio-

cultural scope. To an extent, they all identify totemism as a form of primitive religion. Such 

worship of nature and household objects as supernatural beings or their abodes is considered 

common during the evolutionary progression of religion.12 Despite modern scholars’ inclusion of 

totemism as a religious classification due to their restrictive definition and sociological-oriented 

fields of research, in variants of totemism, people believe in the presence of divinities in totems 

and not as a mere symbolism-based societal system. The Ancient Bon (bon), despite the shared 

claim of anteriority to Yungdrung (g.yung drung, also swastika, eternal) or Eternal Bon, also 

possess pre-medieval religious elements of totemism.13 

  It is important to note that although Tibetans identify all established religions such as 

Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, and Bon with a standard tag chos,14 they have refrained from its 

 
11. Classified under the overarching ancient Shenbon (gshen bon) system, the concept of La is partly 

totemic in that it believes in a mystical connection between a human and a spirit-object such as 
turquoise, plant, or stone that conserves the human spirit or soul.  

12. John Fergusson McLennan, Primitive Marriage: An Inquiry into the Origin of the Form of Capture in 
Marriage Ceremonies (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1970), 6. 

13. Despite the distinctions drawn between the ancient Bon and today’s Bon, specific references confuse 
the identification of the two. For example, a reference to Shenrab Miwo (gshen rab myi po), the 
founding master of the latter Bon tradition, is found inserted in the sacrificial liturgy of the early Bon 
in the Dunhuang documents. Similarly, the term Yungdrung is found used by modern scholars as a 
modifier for today’s Bon as opposed to the ancient Bon. However, Dunhuang documents contain the 
concepts of ‘the Yungdrung Body’ (g-yung drung gi lus), ‘the joyous and blissful realm of Yungdrung’ 
(bde skyid g-yung drung gnas), “the Holy Father Yungdrung,” etc., in reference to early Yarlung kings 
as well. See “Text regarding the animal sacrifice during the funeral rituals,” Pelliot Tibétain 
1068:0090. 

14. The word chos, in general, is a Tibetan equivalent of the Sanskrit dharma (chos, doctrine) and śāsana 
(bstan pa, teachings), which reflects its two-fold aspects— scriptural (lung, āgama) and experiential 
(rtogs pa, adhigama) and respectively. In the collocation chos bon, the term chos specifically connotes 
Buddhism.  
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usage with early religious systems such as the primitive traditions of phywa, gshen and bon, which 

are ancient sorcery-based traditions predicting omens and fortune, sacrifices seeking intervention 

from supernatural sources, and invocations of transworldly guardians and deities respectively and 

based on the idea that these interventions can change the course and experience of human lives 

in this world. Regardless of their reservation in the ascription of the Tibetan term chos, these 

primitive traditions possess the essential defining characteristics and assumed a sociological 

dimension that modern religious scholars invoke in their varied definitions of the term ‘religion.’  

With the popularity of the pre-imperial Bon in Tibet under the Tibetan kings of the Yarlung 

Dynasty in the first five hundred years of the Common Era, there began to take the form of what 

Émile Durkheim describes as “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things” 

in his definition of religion.15 The Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) wrote 

that the pre-imperial religion of Bon, together with mythical fables (sgrung) and didactic riddles 

(lde’u), collectively came to be seen as the three cardinal directive traditions that governed the 

socio-cultural life of early Tibetans under twenty-seven successive kings beginning with the first 

Tibetan Yarlung King Nyatri Tsenpo (r.127-? CE). During this time, there also developed a what 

Clifford Geertz calls “a system of symbols” with supernatural and transworldly signification. These 

 
  The use of term chos (dharma) for ‘religion’ or ‘religious system or tradition,’ in the Tibetan context, 

can be traced to Tibetan translations of Sanskrit texts in the Tenjur Collections. See Vasubandhu, 
Rnam par bshad pa’i rig pa (vyākhyayukti), in Bstan gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 77: 118. See 
also Gunamati, Rnam par bshad pa’i rig pa’i bshad pa (Vyākhyayuktiṭīka), in Bstan gyur, Vol. 77: 
1089. 

   Similarly, the use of term bstan pa (śāsana), a synonym of chos, for ‘religion’ or ‘religious system or 
tradition,’ can be traced to The Royal Annal on Mani (Ma Ni bka’ ’bum), a prophecy attributed to the 
seventh-century Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo and allegedly unearthed in the manner of a time 
capsule called Terma or ‘treasure text’ by Terton Ngodrub, Nyangrel Nyima Wozer, and Shakya Wö 
in the twelfth century. See Ma Ni bka’ ’bum, 2 vols. (Delhi: Trayang and Jamyang Samten, 1975), Vol. 
1: 189v. 

15. Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, Trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: The 
Free Press, 1995), 44. 
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symbols also sought to establish “moods and motivations by formulating conceptions of a general 

order of existence” with claims of factuality that yield desired effects in the real world.16  

 From the pre-historic ages to this day, Tibetans have adopted different religions beginning 

with the animistic and shamanic to, more lately, world religions such as Buddhism, Islam, and 

Christianity, as well as Chinese folk religions in the last century. Ever since the Tibetan emperors 

proclaimed Buddhism as the state religion, Tibetan made a great effort to assimilate the religion, 

in both form and spirit, into their way of life. Buddhism, in turn, permeated the land and its people 

to such an extent that for centuries it redefined the cultural landscape of Tibet and the social 

psyche of the Tibetans.  

 

1.3 Buddhism in Tibet: Syncretism, Adoption, and Nativization 

Tsongkhapa’s religious movements heralded a new epoch of Buddhism in Tibet that can be 

understood as the new coming of Buddhism in several ways. These include his call for formalism 

and literality in the observance of Vinaya, his conciliatory justification for the conservatism of the 

diverse Buddhist philosophical and doxographical schools, his renewed approach in the 

interpretation of the Buddha’s words based on the dual perspectives of the Indian Madhyamaka 

sub-schools, and so on. These movements marked such a point of deviation from or 

reconditioning of the extant Buddhist tradition that it necessitates a close reevaluation of the 

periodization of Buddhism in Tibet. In as much as the confounding of periodization leaves room 

for incertitude, it equally suggests the lack of resignation to indetermination and 

inconclusiveness. The convenient dating of Buddhism to the mid-seventh century shall, therefore, 

be tentatively maintained for the mere purpose historical reference, for the notion of periodization 

is subjective unless predicated by proper objective markers.  

 
16 . Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays 

(London and New York: Fontana Press, 1993), 90. 
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 Accounts of Tibetans’ encounter with Buddhism during the pre-imperial and imperial period 

is scarce. In the absence of written and oral subaltern narratives, the early instances of Buddhism 

mostly appear in royal accounts and chronicles and imperial decrees and legislation. One such 

account is The Testament of Ba (Dba’ bzhed), a text allegedly written by minister Ba Selnang and 

dated circa 800, which places the advent of Buddhism during the reign of the King Lha Thotori 

Nyentsen (circa 6th c.).17 Another accounts include The Vase-Pillar Testament (Bka’ chems ka 

khol ma), a text allegedly revealed from a pillar by Atisha Dipankara (982–1054) in 1948/1949 

and attributed to the seventh-century King Songtsen Gampo, and The Royal Annal on Mani (Ma 

Ni bka’ ’bum), a prophecy attributed to Songtsen Gampo and allegedly revealed in the manner of 

a time capsule called Terma or ‘treasure text’ by Terton Ngodrub, Nyangrel Nyima Wozer, and 

Shakya Wö in the twelfth century.18 Both these texts describe the coming of Buddhist texts and 

stupas during Lha Thori Nyentsen’s rule.19 Writings on early Tibetan history are replete with 

stories of rivalry and conflicts between the supporters of Buddhism and the proponents of 

religious practices that lumped together as ‘the nameless religion.’ It portrays a foreign religion 

that was favored not only for its doctrinal peculiarity but also for political patronage and public 

support. Other contenders included ancient religious traditions and practices that were grouped 

as ‘the nameless religion’ and deemed ‘indigenous’ as well as the pre-imperial Bon, which Tibetans 

present as ‘the autochthonous’ religion of Tibet and the precursor of the today’s Yungdrung Bon.  

 
17. Bde skyid and Snang gsal (eds.), “Dba’ bzhed,” Rba bzhed phyogs bsgrigs (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrun 

khang, 2009), 237. For English translation and analysis, see Pasang Wangdu, Hildegard Diemberger, 
and Per K. Sørensen, Dba’ Bzhed: The Royal Narrative Concerning the Bringing of the Buddha’s 
Doctrine to Tibet (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2000), 23. 

18. Matthew Kapstein expresses doubts about the role of Shakya Wö in the revelation of the text. For a 
more comprehensive overview on the history of the text and its propagation of the Avalokiteshvara 
practice, see Matthew Kapstein, “Remarks on the Maṇi Kabum and the Cult of Avalokiteshvara in 
Tibet,” in The Tibetan History Reader, Edited by Gray Tuttle and Kurtis R. Schaeffer (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2013), 92. 

19. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma (Kan su’u: Mi rigs dpe 
skrun khang), 98; and Ma Ni bka’ bum, Vol. 1: 100v.  
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 The seventh-century arrival of Buddhism marked a new beginning in the history of Tibet.20 

In fact, no single socio-cultural phenomenon has impacted the life and people of Tibet as much as 

Buddhism. Buddhist philosophy, cosmology, and soteriology describe the nature of life based on 

the binary universes of the worldly Samsara and the transworldly Nirvana and purpose and end 

behind this existence of ours, which Paul Tillich calls “meaning of existence” in his view on 

religion.21 The Buddhist soteriological template based on the binary universes and to transcend 

from miserable universe to the blissful one introduces what Frederick Streng sees as an essential 

element observed in today’s world religions—“an ultimate transformation.”22 Nonetheless, 

Tibetan emic perspectives on the advent of Buddhism vary based on the different views of what 

defines or constitutes Buddhism per se. 

 For the Tibetans, the idea of ‘religion’ traces back to the coming of Buddhism as an 

established Indian religion in Tibet, where its religious prejudices about the pre-existing religious 

traditions became more explicit with the passing of years. Spurred by the ancient royal decrees 

and inspired by the Buddhist teachings, more and more Tibetans embraced Buddhism and 

identified themselves sangs rgyas pa, literally meaning ‘Buddhist.’ They further called themselves 

nang pa or ‘insiders,’ and others, phyi pa or ‘outsiders.’ As Buddhism rose in preponderance, the 

idea of ‘religion’ was further enunciated by way of the term dharma, or chos in Tibetan. The term 

chos, in its restrictive Buddhist context, applied to the teachings of the Buddha, their contents or 

import, or the psycho-physical transformation that resulted through the incorporation of the 

content or import of the Buddha’s teachings. However, as a general term, chos is used as an 

 
20. For authoritative works on the history of Tibet, see Guiseppe Tucci, Tibetan Painted Scrolls (Rome: 

La Libreria Dello State, 1949); David Snellgrove and Hugh Richardson, A Cultural History of Tibet 
(New York/Washington: Frederick A. Praeger, 1968); W. D. Shakabpa, One Hundred Thousand 
Moons: An Advanced Political History of Tibet, Trans by Derek Maher (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2010); 
and Matthew Kapstein, The Tibetans (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006). 

21. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1957), Vol. 2: 12. 

22. Frederick Streng, Understanding Religious Life (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 
1985), 6. 
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equivalent for ‘religion’ and is applied to established religions, mostly identified by way of the 

adjectival ascription of nang pa (Buddhist), bon po (Bon), mu stegs (Tirthika), kha che (Islam), 

etc. Buddhist sub-schools and denominations are, on the other hand, identified through terms 

such as theg pa (vehicle, or tradition), grub mtha’ (a proponent of philosophical views and 

thoughts), chos lugs (school, sect), and others.  

 The notion of ‘the other’ religion is a distinction based on the contrastiveness to how 

Buddhists see themselves as ‘the insider.’ Tibetans Buddhists mainly base their identification on 

two sets of criteria—the Going for Refuge (śaraṇagati, skyabs ’gro) in the Three Jewels and the 

Four Fundamentals of Dharma (caturadharma, chos kyi mdo/sdom bzhi, also lta ba bkar btags 

kyi phyag rgya bzhi). The Going for Refuge in the Three Jewels—buddha, dharma, and sangha23—

must be motivated by an aspiration to find freedom from the world of suffering, pain, and 

dissatisfaction, and a belief that these three sources of refuge can provide the guidance, means, 

and assistance to finding that freedom. The Four Fundamentals reveal the nature or reality of this 

world, and beyond, i.e., all things are impermanent, all contaminated phenomena24 bring 

suffering, all phenomena are empty and devoid of a true self, and Nirvana or the state devoid of 

suffering is the only peace. Of these two criteria, the Going for Refuge in the Three Jewels is 

 
23. The Buddhist Refuge Trinity is also called the Three Jewels (triratna, dkon mchog gsum). 

Conventionally, Buddha refers to Buddha Shakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism. Practically, it 
applies to anyone who, having eliminated all his or her negative factors that cause pain, suffering, 
and dissatisfaction and having attained complete wisdom understanding the reality, is relied for 
spiritual guidance in view of his or her boundless compassion. Dharma generally refers to that texts 
containing the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni or any enlightened being, as well as the assimilation 
of the teachings in the form of deeds or practices such as meditation, cultivation of virtue, etc. 
However, in true sense of the word, Dharma is the element of realization of the truth by a person at 
any stages of the spiritual path, that brings forth happiness or the element of eradication of 
destructive thoughts, emotions and attitudes that cause sufferings. And the Buddha is acclaimed as 
one who has accomplished the highest form of realization and eradication (buddha, byang chub). The 
term Sangha casually applies to all monastics and lay vow-holders, but, restrictively, to a group either 
comprising of at least four Bhikshus or Bhikshunis, i.e. ordained male or female monastics of the 
highest order, or composed of the four-fold members, i.e. male and female lay vow-holders and male 
and female monastics. Technically, true members of Sanghas are beings who are in the path of 
realizing the truth or have realized it.  

24. Contaminated phenomena (sāsrava, zag bcas) include all phenomena such as objects and experiences 
that result from selfish, negative thoughts and actions. It also refers to causal thought or action itself. 
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presented as the primary criterion for becoming a Buddhist. And, the Four Fundamentals are 

occasionally presented as the doctrinal and philosophical elaboration of dharma, i.e., the second 

of the Three Jewels. Moreover, it remains uncertain of the first real historical instances of Tibetans 

going for refuge to the Three Jewels or professing the Four Fundamentals. At least, we can assume 

that the early seven Tibetan probationer monks professed refuge to the Three Jewels during their 

monastic ordination after the founding of Samye in the circa 780s. 

 

1.4 Periodization of Buddhism during the Pre-Imperial and Imperial Period 

Buddhist Texts, Stupa, Statues, and Temples 

In the mid-seventh century, the Tibetan emperor Songtsen Gampo (circa 617–650) received 

Brikuti Devi (7th c.)25 and Wencheng Gongzhu (7th c.), the princesses from Nepal and China, as 

brides. Brikuti and Wencheng brought with them two statues of Buddha Shakyamuni—Jowo 

Akshobhyavajra26 and Jowo Shakyamuni, which were believed to have been created by the divine 

sculptor Vishvakarma at the behest of Buddha Shakyamuni.27 The statues were described as 

 
25. Real name of this princess remains unknown. The name Brikuti Devi, popularly used to identify the 

Nepalese princess, translates to lha mo khro gnyer ma, a possible manifestation of Goddess Tara, in 
Tibetan. The Royal Annal on Mani (Ma Ni bka’ ’bum) maintains that Goddess Brikuti Devi appeared 
in the form of Songtsen’s Nepalese queen, who thus appeared to have been named after the goddess. 
See Ma Ni bka’ ’bum, 2 vols. (Delhi: Trayang and Jamyang Samten, 1975), Vol. 1: 14v–15v, 195r. 

  Similarly, Tritsun (khri btsun), the Tibetan name used for the Nepalese queen, translates as ‘royal 
queen’ and has been used as a titular designation for other Tibetan queens, including King Trisong 
Detsen’s mother. Although suggested Sanskrit renditions for khri btsun include rājñi, rājabhāryā, and 
rājapatnī, no reference as such is found in the historical writings. 

26. Jowo Akshobhyavajra (akṣobhyavajra) is one of the two most sacred statues of Buddha Shakyamuni, 
the other statue is called Jowo Shakyamuni. Buddhist scriptures maintain that these statues were 
commissioned by the Buddha for use as own representations (sku tshab) in his absence. Tibetan 
historical texts such as the Testament of Ba allege that when believers of pre-imperial Bon plotted to 
dislocate the Jowo Akshobhya statue from the temple and transport it back to India, it refused to 
budge. This quality of ‘immovability’ or ‘imperturbability’ (akṣhobhya) and ‘firm’ as a diamond (vajra) 
likely earned the statue the name ‘Akshobhyavajra.’ However, given that all Buddhas look sculpturally 
and iconically indistinguishable without their emblems or when not assuming their distinct gestures 
and pose, it is equally possible that the statue is of Buddha Akshobhya, one of the five principal 
Buddhas in the Mahayana tradition.  

27. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 28. 
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“bearing the forms and attributes of [all the three aspects of a buddha—] the Emanation Being 

(sprul sku, nirmāṇakāya), the Complete Beatific Being (longs sku, saṃbhoghakāya), and the 

Dharma Being (chos sku, dharmakāya).”28 The retroactive deification of Songtsen Gampo and the 

princesses—Brikuti and Wencheng—as Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and Tara in her Green and 

White manifestations29 and their role in the propagation of Buddhism and enforcement of 

Buddhist polity in Tibet, which exhibits no explicit motive behind building this grand narrative, 

further intensified their sacrosanctity.30 The arrival of the statues as bridal dowries from Nepal 

and China were held to be the earliest statues of the founder of Buddhism to appear in the ancient 

kingdom by later Tibetan historians and was thus considered the beginning of the Buddhism in 

Tibet. However, according to the Vase-Pillar Testament, Songtsen had a statue of Avalokiteshvara, 

which is said to have exhibited miraculous signs predicting the arrivals of the two princesses and 

two Jowo statues from Nepal and China.31  

 Songtsen Gampo built two temples—Rasa Trulnang Tsuklak Khang, more popularly known 

as Jokhang or the Jowo chapel, and Ramoché Lhakhang—where the two statues brought by his 

Nepalese and Chinese queens were installed. Besides, the king also constructed twelve temples of 

Thadul, Yangdul, and Runon (and so on) to pacify the otherwise volatile nature of the Tibetan 

 
28. The Testament writes “… chos sku longs sku sprul sku gsum ga’i cha lugs tshang ba gnyis bzhengs 

so.” See Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 27–28.  

29. The unification of Avalokiteshvara and Tara or of their manifestations contain discrepancies and 
issues of probity based on the different narratives of their origins and the traditional consort pairings 
in the Tantra system. The unification in the context of the Tibetan royalty as consorts, which was later 
extrapolated to even non-celibate masters, stem from the misreading of the monkey-ogress 
mythological origin narrative of the Tibetan race. The source text Annal on Mani describes the 
monkey as a vow-adhering manifestation of Avalokiteshvara and the ogress as wild and lascivious 
being, who is bent on copulating with the monkey for sake of procreation and holds him ransom by 
warning to take her own life. When the monkey approached Avalokiteshvara for intervention, he 
advised him to comply to save the ogress. The monkey then turned to Tara, who also advised the 
same. The text draws no connection between Tara and the lascivious ogress, nor between 
Avalokiteshvara and Tara. See Ma Ni bka’ ’bum, Vol. 1: 73v. 

30. Ibid, 27–28.  

31. For a story of Avalokiteshvara statue preceding the two Jowos, see Ibid, 126. See also Ma Ni bka’ 
’bum, 193v. 
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landscape, which was said to be in the form of a demoness lying in a supine position.32 These 

temples were called Lhakhang, meaning ‘house of the gods’ and implying the presence of divine 

representations. Given the prominent role played by the places of worship for religions without 

idols such as Islam, the construction of these temples implies greater socio-political penetration 

of religion within the community. Therefore, from an alternative perspective, the construction of 

these two most sacred temples, which express the edificial exteriority of religion, remains a salient 

marker in the history of Buddhism. 

 Similarly, later historical writings narrate Songtsen Gampo’s mission of sending young 

Tibetans, including Thonmi Sambhota (7th century C.E.), to India for education. On his return, 

Thonmi is said to have devised the current Tibetan script, composed the Tibetan fundamentals of 

grammar and composition, and translated Buddhist scriptures.33 General assumptions suggest 

that the translation of scriptures resulted from a genuine understanding and appreciation of the 

Buddhist ideas, concepts, principles, values, and practices, which are quintessential elements of 

Buddhist religious tradition. This aspect of understanding and appreciation reflects the 

inculcation of the spiritual interiority of a religious tradition. 

 
32. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 214. See also Ma Ni 

bka’ ’bum, 197r.  

33. Not much is known about the historicalness of Thonmi Sambhota (thon/’thon/mthon/thu mi saM 
bho Ta), who The Royal Annal on Mani hails as “the first Tibetan translator.” See Ma Ni bka’ ’bum, 
187r. Dunhuang documents record that “Tibet, which earlier had no script, acquired one during the 
reign of the king … Tri Songtsen [Gampo (r. circa 629–650)]” and that “he also formulated the 
imperial law,” (Pelliot Tibétain 1286, ln. 451–454) with no allusion to Thonmi. The documents also 
state that in 655, barely five years after Songtsen’s death, Minister Gar Tongtsen “put the law into 
writing” (Pelliot Tibétain 1288, ln. 451–454), implying that Tibetan had workable writing by this 
time.  

  At the same time, modern scholars have expressed doubts on the historicalness of Thonmi or the 
attribution of the script’s creation/modification and the formulation of the Tibetan grammar for 
reasons such as the absence of Thonmi in the ancient Tibetan documents, the improbability of a 
person devising a script and formulating a complex grammar within a short period, etc. For more 
information, see Sarat Chandra Das, Introduction to the Grammar of the Tibetan Language 
(Darjeeling 1915); Roy Andrew Miller, Studies in the Grammatical Tradition in Tibet (Amsterdam, 
WA: John Benjamins B. V., 1976), 485–500; and Geza Uray, “On the Tibetan letters ba and wa,” Acta 
Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 5, no. 1/2 (1955): 121. 
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 While intellectual comprehension and appreciation, whether subjective or objective, of the 

translated scriptures and their contents, are admirable, it cannot be ascertained if these fulfill the 

general criteria determining religious membership in the Tibetan Buddhism. Although the above 

narratives of the arrival of statues, construction of temples, and translation of scriptures during 

the time of Songtsen Gampo have gained currency under specific historical and socio-political 

circumstances, other accounts allow for alternative modes of periodization.  

 For example, early oral traditions and texts such as the Vase-Pillar Testament, maintain that 

Buddhism began in Tibet during the time of the King Lha Thotori Nyentsen (circa 6th century),34 

who preceded Songtsen Gampo by five generations. Although the testament alleges that Buddhist 

scriptures including the Array of a Basket Sutra (Kāraṇḍavyūhasūtra, Za ma tog bkod pa’i mdo) 

and the Collection of Recommended Confession Sutra (Dpang skong phyag rgya pa’i mdo, 

*Sākṣipūrṇakṣudraka-sūtra) and sculptures like a stupa fell from the sky,35 Tibetan historian Gö 

Lotsawa Zhonnu Pel (1392–1481), in his Blue Annals (Deb ther sngon po), maintains that Pandita 

Buddhirakshita and translator Lithesi brought the articles.36 Both sources state that the Tibetan 

king, unaware of its religious content, viewed them as ominous texts and shelved them 

indefinitely. Regardless, the Vase-Pillar Testimony dates the presence of texts and Buddhist 

sculptures in Tibet from as early as the sixth century. In this case, Buddhist sculptures and texts 

appeared in Tibet during the reign of the Yarlung King Lha Thori Nyentsen,37 predating even the 

arrival of the Jowo statues, thereby preceding the beginning of Buddhism in Tibet by about a 

hundred years. 

 
34. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 90.  

35. Ibid, 94–95. The story of “the descent of texts and the stupas from above” from the testament was 
later cited, either in its entirety or in parts, by later Tibetan historians including Sonam Tsemo (1142–
1182), Tselpa Kunga Dorje (1309–1364), Goe Lotsawa Zhonnu Pel (1392–1481), Peljor Zangpo 
(15th), Pawo Tsuglak Trengwa (1504–1564), and others.  

36. George N. Roerich (trans.), The Blue Annals (New Delhi: Motilal Baranasidass, 1974), 38. 

37. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 90. 
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 In the past, socio-cultural biases, especially religious, political, and economic, have prompted 

Tibetan religious historians to push preemptory views of when Buddhism actually began in Tibet. 

Words such as advent, introduction, coming, beginning, etc. in relation to a religious tradition 

bear different semantic overtones, thereby sparking different pictures as we learn from the 

philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. It connects to the core questions of what verbs we choose and 

what constitutes a religion, a religious tradition, or Buddhism. This prompts researchers to study 

what defines the presence of a tradition from a religious perspective that can be relatively 

validated with the study of history. It is from this perspective that we come across different 

scholars setting the milestone of the beginning of Buddhism at different periods of Tibet’s history. 

The identification of Tsongkhapa with religious and historical masters of the past Buddhist and 

Tibetan history, the historical evolution of Buddhist tradition from the time of Buddha 

Shakyamuni to Tsongkhapa, the role of Tsongkhapa’s voluminous writings in re-presenting 

Buddhism with emphasis on the classical Indian Buddhist scriptures and treatises in Tibet, and 

the establishment of Gelukpa as a major school propagating Buddhism, which all forms the 

elements of this dissertation, necessitates a critical study into the contrasting views on ‘Buddhism 

in Tibet.’ 

 As such, even the simple proposition that the arrival of statues during King Songtsen Gampo 

in the seventh century marks the glorious beginning of Buddhism despite the precedence of the 

arrival of scriptures and a stupa during the reign of Lha Thori Nyentsen is to suggest an innate 

difference in their semiotic value of the religious objects and the narratives.38 And, the history of 

Buddhism in Tibet extending up to the growth of Gelukpa School is rife with such paradoxes.  

 
38. As regarding the Three Precious Refuge, while Buddhist treatises like the Ornament of Sutra consider 

buddha as the principal refuge, The Well-Meaning Speech posits Dharma as the ultimate refuge. See 
Maitreyanatha, Theg pa chen po mdo sde’i rgyan (Mahāyāna-sūtrālaṃkāra), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe 
bsdur ma edition, Vol. 70: 821. See also Ched du brjod pa’i tshoms (Udānavarga), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe 
bsdur ma edition, Vol. 72: 664. In a similar tone, The Sublime Scripture on Discipline considers the 
existence or extinction of practicing members of the Sangha as a determinant of the existence or 
extinction of Buddhism. See ’Dul ba gzhung dam pa (Vinaya-uttaragrantha), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur 
ma edition, Vol. 13: 176.  
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 Such discrepant views of religion, ethics, philosophy, and hermeneutics, though seemingly 

insignificant, have been ubiquitously invoked for the assertion of relevance or prominence of the 

role of a concept, an individual or a tradition in the development of Buddhism. Such 

inconclusiveness in determining the existence of Buddhism provides space for schools and sects 

to invoke a certain aspect of Buddhism that renders their significance of role in the establishment 

and furtherance of Buddhism in Tibet. It is one such discrepant views necessitating a correct 

understanding of Buddhist philosophy that allows for the founders of Tibetan Buddhist schools 

like Jey Tsongkhapa to be hailed within the ambit of hermeneutics for their contributions in the 

history of Buddhism in Tibet. For instance, Jey Tsongkhapa, a master who had refrained from 

even mild scholarly polemics at best, expresses in a veiled tone his preeminence in understanding 

accurately of Buddhist philosophy over all other masters, as hereunder: 

Like the ones who are considered the most preeminent in Tibet for their 

understanding and wisdom, I too, for a long time, was able to effortlessly develop 

an understanding of the meaning by merely skimming the scriptures (sūtra) and 

their exegetical treatises (śāstra), and also instill satisfaction in others by 

generating in them a pleasantly considerable understanding through my 

expositions. However, these [understandings of Buddhist philosophy] are not to 

be relied. When thoroughly examined with incisive reasoning, these 

understandings that appear valid in the beginning eventually crumble. 39 

 
   The Extensive Commentary to “the Treasury of Knowledge,” however, presents buddha, dharma, 

and sangha by way of the analogy of a physician, medicine, and nurse, recognizing the unique role 
each plays in assisting an individual’s realization of truth and freedom. See Sthiramati, Chos mngon 
pa mdzod kyi bshad pa’i rgya cher ’grel pa (Abhidharmakoṣabhāṣya-ṭīka-tattvārtha), in Bstan ’gyur, 
Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 119: 639.  

   The Commentary on the “Definitive Elucidation of the Import of Sutra,” while refraining from 
stratifying the Three Precious Refuges, delineates their uniqueness based on six different grounds—
characteristics, functions, perception, reliance, recollection, and production of merits. See Mdo sde 
dgongs pa nges par ’grel pa’i mdo’i rnam par bshad pa (Samdhinirmocana-sūtra-vyākhyāna), in Bstan 
’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 116: 210.  

  Therefore, given the prevalence of such diverse views, to consider any object of refuge to be superior 
to the others to the extent of rendering them as dispensible is inconclusive in the periodization of 
Buddhism in Tibet. 

39. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Tsong kha pa’i rnam thar ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba dad pa’i 
’jug ngogs (Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa (The Collected Works (Gsung ’bum) of 
the Incomparable Lord Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, also Rje thams cad mkhyen pa blo bzang 
grags pa’i dpal gyi bka’ ’bum), Zhol edition, 18 vols. (New Delhi: Mongolian Lama Guru Deva, 1978–
1979), Vol. 1: 5–146. 
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 Furthermore, expressing his misgivings about knowledge and practice of Buddhism in Tibet, 

Tsongkhapa in his prologue to The Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra (Sngags rim chen mo), 

writes, 

The ones persevering in the Tantric Yoga are bereft of learning; 
The learned ones are unskilled in the key points of practice. 
The eyes that see scriptures are but imperfect 
And inadequate to discern through reasoning the meaning of the scriptures.40 
 

 These aside, from a Buddhist semiotic perspective, statue, scripture, and stupa symbolize a 

buddha’s body, speech, and mind. To consider one of these three aspects as determining the 

presence or lack thereof of the Enlightened Being is debatable. Besides, scripture also symbolizes 

Dharma, the second source of spiritual refuge. Again, to conclusively suggest that scriptures 

containing the teachings of a founder of the religious tradition are of a lesser religious value than 

a statue, which purports to mirror the actual person, is preposterous, especially in light of the 

prevalent world religions that decry anthropomorphism or any external representations.  

 Historical writings show that Buddhist scriptures and stupas arrived in Tibet in the sixth 

century and the statues in the mid-seventh century. Nonetheless, the question of when the 

Tibetans first subscribed to the doctrine of Buddha Shakyamuni evade a conclusive answer. 

Historians write that Buddhism flourished under the successive Tibetan Kings, particularly Tri 

Songdetsen (739/742–797) and Tri Relpachen (802–836).  

 

Exilic and Non-Tibetan Monastic Communities in Tibet  

At the same time, Buddha Shakyamuni outlined in the Vinaya that the survival of Buddhism 

would be determined by the presence or absence of the Saṅgha, a spiritual community comprising 

 
40  Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang 

ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba (Sngags rim chen mo), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 3: 5. See also Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa, Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra: Chapters XI—
XII (The Creation Stage), Annotated and translation by Thomas Freeman Yarnall (New York, NY: 
American Institute for Buddhist Studies/New York: Columbia University Press, 2013). 
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of at least four fully ordained monks (bhikṣu, dge slong) or nuns (bhikṣuni, dge slong ma),41 and 

not otherwise. Furthermore, the presence of the four-fold group of practitioners comprising of 

male and female monastics and male and female lay vow-holders is considered an indicator of a 

vibrant Sangha according to Vinaya, the collection of Buddhist scriptures that lay the standards 

for morality and ethics for Buddhist institutions and individuals. From the Vinaya perspective, 

the sixth- and seventh-century Tibet was yet to have its first Tibetan monastic on the snowy 

highland.  

 Tibetan historians also narrate that Khotanese monks, following the persecution of 

Buddhism under their king in Khotan, arrived in Central Tibet to seek refuge in the early eighth 

century. Their accounts contain information comparable to those in the Prophecy of Arhat 

Samghavardana (Dgra bcom dge ’dun ’phel gyis lung bstan pa, Arhatsaṃghavardhana-

vyākaraṇa),42 a semihistorical text attributed to Arhat Sanghavardana and classified as prophetic 

writing in the Tibetan Tenjur collection. This prophecy and Tibetan accounts maintain that the 

Khotanese monks fled to Tibet with the hope for refuge and protection from the Tibetan emperor, 

who the prophetic text describes as rules over several adjacent kingdoms, including Khotan. 

Tibetan King Tri Detsukten (r. 712–755), and Princess Jincheng Gongzhu (circa 698–739), who 

had left China in 710 and had become his bride, built temples to shelter the monks. Upon learning 

of more Khotanese Buddhist monks fleeing to other neighboring kingdoms such as Anxi, Kashgar, 

Gilgit, and Kashmir, Gongzhu invited those monks to Tibet. In around the third or the fourth year 

of their arrival, Gongzhu died of smallpox, and many Tibetans succumbed to the epidemic as 

 
41. ’Dul ba gzhi (Vinayavastu), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 3: 427. Also, see ’Dul ba rnam 

’byed (Vinayavibhaṅga), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 6: 108. 

42. Sanghavardana, Dgra bcom dge ’dun ’phel gyis lung bstan pa (Arhatsaṅghavardhana-vyākaraṇa), in 
Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 96: 1037–1039. The text contains information on the flight 
of Khotanese monks to Tibet in the mid-eighth century. It is attributed as a prophecy to Arhat 
Sanghavardhana, a contemporary of Khotanese King Vijayakirti, circa late-seventh–early eighth 
century. See also John E. Hill, "Notes on the Dating of Khotanese History," Indo-Iranian Journal 31, 
no. 3 (1988): 179–90. Accessed March 27, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/24654505. 
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well.43 Despite the warm reception that Tibetans extended to the monks and the claims regarding 

the spread of Buddhism in Tibet since the sixth- or the seventh century, certain sections of 

Tibetans still held an indifferent or unfavorable view of the new religion. Some Tibetan ministers 

blamed the presence of the Khotanese Buddhist monks for the spread of the epidemic and 

expelled them to the northern region. Because of Gongzhu’s death happening three-four years 

after the arrival of the Khotanese monks,44 we can securely date the presence of Khotanese monks 

in Central Tibet between 736 to 739 CE. 

 The arrival of Khotanese monks, if historically accurate, marks the earliest presence of the 

Buddhist monastic community in Tibet. It could, as well, mark the beginning of Buddhism in 

Tibet, at least from the Vinaya perspective. However, without knowing more of their interaction 

with the Tibetans and given their non-Tibetan ethnicity and the brief period of exile in Central 

Tibet, the question of how the arrival and presence of the Khotanese Buddhist monks play into 

the periodization of Buddhism in Tibet largely remains undiscussed.  

 Around four decades later, Tibet witnessed the arrival of twelve Indian Bhikshus or monastics 

of the highest order at the invitation of the Tibetan King Tri Songdetsen. Affiliated to the Buddhist 

Vinaya tradition of the Mulasarvastivadina (mūlasarvāstivāda, gzhi thams cad yod par smra ba), 

these monks were invited to satisfy the quorate composition for ordaining the first group of 

Tibetan monastics in Tibet. Their congregation and officiating of the ordination under the chief 

preceptorship of Indian master Shantarakshita (725–788) mark the earliest reported case of a 

major Buddhist ritual conducted by a monastic community, this time by monks from the Indian 

subcontinent. 

 

Samye, Buddhism, and Tibetan Buddhist Monasticism  

 
43. Dpal ’byor bzang po, Rgya bod yig tshang chen mo, in Sa skya’i chos ’byung gces bsdus, 6 vols. (Pe 

cin: Krung go bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 3: 67–69. 

44. Ibid. 
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Another important historical event often presented as marking the beginning of Buddhism in 

Tibet is the establishment of Samye Temple by King Trisong Detsen in 779.45 Considering that 

several Buddhist temples have been constructed elsewhere in Central Tibet by that time, it is fair 

to say that it is a host of other historically significant events associated with Samye during the 

early years that makes its establishment a watershed moment in Tibet’s religious history.  

 The Testament of Ba, a historical account of Trisong’s minister Ba Selnang, recounts a sudden 

onset of natural calamities and epidemics in Central Tibet at the end of four-month-long teaching 

by the Indian Pandita Shantarakshita to the Tibetans through a Kashmiri interpreter called 

Ananta. Held responsible by the anti-Buddhist ministers for the sufferings caused by calamities 

and sickness, Shantarakshita left Tibet. Once the issue subsided, the Testament maintains that 

Shantarakshita returned to Tibet at the king’s invitation, this time with Guru Padmasambhava 

(8th c.) and an unnamed temple geomancer.46 Shantarakshita advised the King to construct a 

temple with an assurance of Guru Padmasambhava’s unequaled power to exorcise or subdue all 

malignant spirits and the geomancer’s counsels on the construction phases of Samye.  

 Guru Padmasambhava’s suppression of demons and taming of pre-imperial Bon spirits47 led 

to the development of a large corpus of the syncretic liturgy on exorcism and propitiation rituals 

that are evident in Tibetan religious culture to this day. Ba Selnang also mentions of a Buddhist-

 
45. Gyurme Dorje, Tibet Handbook with Bhutan (Bath; Lincolnwood, IL: Footprint Handbooks Ltd., 

1999), 172. For dates of establishment of Samye and other events relating to Trisong and Samye, see 
Pasang Wangdu, Hildegard Diemberger, and Per K. Sørensen, Dba’ Bzhed: The Royal Narrative 
Concerning the Bringing of the Buddha’s Doctrine to Tibet, 63, n. 201. 

46. Sba gsal snang, Sba’ bzhed (Sba bzhed ces bya ba las sba gsal snang gi bzhed pa) (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe 
skrun khang, 1982), 25. See also Pasang Wangdu, et. al., Dba’ Bzhed, 63. Attributed to Ba Selnang, 
the minister who Trisong assigned to escort Shantarakshita from Nepal to Tibet, the testimony Sba 
bzhed twice reiterates that it was Shantarakshita that invited Padmasambhava to Tibet. Moreover, if 
the attribution of authorship to Ba Selnang holds, the text remains one of the earliest historical 
sources on Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyel. However, the text describes the latter as one of the 
two of Trisong’s queens who took up practice and meditation (sgrub pa mdzad) and mankes no 
mention of being a Tantric consort. See Sba bzhed, 53. 

47. Sba gsal snang, Sba’ bzhed, 28. Interestingly, the Testament of Ba, which is recounted in several 
versions mentions Guru Padmasambhava as a Bhikshu or a fully ordained monk and attributes the 
title ‘mkhan po’ (preceptor). 
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Bon debate under the aegis of King Tri Songdetsen that resulted in the accreditation of Buddhist 

practice and the rituals of Padmasambhava as well as the proscription of pre-imperial Bon rituals 

including animal sacrifice.48 Padmasambhava’s role in the advancement of Tantra, regardless of 

the questions surrounding their scriptural sources, is instrumental in the accentuation of the 

Vajrayana or Tantrayana aspects of Buddhism for the Tibetans. Similarly, the Nyingma School of 

Tibetan Buddhism, whose identity was shaped in reaction to the new schools and its origin traced 

retrospectively to Guru Padmasambhava, remains the oldest example of a school of thought and 

philosophy that characteristic of what is today known as Tibetan Buddhism. While a school did 

not exist per se during the lifetime of Padmasambhava, the Nyingma school considers 

Padmasambhava, Yeshe Tsogyel, and his twenty-five disciples as the school’s founders and 

forefathers.49 These events spatially and temporally converge around the establishment of Samye.  

 After Samye was complete and the inaugural jubilations ended, Buddhism began to lose its 

aura of renewed newness, and the temples became deserted. To prevent Buddhism from sliding 

into oblivion, Trisong Detsen decided to establish a monastic community of Tibetans.50 Built as a 

temple complex, Samye served as the venue of the first monastic ordination in Tibet and housed 

other educational and religious institutions.  

 In circa 780, the Indian master Shantarakshita (725–788) and twelve quorate Bhikshus of 

the Mulasarvastivada tradition ordained seven Tibetan probationers as novice monks. Although 

 
48. Ibid, 34. Bla ma dam pa bsod nams rgyal mtshan, Rgyal rabs gsal ba’i me long (Chos ’byung gsal ba’i 

me long), 300. 

49. Whereas, there exist lines of transmission of masters such as Shantarakshita, Vimalamitra, 
Jñanasutra, and Vairochana, that are alternative to the transmission lineage of Padmasambhava, 
these masters are considered manifestations sharing the same source divinity and invariably draw 
their teachings preserved in the Nyingma school from Buddha Vajradhara.  

50. Sba gsal snang, Sba’ bzhed, 57. Taktsangpa Peljor Zangpo (15th c.), in his Tibetan and Chinese 
Documents, connects the desertion of temples and the establishment of the monastic community and 
wrote that the monastic community was established in view of the need for monks as temple 
caretakers or priests. See Dpal ’byor bzang po, Rgya bod yig tshang chen mo, in Sa skya’i chos ’byung 
gces bsdus, Vol. 3: 131. 
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Buddhist Vinaya considers the ordination into a novice (śramaṇa, dge tshul) as a prerequisite for 

full ordination in the case of male monastics, it sets forth no minimum requirement for a person 

to become a novice or Shramanera, but 20 years of minimum age to become a Bhikshu. As 

historical narratives recount, there is no committance of either historical or technical discrepancy 

in the claim that they received the full ordained monks soon after from the same preceptors. The 

ordination of the first group of Tibetan probationer monks marks the earliest formation of Tibetan 

monastic community with members upholding one or more of the Pratimoksha, or ‘Individual 

Liberation,’ vows which, according to the Buddhist Vinaya, defines the presence of the 

Buddhadharma. After that, Samye also came to be known as Samye Gön (bsam yas dgon) and 

officially became the first Tibetan monastery. The monastic community at Samye grew further, 

and at least twelve other monasteries were founded across Central Tibet and Kham in the 

following decades.51  

 Based on the Vinaya emphasis on the presence and the role of male monastics in the 

sustenance of Buddhism, this historical establishment of the first Tibetan monastic community at 

Samye postdates periodization of the advent of Buddhism in Tibet by a few hundred years from 

the first appearance of Buddhist texts and a stupa in the sixth century. 

 The Testament of Ba states that the novice probationer monks were trained as translators52 

and later became the earliest Tibetan masters to preach Buddhism in their native Tibetan 

language.53 Before this, all Buddhist teachings existed as either translation or interpretation of 

texts and teachings in foreign languages, mainly Sanskrit and Chinese. These earliest instances of 

 
51. Dmu dge bsam gtan rgya mtsho, Bod kyi lo rgyus kun dga’i me long, 6 vols. (Zi ling: Mtsho sngon mi 

rigs dpe skrun khang, 1997), Vol. 3: 78. 

52. In Tibetan culture, childhood normally extends from the time of birth until the age of sixteen and 
youth covers the gae from sixteen through thirty. Also, some sources allege that the probationer 
monks were all trained translators at the time of the novice ordination. 

53. Sba gsal snang, Sba bzhed, 58.  
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original Tibetan explication of Buddhist doctrine and philosophy in Tibetan marked a significant 

development in the assimilation of Buddhism by the Tibetans. 

 Furthermore, with the establishment of the monastic community formed under 

Shantarakshita, Tibet also felt the presence of a Tantric community of lay male and female 

Tantrins under Guru Padmasambhava, including at Sang’ngak Ling in Samye, which laid a firm 

foundation for the growth and development of vibrant Buddhist community.54 The new monastic 

institutions that sprung on the Tibetan plateau were initially comprised exclusively of monasteries 

or institutions of monks. In circa 791, Ba Ratna ordained a group of women, including Tsen Tri 

Gyelmo Tsun and Tsunmo Gyel as nuns.55 Despite the compounding debates and questions on 

the procedural veracity and technical expediency surrounding the nun ordination in the Tibetan 

tradition and in Buddhist cultures elsewhere,56 Tibet, as traditional narratives such as The 

 
54. ’Jam mgon kong sprul blo gros mtha’ yas, Rin chen gter mdzod chen mo, 70 vols. (New Delhi: Shechen 

Publications, 2007–2008), Vol. 1: 47–60. The volume contains several Terma texts on libation and 
fumigation rituals attributed to Guru Padma and King Trisong that prays on behalf of the Ngakchang 
(sngags ’chang) practitioners, which mostly applies to lay Tantric practitioners. 

55. Tsen Tri Gyelmo Tsun and Tsunmo Gyel are rendered jo mo btsan khri rgyal mo btsun and sru btsun 
mo rgyal. See Sba bzhed, 59. While jo mo can mean nun, princess or queen, or elder sister, the use of 
the Tibetan verbal phrase rab tu byung and its adjectival parallelism with sru, meaning aunt, implies 
family or matrimonial relationship as ‘queen’ or ‘wife,’ and not ’nun.’  

   Furthermore, rab tu byung, which strictly means ‘becoming ordained’ with emphasis on monastic 
celibacy, is translated in English Dba’ bzhed as ‘taking vows,’ which in the classification of seven- or 
eight-fold vows can mean taking a non-celibate laywoman’s vow (śramaṇerikā, dge bsnyen ma) or 
Bikshuni (bhikṣuṇī, dge slong ma) vows. See Ibid, 59. See also Pasang Wangdu, et. al., Dba’ Bzhed, 
73. 

56. Ever since women became nuns at different phases in Tibetan history, the propriety of the modes and 
processes of ordination were either favored or contested by the male monastics and preceptors. 
Debates on nun’s ordination primarily revolves on four primary issues. The first issue concerns 
whether precedence can override promulgation, i.e., whether the way the Buddha ordained monks 
and nuns before he promulgated the Vinaya Pratimoksha procedure of ordination can be emulated 
in favor of the prescribed Vinaya promulgation. Secondly, in view of the Vinaya requirement for the 
quorum of Bhikshuni or fully-ordained-nuns for the ordination of women, the question pertains to 
whether the lineage of the ordination of nun had passed down through history in unbroken 
continuity. Thirdly, given the historical precedences of nuns ordained by a quorum exclusive 
comprising of monks, as opposed to the Vinaya requirement for a quorum of Bhikshuni, the question 
pertains to whether such ordination ritual can effect a nun’s ordination. Fourthly, the question 
touches a broader ethical question of whether rules prescribed by the Buddha can be or should be 
rigidified or relaxed because of the changing world phenomena. Besides, there are other factors such 
as the universal rights of the individuals, the contribution of women in the preservation of Dharma, 
and so forth.  
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Testament of Ba claim, had its first Buddhist group of nuns in the eighth century. As the 

ordination lineage for Bhikshuni (bhikṣuṇī, dge slong ma) or fully ordained nun had died in India 

before it could be introduced in Tibet, the Tibetan nuns ordained by Ba Ratna were exclusively 

Shramanerika (śrāmaṇerikā, dge tshul ma) or novice nuns, because only novice nunhood can be 

bestowed by a group comprising solely of monks in the absence of fully ordained nuns.57 Centuries 

later, Serdok Panchen Shakya Chokden (1428–1507) and a group of monks,58 digressing from the 

prescribed Buddhist Vinaya, ordained Tibetan novice Shramanerika nuns as fully ordained 

Bhikshunis, whereby the digression encountered objections to the extent of deeming the process 

as self-annulment of not only the Bhikshuni vow but also the Shramanerika vows that the nuns 

previously possessed. Regardless, the ordination of novice nunhood would lead to the growth of 

hundreds of nunneries across the Tibetan plateau in the following centuries. In view of these, it 

begs the question of whether the above ordinations led to the culmination of “an excellent 

community of four-fold classes of practitioners” (phun sum tshogs pa’i ’khor sde bzhi), which 

defines the presence of a living, vibrant Buddhist community. 

 The decades, as the traditional Tibetan narratives allege, also witnessed the historical Debate 

of Samye between the Indian master Kamalashila (circa 740–795) and the Chinese Master 

Heshang Moheyan (8th c.) on the efficacy of the ‘gradual’ (rim gyis pa, Ch. jianmen) and 

‘instantaneous’ (cig car ba, Ch. dunmen) methods and modes of spiritual realization. Following 

Kamalashila’s defeat of Heshang in the philosophical debate in circa 790, King Trisong 

 
57. See José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee, Sera Monastery (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2019), 34. 

Buddhist Vinaya allows for the ordination of Shramanerika in the absence of fully ordained nuns to 
officiate the ordination process. Similarly, a novice nun receives the two-year intermediate vows of 
Shikshamana (śikṣāmānā, dge slob ma) before accepting the Bhikshuni vows from a group 
comprising exclusively of officiating senior Bhikshunis. Given these Vinaya criteria, it is most likely 
that the nuns ordained by Ba Ratna were all Shramanerika or novice nuns. 

58  For Shakya Chokden’s ordination, see Yaroslav Komarovski, Visions of Unity: The Golden Paṇḍita 
Shakya Chokden’s New Interpretation of Yogācāra and Madhyamaka (Albany, New York: State 
University of New York Press, 2011), 45. 
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pronounced the tradition of Kamalashila as superior.59 The debate is believed to have resulted in 

the Tibetans’ adoption of the Indian Mahayana tradition with its emphasis on the Madhamaya 

philosophy expounded by Arya Nagarjuna. The traditional and philosophical justifications that 

evoked royal promulgation in the eighth century are followed by all major Tibetan Buddhist 

Schools, in particular the Geluk school of Tsongkhapa, whose philosophical orientation is rooted 

in the philosophical fundamentals of the Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka in the Mahayana tradition. 

The Debate of Samye provided Tibetan Buddhism its shared traditional and philosophical 

identity. 

 Many significant events converge with the founding of Samye. They include the 

establishment of the first Tibetan monastic community of monks and nuns, the introduction of 

Tantra by Guru Padmasambhava, the Tibetan king’s suppression of the pre-imperial Bon, the 

phases of Bon-Buddhist syncretism, the royal promulgation effecting the adoption of 

Madhyamaka philosophy and Mahayana tradition in Tibet, the oral transmission of Dharma by 

Tibetans in their native language, the inception of Nyingma or the Early Buddhist School, and 

others. Each of these momentous events, whether intentionally or inadvertently compounded in 

the glorification of Samye, exhibits characteristics that are considered essential in our study of the 

advent of Buddhism in Tibet from both historical and religious studies perspectives. 

 

Monasticism as Defining Characteristics of Buddhism 

 
59. Sba gsal snang, Sba bzhed, 75. See also Pasang Wangdu, et. al., Dba’ Bzhed, 73. While it is challenging 

to verify historically whether the Tibetan King Trisong presided over a grand and meticulous 
religiocultural debate between the proponents of the forms of meditation followed in Buddhism of 
the Indian and the Chinese traditions as having been narrated in the traditional Tibetan sources. 
However, there is evidence of the existence of the two groups of proponents. Composed in Tibet in 
the eighth century, Acharya Kamalashila’s Stages of Meditation (Sgom pa’i rim pa, Bhāvanākrama), 
irrespective of the questions surrounding the veracity of the Samye Debate, takes the ‘instantaneous’ 
meditation practiced by the Chinese Buddhist tradition to task, thereby evincing philosophical 
tensions between Buddhists groups in Tibet during the period that the Samye Debate was held to 
have taken place. 



 

31 
 

From the Mahayana perspective, the mere presence of vow-adhering monastics does not suffice 

for the perpetuation of Dharma, at least according to some Sutras. In the Sutra on the Questions 

of Arya Purna (’Phags pa gang pos zhus pa’i mdo, Āryapūrṇaparipṛccha-sūtra), Buddha 

Shakyamuni narrates an account of a rift between two groups of monks during the Dharma reign 

of a previous Buddha Merogandha. He further recounted a rift between a group of Bhikshus and 

a Bhikshu-Bodhisattva Parinayika, who followed the advice of Buddha Merogandha and 

“disseminated the teachings of emptiness and trained others in the cultivation of Bodhichitta, the 

altruistic intent for enlightenment.” Buddha Shakyamuni, in the Sutra elaborating on their 

differences, stated that the doctrine of Buddha Merogandha would persist for as long as Bhikshu 

Bodhisattva Parinayika lived.60 The importance laid on the Mahayana ideal of Bodhichitta, as 

advocated by the Bhikshu Bodhisattva, is found rendering the presence of other Bhikshus as 

inessential in determining the life of Buddhadharma in this world. While this may be a rare 

citation from the Sutra, it nonetheless reflects an alternative view concerning the factors 

determining the subsistence of Buddhism in any given land. 

 Taking a step further, the Buddha, in the Excellent Scripture (’Dul ba gzhung dam pa, 

Uttaragrantha), stated that the survival of the Dharma in this world would be determined not by 

the mere presence of the four-fold groups, but by “the implementation and observance of the 

Vinaya ethics.”61 Accordingly, the Buddha, in his Sutra on the Commendation of Bhikshus (Dge 

slong rab tu gces pa’i mdo, Bhikṣuprīya-sūtra), distinguishes a ‘true Bhikshu’ (yang dag pa’i dge 

slong) from a ‘nominal Bhikshu’ (ming tsam gyi dge slong) or ‘a symbolic Bhikshu’ (rtags tsam gyi 

dge slong).62 He not only excludes the two latter types from his intended monastic community but 

 
60. ’Phags pa gang pos zhus pa’i mdo (Āryapūrṇaparipṛccha-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, 

Vol. 42: 580.  

61. ’Dul ba gzhung dam pa (Uttaragrantha), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 13: 176. 

62. Dge slong rab tu gces pa’i mdo (Bhikṣuprīya-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 72: 338.  
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also states that those who pretend to be Bhikshus by assuming their designation or appearance 

will suffer from grave karmic consequences.  

 

Growth of Tibetan Buddhist Schools of Religion, Philosophy, and Practice 

The social milieu in which Jey Tsongkhapa operated was conducive to cultivating the spirit of 

eclecticism. It had been several hundred years since Buddhism had made its appearance on the 

Tibetan plateau through its many social, cultural, and religious manifestations. Since then, Tibet 

had witnessed the growth of many Buddhist schools of philosophy and practice. 

Oldest of the Tibetan schools is Nyingma or the Old School, which traces its root the 

teachings of Guru Padmasambhava in the eighth century and translations produced around that 

time but whose materialization into an independent school vis-à-vis other Tibetan schools and 

the development of its scriptures continued until the twentieth century. More formally called 

Ngagyur Nyingma (Old Translation School), the school follows many ancient scriptures translated 

from Sanskrit and other languages into Tibetan until the period of the Indian scholar 

Smritijñanakirti (late-10th or early-11th c.), but many of which were excluded from the 

conventional collections of the Sarma Schools, which includes the Sakya, Kagyud, Kadam, and, 

later, Geluk. These early translations, the physical and abstract concealments of a wide range of 

teachings in the manner of a time capsule, popularly called Terma (gter ma) or Hidden Treasures, 

from the eleventh century, and the compilation of Nyingma Gyubum (Rnying ma rgyud ’bum) or 

The Collected Works of the Old School from around the fifteenth century contributed significantly 

to the formation of the oldest Tibetan Buddhist School of Ngagyur Nyingma (Lit. Old School of 

the Early Translation).63 While the school lists among its founding masters, the revealers of Terma 

such as Sangye Lama (1000–1080), Nyangrel Nyima Wozer (1124–1192), Guru Chowang (1212–

 
63. David Germano, “Dzogchen,” Macmillan Encyclopedia of Religion, edited by Lindsay Jones, Vol. 4 

(MacMillan Reference USA, 2005). 
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1270), and Rikdzin Godem (1337–1409), and philosophers like Rongzom Chökyi Zangpo (1040–

1159), and Longchen Rabjampa Drimé Wozer (1308–1363), the Life and Teachings of Guru 

Padmasambhava remain the centrality of the Nyingma philosophy and practice.  

Despite the extended history of the Nyingma School, it can be safely stated that all Tibetan 

Buddhist schools, including the Nyingma or ‘the Old School’ and the others that are collectively 

known as the Sarma of ‘the New School,’ were founded between the eleventh and the fifteenth 

century, which also cover ‘the Age of Renaissance,’ which was marked by the revival of Buddhism 

following the decline of Buddhism with the persecution by King Lang Darma (r.836–842), the last 

king of the Tibetan Yarlung dynasty. One of the most prominent religious movements began with 

the arrival of an Indian master, Atisha Dipankara (982–1054), which led to the founding of 

Kadampa School by his disciple, Dromton Gyalwé Jungney (1004–1064). His teachings were 

incorporated by scholars of all Tibetan schools and sub-schools, including some of their founders. 

The period also saw the establishment of the Sakya School by Khon Konchok Gyalpo (1034–

1102), whose members later assumed political authority over Tibetan regions and hereditary 

lineage continues to preside over the school to this day. The Kagyud School that was founded by 

Marpa Chokyi Lodro (1012–1097) branched out through his disciples, most prominently 

Gampopa Sonam Rinchen (1079–1153). Gampopa’s disciples founded sub-schools in the lineage 

of Marpa and Gampopa that today constitute the mainstream Kagyud.  

The founding of each Tibetan school heralds a new beginning or age for its members, who 

see their school and its philosophical and soteriological orientation as reflecting the intended 

essence of the Buddha’s teachings.  

 

Geluk: A New Beginning in Buddhism 

The fourteenth-fifteenth century religious landscape of Tibet was marked by the arrival of Jey 

Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (1357–1419). Trained in the tradition of the Kadampa during his 

early novicehood, Tsongkhapa studied under masters of all major and minor Tibetan schools and 
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traditions. While upholding the fundamentals of Buddhism confirmed by all schools, his 

philosophy and practice were unique in many ways. They include his elucidation of the Buddhist 

Madhyamaka philosophy, prioritization of canonical scriptures and classical Indian treatises, 

advocacy of reason and reality in religious epistemology, emphasis on the strict observance of the 

Vinaya, endeavors in revival, restoration and preservation of sacred sites and representations, 

kindling religiosity through mass festivals, and others.  

 Tsongkhapa’s revival of the Vinaya considerably reformed Buddhist monasticism in Tibet. 

When building Ganden, the central monastic seat of the Geluk School, everything from laying the 

blueprint to assigning masonry duties was done in accordance with the Vinaya. At a time when 

practitioners draped in monastic robes kept spouses and indulged in consumption of intoxicants, 

Tsongkhapa formed a community that sought to replicate the monastic tradition of ancient Indian 

Buddhism. Even Khedrub Gelek Pelzang (1385–1438), a scholar and a monk ordained in the 

ordination lineage of the noted preceptor Shakya Shribhadra (1127–1225), was reportedly 

sporting a full-sleeved brocade jacket over his robe during his first meeting with the renowned 

Tsongkhapa. Seeing Tsongkhapa’s humble bearing in a half-sleeved three-piece monastic robe in 

the cold winter inspired Khedrub Jey to revisit the Vinaya precepts after he became the most 

celebrated of Tsongkhapa’s disciples. Tsongkhapa’s emphasis on strict observance of Vinaya 

began a new wave of monasticism that considerably influenced the preexisting Tibetan schools of 

Buddhism.  

Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen 

mo) and The Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra (Sngags rim chen mo) delineates, in a 

distinctive manner, the entire courses of spiritual paths and grounds (sa lam, marga-bhūmi) in 

Buddhist soteriology. Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works, running to around nineteen Tibetan-style 

volumes, is a comprehensive collection of writings that have become the central texts for the study 

of religion, spirituality, philosophy, meditation, and practice in the Geluk academia. For the 

Gelukpas, Tsongkhapa’s remains the most revered master of the tradition, and his teachings 
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reveal, in the most accurate manner, the import of the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni. For the 

Gelukpas, the years Tsongkhapa marks a new dawn in the history of Buddhism in Tibet.  

 

Conclusion 

The life and teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa can better be appreciated when fairly contextualized 

with a historical overview of the advent of religion and Buddhism in Tibet. Ancient historical 

narratives allude to different forms of religious practices being followed in Tibet even before the 

Tibetan Yarlung Dynasty began in 127 AD. The first signs of Buddhism in the form of texts and a 

stupa appeared in the sixth century, followed by the appearance of statues and temples and 

translation of Buddhist texts in the seventh century. The eighth-century Tibet saw the 

establishment of its monastic community, lay foundation for its first Buddhist school of 

philosophy and thought, favor the Indian Madhayamaka system of the Mahayana tradition, and 

secure royal proclamation pronouncing Buddhism as the state religion. Tibet of the Renaissance 

Age saw the formation of the Nyingma and the founding of new schools of Kadam, Sakya, and 

Kagyud. The fourteenth-fifteenth century marked the founding of the Geluk School.  

 Given the many definitions of religion and the inconclusiveness of characteristics defining 

Buddhism, all these historical events, beginning from the pre-historic ages up to the founding of 

the Geluk School, were found bearing one or more of the defining attributes of religion or 

Buddhism. 
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Chapter 2: Reimagining Historical Lives in the Early Biographical Writings 

 

 

    Of all deeds, the deeds of his words  

    Are indeed the most excellent. 

    Learned ones, thus convinced, 

    Remember the Buddha for his words. 

 

      – Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa  

        Praise to the Teaching on Relativity (1398) 

 

 

 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (1357–1419), as we imagine today, is an extension of a 

personality created by his followers and biographers based on initial accounts and memories of 

his life64 recounted posthumously by his direct disciples, aides, associates, and, above all, 

biographers. While it is customary for early writers to acknowledge the persons requesting or 

commissioning the writings in the prologue or colophon, no biographers allude to any event where 

Tsongkhapa expressed any desire or assigned the task of writing panegyric biographies. He did 

not pen any autobiography himself, save for a prayer of gratitude titled Perfect Accomplishment 

of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential Revelation, which is based on experiences gained in the course 

of his many spiritual endeavors.65 Although the text contains no dates or life events other than a 

 
64. For contemporary writings on the life and works of Je Tsongkhapa, see Robert Thurman, Life and 

Teachings of Tsongkhapa (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works & Archives, 1982) and Thupten 
Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows (Boulder: Shambhala, 2019). A multi-volume 
biographical anthology alone lists forty-six biographical titles in Tibetan. See Rje btsun tsong kha pa 
chen po’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs, 4 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rigs pa’i dpe skrun khang, 2015). 

65. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rang gi rtogs pa brjod pa mdo tsam du bshad pa (Rtogs brjod mdun 
legs ma), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 302. 
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chronological order of the spiritual training and practices he had undertaken, some consider the 

text as ‘an autobiography’ depending on how they regulate the scope of its definition. 

Tsongkhapa lived the life of a monk scholar-practitioner. It also appears that his 

contemporaries and disciples, by way of their mystical visions, deified him as an emanation of 

buddhas, bodhisattvas, and divinities somewhere in his fifties or upon his death. For example, 

responding to Tsongkhapa’s questions on the concept of ‘Clear Light’ (’od gsal) in the Tantric 

system, Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–1401), a master of the Kagyud School and an 

acclaimed emanation of Lord Vajrapani, not only relayed the replies from Vajrapani but also 

conveyed revelations regarding Tsongkhapa’s connections to buddhas and bodhisattvas in his 

past lives as well as his predestination to enlightenment.66 Namkha Gyaltsen relayed that 

Tsongkhapa was an emanation of Buddha Maitreya as well as Bodhisattva Manjushri.67 

Tsongkhapa outlived Namkha Gyaltsen by about two decades, and Namkha Gyaltsen’s letter was 

incorporated into Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works with biographies, which traditionally preludes 

major collection of his writings. Another close associate Umapa Tsondru Senggé, aka Pawo Dorje 

(c. mid-14th–early 15th c.), who identifies himself as both a teacher and a student68 to 

Tsongkhapa since their first meeting at Cholung in 1390, drew a similar connection between 

Tsongkhapa and bodhisattvas, particularly Manjushri and Maitreya. This trend was followed by 

his principal disciples, including Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen (1364–1432), Khedrub Gelek Pelzang 

(1385–1438), Tokden Jampel Gyatso (1356–1428), Jamyang Chojé Tashi Palden (1379–1449), 

 
66. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Zhu lan sman mchog bdud rtsi’i ’phreng ba,” in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 311. 

67. Ibid, Vol. 1: 311–312. See also Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Lho brag grub chen dang mjal 
tshul lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 216.  

68. While most masters including Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen and Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro imparted 
teachings to Tsongkhapa and also received teachings in return, Umapa was one master who explicitly 
regarded Tsongkhapa as both his teacher and student. Unlike Lhodrak and Rendawa, who were 
considerably older than Tsongkhapas and had their own teachers when Tsongkhapa undertook 
advanced study and training in Central Tibet.  
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and the First Dalai Lama Gedun Drub (1391–1474). As for Tsongkhapa, he laid no claim to such 

divine connections in more than three hundred titles in his Collected Works. 

Contrary to the mystification and subsequent divinization, Tsongkhapa lived most of his 

life as a knowledge-seeking, itinerant monk and refrained from alluding to any divine connection, 

barring those that his disciples allege Tsongkhapa to have confided in them. He was a guide to his 

disciples, a scholar with the sole intent of establishing the essential meaning of the dharma, a 

practitioner who lived by what he preached, and an ardent seeker of knowledge whose quest 

defied all norms of a conventional teacher-student equation. Jey Tsongkhapa exuded both 

confidence and humility, and an impeccable character and charisma that led to the creation of 

Tibet’s largest Buddhist denomination with an extensive network of personalities and institutions 

across the Tibetan plateau in the fifteenth century.  

 While allusion to Jey Tsongkhapa’s divine connections and the posthumous deification 

greatly impacted his stature and altered people’s perceptions, it is equally helpful to reimagine 

Jey Tsongkhapa as a person extricated from the mystical embellishments. Although relatability 

does not equate to historicity, it helps bring the readers closer to the real personality in view of 

the distant space and time in which he operated, or at least fulfill three of the many significant 

biographical purposes—the documentation of life events, the exemplification of spiritual life 

practice, and the legitimation and perpetuation of his teachings and tradition.  

 To understand the complexity surrounding the multiple layers of information and forms 

of narratives that contributed towards the creation of Jey Tsongkhapa, a close analysis of the 

culture and practice of life writings in Tibet during his years and a glance into the literary 

approaches adopted in recent academia in the West is pertinent. In particular, the study of the life 

and teachings of Jesus Christ by researchers as well as apologists and critics in recent centuries is 

unparalleled. While the life and writings of Jey Tsongkhapa might not enjoy as much breadth of 

attention and devotion, the approaches adopted therein can be helpful. 
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2.1 Literary Approaches: The Post-Modern Methodologies in the Narration of Ancient 

and Pre-Modern History 

Overview of the Study of Life and Teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni 

In the field of Buddhist studies, no individual has garnered as much research interest as Buddha 

Shakyamuni. He taught how our good and bad experiences result from corresponding actions and 

thoughts. He also preached how wisdom understanding conventional and ultimate realities of all 

phenomena and genuine compassion are the root causes of our happiness and freedom from 

suffering, pain, and dissatisfaction. These simple yet profound teachings contrasted from many 

other religions, where beings are created, sustained, and released through the power of a creator 

god or supernatural forces. His restoration of agency and free will in individuals through these 

teachings have inspired millions in the East, and more recently, in the West. It is believed that 

pursuing an objective biographical criticism that examines the life of a biographical subject will 

provide greater insight into his deeds and teachings.  

A brief literary review on the life of Buddha Shakyamuni will also provide helpful 

information in our approach to the study of the life and writings of Jey Tsongkhapa. 

 

Literary Approaches in Buddhist Studies 

For centuries, scholars have adopted different approaches to study of the life of Buddha 

Shakyamuni. Some have adopted substantial and positivistic approaches in their attempt at 

presenting the “historical Buddha.” Others have favored a more interpretivistic approach, 

necessitating a different set of epistemic criteria to assess subjects with abstract yet tangible social, 

religious, spiritual, and philosophical dimensions. The moderates in the middle fall into two-

fold—the pro-objectivists who favored historical explicability, while accommodating traditional 

myths and legends, and the pro-traditionalist who frame the story on mythological and legendary 

themes, while connecting them to persons, places, and events for historical relevance. Though an 
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oversimplified categorization, the numerous biographical schemas on the life of the Buddha, 

despite their many paradigmatic claims, can be categorized broadly into four-fold from the 

perspective of the historical-ahistorical or historical-mythological binaries. 

 History is as much as about the writing of the past as it is about the past that is written. It 

is also as much about the reading about the past in a manner that accord with the terms and 

experience of the reader in a given social context as it is about the past that a reader struggles to 

grasp. Given these paradoxical views, many religious scholars have either discouraged the search 

for the “historical” Buddha or cautioned on the consequences of extricating a “historical” Buddha 

from the one that lives in individuals and amidst communities. 

Since the turn of the nineteenth century, the study of the life of the Buddha was 

approached from the perspectives of substantialism on the one hand and the non-substantialism, 

including relationalism, on the other. Substantialists have emphasized the extrication of the 

historical by filtrating conspicuous ahistorical elements. However, the process of writing a 

biography, by virtues or vices of the very involvement of the biographer(s), implies the lack of 

objective historicity. Incomplete, selective, and anachronic presentations of historical facts render 

biographical products dubious and unreliable. The counterparts of the substantialists, on the 

other hand, include writers who show high regard for the elements of mythology, legend, and 

hagiography in biographies of religious individuals. These writings, from a substantialist 

perspective, are subjective and contrived and rife with supernatural and transworldly elements. 

Though myths and miracles have become essential to life writings, especially in religious studies, 

their relevance and the cynicism towards the substantialist’s quest for the “historical” can warrant 

free reign to hagiographers’ unrestrained dissociation of the individual from his or her historical 

settings.  

Despite these shortcomings, historical biographies and sacred life writings are the two 

isolates between whose confine biographers write about the lives of others. Bernard Faure 

explains how these seemingly extreme forms of life writings share underlying commonalities. He 
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wrote: “Though some may consider biography the opposite of hagiography, the biographical 

process is in most cases only an unconscious duplication of the hagiographical process. Both are 

characterized by an attitude that I would call “substantialist,” in that they consider a personage as 

some kind of individual entity whose essence is reflected in specific texts—biographical or 

doctrine.”69 

 

The Buddha: The Quest for “the Historical” 

The approaches adopted in the writings on the life of the Buddha find resonance in the modern-

day study of Jesus Christ, a religious figure worshipped by nearly one-third of the world’s 7.8 

billion people. The development in the study of Jesus Christ facilitated the formulation of a series 

of quests,70 theories,71 criticisms,72 methodologies,73 and criteria,74 which form the five cardinal 

approaches to the study of the life of the Christ. The life and teachings of the Christ are 

substantially, structurally, and traditionally different from the Buddha, or Jey Tsongkhapa, whose 

life and teachings form the subject of this dissertation. Nonetheless, the extensive research 

undertaken on Jesus Christ has amply furnished researchers and scholars with modern 

perspectives, methodologies, and apparatuses. Though spatially, temporally, and culturally 

 
69.  Bernard Faure, “Bodhidharma as Textual and Religious Paradigm,” History of Religions 25, no. 3 

(1986), 188. Accessed May 24, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/1062511. I am thankful to Prof. Max 
Moerman for directing me to this very relevant section from Prof. Bernard Faure’s many important 
works. 

70. Modern research on Jesus is conveniently periodized in three consecutive periods known as the first, 
second and third quests, where each quest is characterized by a distinct approach to the study of 
historicity and the search for a “historical” Jesus.  

71. Theories include historical, mythical, etc. 

72. Textual, source, and form criticisms. 

73. Methodologies include hermeneutics, archeological survey, cultural study, etc. 

74. Criteria include elements of historicity, dissimilarity, embarrassment, multiple attestations, 
coherence, etc. 
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distant, the research on Jesus can provide points of reference in the study of the Buddha and vice 

versa.  

Scholars in the field of religion have argued against employing substantial and positivistic 

approaches to studying historical personalities imbued with elements of magic and miracles, and 

legends and myths. The quests for historicity or historicalness, though a clichéd mode of 

verification in modern academia, remains essential in the study of historical personalities. It can 

be approached, not with the intent of repudiating the realm of myth and miracles, but for 

developing a degree of historical sensitivity to those aspects of a person’s life that vie for historicity 

or historicalness. For example, regardless of the verity or merit, the quest for history or myth 

should enable readers to read Virgin Mary’s encounter with archangel Gabriel more mystically 

than her assumed “historical” encounter with Elisabeth in the Gospel of Luke (Luke 1:26–40). 

This, likewise, applies to our perception of Buddha Shakyamuni’s sermon to the celestial Medicine 

king, Bhaishajya Raja, more ideally than the teachings to his disciple Shariputra, both in The 

Lotus Sutra. While substantialists find greater comfort in investigating the episodes on Elisabeth 

and Shariputra, it hardly matters for others. 

The quest for the historical, or even for the myth, brings to the fore a few questions. Is the 

story of Buddha Shakyamuni a myth or history, or a historicized myth or a mythologized history?75 

Can the historical be rescued from the mythical, or can the mythical be saved from being reduced 

to mere history? How truly historical is that rescued history, and how relatable is that saved myth?  

What authority, whether reason, scientific proof, or mystical revelations, determines the 

authenticity of a history or a myth? What validates the authority? How objective or subjective is 

the validation? What extent of objectivity or subjectivity determines validity, authenticity, and 

authority in determining the historical or the mythical? Furthermore, introducing legend account 

 
75. From the time of Euhemerus’ (late 4th c. BCE) until before the Quests for the “historical Jesus,” 

scholars have defined myth, legend, and history.   
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for the crevice of contrasts between history and myth serves little purpose, for it still begs the 

question of what defines the borders between the realms of history, legend, and myth.  

 A brief glance at the early study of the life of the Buddha in the West can provide a glimpse 

of how scholars have addressed these questions in each of their monumental works. 

 

The Buddha: Perceptions and Projections  

Donald Lopez’s recent work on the Buddha and Buddhism shows how, before the nineteenth 

century, there were two different Buddhas for the people in the East and the West—the Buddha 

that was revered and the Buddha that was reviled.76 Perceptions changed as Buddhist 

communities, and material resources became more accessible to scholars in recent years. Rightly 

so, Lopez considers Eugène Burnouf, who he calls “the greatest nineteenth-century Scientist of 

Buddhism,”77 as the most instrumental in conveying to the western world what the Buddha and 

Buddhism meant for the communities in the East, giving ear to their diverse, and sometimes 

contrasting, traditions. 

Not all scholars viewed inclusivity so liberally. Early scholars like Hermann Oldenberg 

(1854–1920) and T. W. Rhys-Davids (1843–1922), who majorly relied on the Pali canons, have 

undertaken a substantialistic approach on the life of the Buddha. Their works have inadvertently 

furthered the prejudices prevalent in Buddhist communities regarding what constitutes “pure” or 

“true” Buddhism. Carolyn Rhys-Davids (1857–1942), for instance, took the debate on the 

historicity further with her statement: “When we shall no more read: ‘The Buddha laid down this 

and denied that,’ but ‘the church did so’—then we shall at least be fit to try to pull down 

 
76. Donald S. Lopez Jr., From Stone to Flesh: A Short History of the Buddha (Chicago/London: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2013), 2. 

77. Ibid, 4.  
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superstructure and seek for the man.”78 It is proposed that displacing agency from the Buddha to 

the Buddhist church, assuming there is a unified church and an authority for displacement, will 

bring us closer to the real Buddha. 

In the quest for the historical Buddha, Hermann Oldenberg’s emphasized the general rule 

of source criticism favoring sources purportedly closer to the events as more reliable, and also 

proposed, based on his research, that early Pali scriptures are among the oldest Buddhist 

scriptures. Citing non-explication of words indicating royalty, he maintained that the Buddha’s 

father Shuddhodana was not a king, and “The Buddha Not a King’s Son,” which is also his section 

title in his book79 This despite his admission of an instance in the Pali canon where, in Oldenberg’s 

words, “Shuddodhana’s kingly dignity” was mentioned and he which he, however, deemed 

negligible.80  

Hendrik Kern’s (1833–1917) work serves as an example of how substantialistic search for 

the Buddha resulted, in the word of J. W. de Jong (1921–2000), “dissolved the historical Buddha 

in the solar god.”81 He hypothesized that the Buddha was a solar-centered theistic myth of the 

East and that he had never existed. Kern, despite his copious citations of Sanskrit and Pali sources, 

does not well account for several important points such the belief in Mt. Meru-centric universe in 

Indian religions and mythologies, the presence of one, two, seven, or twelve sun-gods in ancient 

 
78. Mrs. Rhys-Davids (ed.), “Editor’s Note” in The Majjhima Nikaya: Index of Words., Pali Text Society 

(London: H. Milford, 1925), vi.  

79. Hermann Oldenberg, Buddha: His Life, His Doctrine, His Order, Translated by William Hoey 
(London/Edinburgh: Williams and Norgate, 1882), 416. J. W. de Jong describes Oldenberg’s 
historical approach as “an atomistic method, which consisted in collecting bits of historical 
information in the oldest accessible sources.” See J. W. de Jong, A Brief History of Buddhist Studies 
in Europe and America (Varanasi: Bharat Baharati, 1976), 29. 

80.  Hermann Oldenberg, Buddha: his Life, His Doctrine, His Order, 416. Adopting an exclusivist stance, 
Oldenberg does not appear to credit Sanskrit sutras. The Tibetan Kanjur canonical collection 
furnishes more than two dozen translations of Sanskrit sutras referring to Gautama’s father as ‘King 
Shuddodhana’ (rgyal po zas gtsang ma). The Sutra of the Great Play (lalitavistāra-sūtra, mdo rgya 
cher rol pa) alone mentions ‘King Shuddodhana’ sixty-one times. 

81.  J. W. de Jong, A Brief History of Buddhist Studies in Europe and America, 27. 
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texts, the royal convention of attributing lineage to one of the two precursory lineages—sun 

lineage (sūryavaṃśaṃ) and moon lineage (candravaṃśaṃ),82 and the extensive usage of the sun 

as a famous metaphor in Indic literature.83 To further his hypothesis, he also alluded to the 

Hindu’s regard for the Buddha as one of the ten Avataras (avatāra) or manifestations of Lord 

Vishnu and casually extrapolated this belief on the ‘sun god,’ without citing any sources. 84 I 

suppose that the earliest Buddha-Vishnu connection can be traced to The Garuda Purana (garūḍa 

purāṇa)85 and later in Navanidhirama’s Garuda Purana Saroddhara (garūḍa purāṇa 

sāroddhāra).86 Manmatha Nath Dutt (1855–1912) mentions that The Garuda Purana was written 

during the Brahmanical renaissance that followed the decline of Buddhism and that its unnamed 

author was familiar with the work of Buddhist master Nagarjuna.87 Based on Dutt’s dating, Kern 

cites later non-Buddhist sources in order to disprove early Buddhist events. Kern also appears to 

negate the Buddha in the narratives, but not the narratives on the Buddha.88  

 
82. For Prince Siddhartha’s birth in the sun lineage, see Edward Thomas, The Life of Buddha as Legend 

and History (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd. 1956), 5–6. 

83. For his interpretation of of the metaphorical ‘sun,’ see Hendrik Kern, Der Buddhismus und seine 
Geschichte in Indien: eine Darstellung der Lehren und Geschichte der buddhistischen Kirche, 
Translated from Dutch by Hermann Jacobi (Leipzig: Otto Schulze, 1882), Vol.1: 57, 84ff. Also see 
Hendrik Kern, Der Buddhismus und seine Geschichte in Indien: eine Darstellung der Lehren und 
Geschichte der buddhistischen Kirche, (Leipzig: Otto Schulze, 1884), Vol.2: 68, 94ff. Kern’s position 
has been pursued by later writers like  

84 .  Ibid, Vol.1: 299. See also Vol.2: 547.  

85. For English translation, see Manmatha Nath Dutt (Trans), The Garuda Puranam (Calcutta: Society 
of Resuscitation of Indian Literature, 1908), 4 (Ch.1), 233 (Ch.86), and 682 (Ch.221).   

86.  For English translation, Ernest Wood and S. V. Subrahmanyam (Trans.), The Garūḍa Purāṇaṃ 
Sāroddhāra, (Allahabad: SN Vasu, 1911), 62 (Ch.8:10–11). 

87.  Manmatha Nath Dutt (Trans), “Preface,” in The Garuda Puranam, i–iii. 

88 . Kern not only relied on non-Buddhist texts that post-dated Pali and Sanskrit Buddhist texts, but also 
exercises great liberty in improvising new interpretations, with “Buddha-Sun connection” 
implications, in as simple as the tale of the first painting of the Buddha image. See Hendrik Kern, Der 
Buddhismus und seine Geschichte in Indien: eine Darstellung der Lehren und Geschichte der 
buddhistischen Kirche, Vol.2: 198–199.  
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The contributions of early scholars like Oldenberg, Rhys-Davids, and Kern to the study of 

Buddhism notwithstanding, they adopt substantialistic approaches based on their views on 

languages and the notion of antiquity. These views not only depart from traditional narratives but 

also has the potentiality to engender alternative narratives. Works of Oldenberg, Rhys-Davids, 

and Kern predate Albert Schweitzer’s (1875–1965) Quest for the “historical Jesus” in 1906. 

Coincidentally, comparable works appeared in the study of Jesus and the Buddha. The 

Enlightenment scholar Hermann Samuel Reimarus’ (1694–1768) viewed Jesus as a Jewish 

prophet mythologized by the writers of the New Testament.89 In 1835, David Strauss (1808–

1874), based on his readings of the testaments and proposition that the history can be rescued 

through the rejection of mythical elaborations.90 This was followed by Albert Schweitzer (1875–

1965), who proposed the subjection of biblical and apostolic works to historical techniques and 

critical analysis, leading to his denial of the “historical Jesus” as “a figure designed by rationalism, 

endowed with life by liberalism, and clothed by modern theology in historical garb.”91 Schweitzer 

also constructed a two-fold Jesus—“historical” and “spiritual,” and prioritized the latter over the 

former for the reason that “not the historical Jesus, but the spirit which goes forth from Him and 

in the spirits of men striving for new influence and rule, is that which overcomes the world.”92 In 

a Christian world, there ushered periods of tensions and reconcilements between historical and 

mythological. 

 
89. Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Fragments from Reimarus: Consisting of Brief Critical Remarks on the 

Object of Jesus and His Disciples as Seen in the New Testament, Translated by Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing and edited by Charles Voysey (London: Williams and Norgate Collection, 1879), 48, 79. 

90. Strauss published his first book on “the historical Jesus” titled Das leben Jesu: Kritisch bearbeitet in 
1835. For English translation, see David Friedrich Strauss, The Life of Jesus, Translated by Marian 
Evans (New York: Calvin Blanchard, 1860) 35–43 and 87–91. 

91. Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of its Progress from Reimarus 
to Wrede, Translated by W. Montgomery (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1911), 397. 

92. Ibid, 401. 
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Oldenberg, Mrs. Rhys Davids and Kern were actively engaged in substantivism even before 

the second Quest was initiated by Schweitzer, whose approach deviates from traditional 

Christological and Biblical scholars corroborating evidence as proof for a predetermined 

proposition concerned with the historical identification of the Christ and not examining whether 

the Christ existed in the past. In view of this, Kern’s theory of the Buddha as a myth framed around 

the sun god comes as a bold precursor for Schweitzer’s Quest. However, unlike Schweitzer and 

scholars in Christianity, early Buddhist scholars were newly uncovering materials as they were 

studying new cultures. According to Max Müller (1823–1900), western scholars had freshly 

gained access to Buddhist literature from Nepal, Tibet, and Mongolia, in addition to those from 

Ceylon, only by the mid-nineteenth century. He further expressed hopes on discovering Buddhist 

texts in Chinese and Manchu, as well as ancient Pali texts from Burma and Siam. 93 With the early 

foundations in Buddhist scholarship freshly laid, what ensued after that marked a new beginning. 

Research practices in modern academic institutions necessitated a higher degree of 

sensitivity to topics and subjects that are studied across disciplines, such as history, religion, and 

philosophy. Edward Thomas (1869–1958), in 1927, remains one of the early western scholars to 

recount the life of the Buddha based on canonical sources of different languages, traditions, and 

provenance, arguing against substantialism that conceived the historical and the mythological as 

diametrically opposite, antithetical, and exclusive.94 More recently, a similar attitude is found 

embraced by scholars like John Strong, who, in his biography of the Buddha, adopts “a ‘middle 

 
93.  Max Müller, Chips from a German Workshop, Essays on the Science of Religion (New York: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, 1891), Vol.1, 190–194. 

94. Edward Thomas takes Canon Liddon’s “Life of Buddha” in The Essays and Addresses to task for 
ignoring every miraculous feature. See  Edward Thomas, The Life of Buddha as Legend and History, 
2. Thomas was among the earliest scholars to call upon early Buddhologists to accredit works in 
Sanskrit, including those by early scholars like Alexander Csoma de Koros, Brian Houghton, Eugene 
Brunouf, and Franz Anton von Schiefner. Although he countered Kern and Oldenberg, Edward, 
however, was himself not without flaws that he saw in others. For example, based on a rigid 
interpretation of the multi-faceted Sanskrit terms rishi (ṛṣi, sage) and brahmin (brāhmaṇa, caste-
based priests) in the context of Rishi Gautama, Edward maintained that the clan of Buddha is a 
royalty that laid claim to brahmanical caste, ancestry, and origin. See Ibid, 23. 
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way’ between remythologizing and demythologizing, between myth-making and history-

making.”95  

Traditional Buddhist biographies are as manifold as the cultures and traditions of the East. 

They approach the life of the Buddha based on how the texts and oral traditions. Traditional 

narratives were primarily constructed under the following paradigms: Canonical sources—

Sanskrit and Pali; traditions—Theravada tradition and Mahayana tradition; soteriological 

orientations—Lesser vehicle and Greater vehicle; philosophical orientations: Schools of 

philosophy and their ideological attribution to the Buddha’s Three Sermons or the Wheels of 

Dharma; and esoteric-exoteric systems—sutrayana and vajrayana. All traditional biographies 

subscribe to any one or more of these paradigms, which, in turn, inspires multiple narrations of 

the life of Buddha Shakyamuni in his myriad forms.  

 

2.2 Culture and Practice of Life Writing in Tibet 

In the Tibetan religious and literary culture, life writings include a rich assortment of genres such 

as rnam thar (life writing), lo rgyus (chronicle),96 sgrung (story), gtam (account), et cetera. Of 

these, rnam thar, which means ‘thorough liberation’ and denotes ‘liberating stories’ or ‘liberation 

stories,’ applies to the genre of hagiographical writings.97 Furthermore, owing to the 

predominance and proliferation of hagiographical writings, rnam thar, this otherwise restrictive 

Buddhist literary genre, gradually assumed the meaning of the overarching genre of life writings 

 
95.  John S. Strong, The Buddha: A Beginner’s Guide (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009), 4. Kindle. 

96. Considered synonymous to rnam thar, the term lo rgyus, literally denoting a chronicle, also applies 
to writings on other subjects such as kingdom, place, institutions, religious tradition, etc., as is 
reflected in the titles such as Rgya bod hor gsum gyi lo rgyus, Co ne’i lo rgyus, Rdzogs chen dgon gyi 
lo rgyus, ’Brug pa bka’ brgyud kyi lo rgyus, etc.  

97. For contemporary works on the practice of life writings in Tibet, see Janet Gyatso, Apparitions of the 
Self: The Secret Autobiographies of a Tibetan Visionary (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1998); Kurtis Schaeffer, Himalayan Hermitess: The Life of a Tibetan Buddhist Nun (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004); and Elijah Ary, Authorized Lives (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2015).  
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in the Tibetan literary world. It evolved to include life writings of even those individuals who 

lacked divine or saintly qualities. At the same time, when life writings were classified based on 

authorship, the term rnam thar referred to biographies as opposed to rang rnam or 

autobiographies. Therefore, rnam thar, a term that is ubiquitously employed in Tibetan life 

writings, began to operate at multiple levels, thereby suggesting the fluidity of the term concerning 

genres and rubrics of life writings in Tibetan literary culture.  

While rnam thar primarily refers to hagiographical accounts of a person in relation to 

liberation or enlightenment, it secondarily applies to the subset of accounts written by others, as 

opposed to autobiographical writings attributed to the person himself or herself. On a tertiary 

level, rnam thar is used as an overarching term that includes all bodies of writings, even those 

remotely recounting a person’s life. Today, rnam thar is not only used as a generic tag in the titles 

of life stories, biographical or autobiographical, of any religious person but also as an honorific 

titular tag for biographies of secular personalities. 

In the traditional usage, the subject of a rnam thar is essentially a person who has either 

attained enlightenment in the past, actualizes enlightenment at the end of his or her life, or is 

destined to achieve enlightenment in the future according to a prophetic scriptural revelation. As 

a result, rnam thar play a didactic role by exemplifying the lives of enlightened beings through 

their narration of inspiring stories about the ways of practice, meditation and realization, and of 

hardship, endurance, and sacrifices for the sake of liberation and eventual enlightenment. In 

practice, however, rnam thar conflates with a broad range of other Buddhist genres such as the 

Indic categories of mdo sde (sūtra, discourse), gleng gzhi (nidāna, backstory), de lta bu’i byung ba 

(itivṛttakam, factual account), rtogs brjod (avadāna, hagiography), skyes rabs (jātaka, story of 

former lives), and lo rgyus (itihāsa, chronicle).98  

 
98. Samdong Rinpoche, “Tibetan History of Knowledge,” A public lecture organized by Latse Library and 

Tibet Fund in New York, April 16, 2015.  
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In Tibet, the genre of life writing began to include a range of Tibetan historical and 

mythological rubrics such as rgyal rabs (royal annal), byung ba (origin story), bka’ thang 

(prophetic chronicle), sgrung (fable) and, more recently, mdzad rnam (account of deeds). 

Biographical writings of series of individuals associated with institutions or religious lineages 

were also arranged in anthologies with titular tags such as bla brgyud (record of the succession of 

masters), sku rabs (record of reincarnations), khri rabs (record of throne-holders), mkhan rabs 

(record of abbots), and gdan rabs (record of monastic heads). Others such as bla ma brgyud pa’i 

rnam thar (life accounts of the succession of masters), which have assumed more elaborate names 

such as gser phreng (golden rosary), are biographical collections, sometimes a series of brief 

descriptions, of people credited with the founding of a spiritual tradition or continuation of 

Tantric initiations, transmissions, and instructions. These above genres or sub-genres were 

characterized by their unique combination of subject, theme, form, and style.  

Given the content of narration, the degree of disclosure, and the choice of audience, 

besides other factors, life writing in Tibet began to facilitate the stratification of life stories into 

the four-fold categories—phyi (external), nang (internal),99 gsang ba (secret), and gsang ba las 

kyang ches gsang ba (highly secret), each revealing a distinct layer of a person’s identity, without 

faltering to the point of creating conceptually disparate individuals. Attribution of authorship to 

self and others, as well as to humans and non-humans, brings about yet another dimension to its 

study and classification. The narration of facts and fantasy concerning a person’s life highlights 

the two-fold domains of the ordinary and the extraordinary narratives, where both, despite their 

mutual exclusivity, seek to create a multifaceted unified individual. Despite this rich classification 

and diverse narration, attempts to determine the salient characteristics and draw a defining 

 
99. The words ‘external’ and ‘internal’ stand for the Tibetan terms phyi and nang, which in the context of 

life writings apply to biographical or autobiographical accounts that emphasize the external and 
internal qualities of the person. Sometimes translated as ‘outer’ and ‘inner,’ the terms also imply the 
external or internal nature of the contents. The externality and internality are sometimes defined 
from the perspective of audience and readership, where external applies to general audience and 
internal include those who are privy to the subject.  
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contour as a way of establishing life writing as an independent, unitary genre in the Tibetan 

context has only brought to the fore its inevitable conflicts and conflations with other comparable 

genres in the classical Tibetan writings as well as in the Indic Buddhist literature. 

 

Basic Schemas of Tibetan Life Writings 

The polysemic Tibetan term rnam thar or rnam par thar pa, meaning ‘thorough liberation’ or ‘the 

thoroughly liberated one,’ conceptually stands as an equivalent for Sanskrit terms vimukti 

(thorough freedom), vimokṣa (thorough emancipation), and vimucca (thorough liberation), 

sometimes translated variously as yongs su thar pa (complete freedom), rnam par grol ba 

(thorough liberation), yongs su grol ba (complete liberation), etc. to equate to the multiple 

Sanskrit variations. Since their first appearance in the 7th–8th centuries in Tibet,100 these terms 

in their Buddhist canonical contexts carried philosophical and soteriological connotations and did 

not imply anything close to a genre relating to life writing. However, in the Tibetan literary context 

during the later centuries, rnam thar specifically began to apply to a body or part thereof of life 

writings of religious personalities.  

 Rnam thar or life writings, from the point of authorship, are classified into the two general 

categories—rnam thar (biography) and rang rnam (autobiography), of which the latter can as well 

be the work of a scribe, ghostwriter, or pseudographer. Life writing is also categorized into thun 

mongs (ordinary) and thun mongs min pa (extraordinary), where the former is based on the 

aspects of relatability, regularity, and reoccurrence of persons, events and experiences in a 

narrative and the latter concerns the otherwise. From the point of the amount of information 

revealed to or the scope of priviness enjoyed by the audience, life writings can be classified into a 

four-fold division—phyi’i rnam thar (external), nang gi rnam thar (internal), gsang ba’i rnam thar 

 
100. Las brgya pa (Karmaśataka), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 73. 
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(secret), and gsang ba las kyang ches gsang ba’i rnam thar (highly secret), all existing either as 

biographies or autobiographies.  

 Rooted in the unique Tibetan Buddhist literary culture, life writings irrespectively infused 

and evoked a degree of sanctity on their subjects. However, with the gradual growth of life writings 

of non-religious or secular individuals, the overarching term rnam thar or life-writing and the 

sub-genre rnam thar and rang rnam, i.e. the two-fold categories of biographies and 

autobiographies, found currency in non-religious writings as well. 

 

Biography and Autobiography 

In the Tibetan culture, the overarching genre of rnam thar (auto/biography or life writing) also 

includes autobiographies, which are mostly identified by their titular marker rang (auto-), as 

opposed to the sub-genre counterpart, rnam thar (biography). An abbreviation of rang gi[s] rnam 

par thar pa, loosely meaning “sacred autobiography,” rang rnams exist either as autobiographies 

penned by the subject, a ghostwriter, an authorized biographer, or a pseudographer, thereby 

confusing the notion of “auto” in the term autobiography.  

In a culture where people extolled humility as a virtue and self-deprecation its virtuous 

expression, Tibetan Buddhist masters generally viewed the penning of autobiography or 

commissioning others to do the task of writing any panegyric biography as indecorous or 

unsaintly. The refusal to compose or authorize the writing of an autobiography implied humility 

and earned a degree of respect that is conversely proportionate to the perceived status of the 

master and his or her reluctance.  

Under special request, a master can compose or authorize the writing of life story, whereby 

the master acknowledges the nature of the request and requesters in the colophon of the text. At 

the same time, a master can also voluntarily write an autobiography that is amply prefaced with 

justification strong enough to preserve the virtue of humility extolled in a spiritual master.  
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The following vignette from an autobiography of Karma Chakmé Ragasya (1613–1678), a 

revered teacher of Kagyud school and an expert of Mahamudra and Dzogchen traditions, may 

provide one such context. Karma Chakmé conjures his soliloquy into a lively hypothetical debate 

justifying the penning of his autobiography. In his prologue, Chakmé wrote:  

 
 Having completed an autobiographical volume, 
 As I, Karma Chakmé [, Lit. ‘the One who had Overcome Desire’],  
 Sat on my soft, restful cushion 
 With a gratified smile and a soft chuckle. 
 
 Thence, arrived a stranger 
 And he, Karma Loblam [, Lit. ‘the One in the Trainee Stage’],  
 Scanned through my volume 
 With a smile so wry and a sneering snigger. 
 
To me, [monk Karma Chakmé], he smirked:  
 Ha, ha! Old monk. 
 It is so very indecorous  
 To senselessly scribble all and sundry 
 That follows neither the sutra nor the tantra 
 And are attested by neither facts nor proofs. 
  
 Beware! I can discredit your falsely accredited sources 
 I can disprove your faulty proofs. 
  
 Had this occurred in India, 
 The penance for such a pointless work 
 Is to set it alight or tie it to a dog’s tail. 
 If a learned one sees, it is a matter of shame! 
 If a noble one sees, it is a matter of disgrace!  
 If an unwise reads, it only pains his mouth! 
  
 This work is but a waste of paper and ink 
 And an unnecessary strain to your hands. 
 It has obstructed your recitation of the ‘six syllables’  
 And only caused your practice to slide and dwindle.  
 
And, [hypothetically, if a dialectician monk, who objects to my penning of 
autobiography, alleges:]  

Your autobiography is like [the proverbial useless book] How to Examine a 
Raven’s Teeth (Bya rog so brtag gi bstan bcos) and is thus pointless. There 
is no point in reading your external autobiography. Your internal 
autobiography is also worthless. Your secret autobiography is even more 
meaningless.  
 

To this, I [Karma Chakmé] retort,  
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The first premise is not valid. Even though I am lowly and have little human 
(read social) standing, if my mind adheres to the Dharma, everyone will be 
inspired upon hearing this [from my external autobiography]. The second 
premise is not valid. This is because though the present epoch is 
characterized by degenerations, [my internal autobiography] will evince 
that attainment of spiritual realizations is possible if one perseveres in 
meditation and will thus inculcate in others enthusiasm for spiritual 
practice. The third premise is invalid, because [my secret autobiography 
narrating the cycle of lives] will instill faith in the Karmic causality and 
dissuade one from even the infinitesimal evils. 
 

Also, [if one alleges,] 
Your secret and extremely secret autobiographies are inappropriate. If you 
claim to be an emanation of Senalek, Lui Gyaltsen, etc., you should at least 
possess their level of caliber. If you claim to have gained a direct perception 
of emptiness (śūnyata, stong nyid), you do not exhibit even an iota of 
qualities indicative of the attainment of the first spiritual ground (bhūmi, 
sa).”  
 

To this, I [Karma Chakmé] say,  
Your first premise is not valid. This is because when the Buddha 
[Shakyamuni] took birth as a woodpecker or a sea creature, his service to 
sentient beings is not as significant. Your second premise is not valid. This 
is because the Mahamudra–Dzogchen system explains the manifestation of 
qualities in the manner of evolving of “a yogi from the body, a garuda from 
the egg, a lion from the womb” during the intermediate state [and not 
necessarily when living]…. 101 

 

Jey Tsongkhapa did not write an autobiography, nor authorize his disciples and followers to write 

about him. Nonetheless, in some biographies containing personal details, including his birth and 

childhood, there are indications where certain information appeared to have been shared by 

Tsongkhapa to his disciples.  

 

Writings on Ordinary and Extraordinary Life Events 

Schematically, rnam thar or life writings in Tibetan socio-cultural contexts are categorized based 

on the subject matter, authorship, audience, and the elements of mysticism and esotericism. From 

the point of the subject matter, rnam thar are classified into thun mong and thun mong ma yin 

 
101. Karma chags med ra ga a sya, “Ye shes sprul rgyud dang ’brel ba yang gsang gi rnam thar,” in Mkhas 

grub karma chags med kyi rnam thar, 2 vols. (Lhasa: Bod ljongs bod yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 
2012), Vol. 1: 1–7. 



 

55 
 

pa, the narration of life’s ordinary and extraordinary events, respectively. Rnam thars generally 

fall in three kinds—phyi, nang, and gsang ba, meaning external, internal, and secret biographies, 

with each claiming to progressively unfold the additional or otherwise concealed and esoteric 

layers of information. Writers correlate thun mong gi rnam thar, the ordinary life events, with the 

phyi’i rnam thar, and the thun mong ma yin pa’i rnam thar, the narratives of the extraordinary 

life events and esoteric practices and accomplishments, with the two latter, i.e., nang gi rnam thar 

and gsang ba’i rnam thar.  

Furthermore, while Tibetan sacred biographies may be categorized in the genre of the 

biography of saints and the prophetic biography, the classification of the Tibetan biographies into 

the three-fold category of external, internal and secret implies a conscious attempt to rescue facts 

from miracles for ordinary readers or to accentuate the miracles from within the facts for the 

anointed ones.  

It is assumed that the conventional life of Tsongkhapa, for example, is a relatively open 

book for his disciples and close associates. Conventional or external biographies recounts the life 

of Tsongkhapa in a broadly humanistic manner, facilitating readers to appreciate the life’s journey 

of how a young monk from Amdo became the founder of Geluk, Tibet’s largest religious school. 

The internal and secret biographies, on the contrary, are narrated by people who lay claim of 

privies to the master or of access to outside sources, mostly divine or involving deities, and reveal 

things that are unknown to even those who are close to Tsongkhapa. Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen, 

Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, and Tokden Jampel Gyatso are good examples of authors of inner and 

secret biographies. Their biographies have encouraged disciples to envision Tsongkhapa in a new 

light. For the believers of the inner and secret biographies, Tsongkhapa is now no more an 

ordinary human but a buddha or bodhisattva who has emanated as a Tibetan monk to guide his 

spiritual disciples and followers. The Tsongkhapa in the pages of the inner and secret biographies 

is a divinity, and this divinization significantly impacts the readers’ perception of all his teachings 
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that are contained in his voluminous oeuvre. For a Buddhist, the teachings of buddhas or 

bodhisattvas wield an uncontested authority that no writings of a human author can ever equal.  

 It is in this light that an overview of the culture of life writings in Tibet can significantly 

assist in providing a wholesome perspective of the Tsongkhapa and his Collected Works. 

 

Interlayers of Life Events: External, Internal, Secret and Most Secret  

External life writings (phyi’i rnam thar) primarily cover ordinary life events such as upbringing, 

education, and career, ideally spanning from birth to death, sometimes with sporadic incidental 

allusions to extraordinary circumstances and esoteric experiences. Internal life writings (nang gi 

rnam thar), though narrating the ordinary life events like the external life writings, highlights 

extensively the aspects of spiritual feats, attainments, and realizations, whose verity are 

considered demonstrable and provable through proofs, inferences, and reasoning. In no way do 

these genre divisions equate to the body-mind externality–internality binary. Secret life writings 

(gsang ba’i rnam thar) are called as such on the merits of the esoteric contents of the tantric and 

personal nature or the provision of exclusive access to only a limited and initiated few. Given the 

absence of antihero archetype in the mainstream Tibetan Buddhist biographical writings of the 

time, the term gsang ba or secret thus implies secrecy or esotericism in its religious, doctrinal and 

spiritual sense, with no implication of clandestinity of unlawful or illicit nature. At the same time, 

contrary to the ‘esoteric’ denomination, esoteric life writings can also serve as an instrument for 

conveying esoteric and personal information to the general audience. The most secret life writings 

(ches gsang ba, gsang ba las kyang gsang ba’i rnam thar), though esoteric in nature and by way of 

its content, explicitly position themselves above the secret life writings based on their claim to the 

superlative nature of the esoteric events and experiences, the superior status of the individuals 

and divinities involved, and the implied superiority of the spiritual authority of the narrator.  

These four, i.e., external, internal, etc., can be correlated to the two categories of ordinary 

(thun mong) and extraordinary (thun mong ma yin pa). While external life writings are ordinary, 
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the secret and the most secret are considered extraordinary life writings. The internal life writings, 

however, can have aspects of both ordinary and extraordinary, and can also be arbitrarily 

associated with either. 

 

External Life Writing 

External life writings, as the adjective suggests, are biographical or autobiographical writings that 

narrate the more manifest and conspicuous aspects of a person’s life. In the prologue of his 

external autobiography, a fourteenth-century Tibetan lama Namkha Gyaltsen wrote that his 

autobiography covers “the external life [events]” such as his “upbringing in the Shu’pu lineage, 

extending of service to others, mentoring of disciples, etc.”102 While these topical components 

concern events of life on this earth, they do not, however, preclude the narration of lives beyond, 

i.e., the past and future lives. Therefore, the externality of an external life writing is contingent 

upon how the writer perceives the narration, and not upon the number of topical components 

present therein.  

For example, Dharma Shri (1654–1718) wrote a biography of the Nyingma lama Minling 

Terdak Lingpa Gyumé Dorje (1646–1714) titled Chariot of Faith: Life of the Great Treasure 

Revealing Lord of Dharma (gter chen chos kyi rgyal po’i rnam thar dad pa’i shing rta) covering his 

previous lives and the years of the current incarnate spanning from his birth up to his age of forty-

four, i.e., from 1646 to 1689.103 Again, at the behest of Yamdrok (circa 17th–18th c.), Dharma 

Shri wrote a sequel of the biography covering his master’s age from 44 through 54, i.e., from 1689 

 
102. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Phyi’i rnam thar ’bring po (Phyi’i rnam thar bdud rtsi’i phreng 

ba), in Collected Writings of Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, 2 vols. (New Delhi: 
Tshering Dargye, 1972), Vol. 1: 76. 

103. Dharma ShrI, Gter bdag gling pa’i phyi’i rnam thar (Gter chen chos kyi rgyal po’i rnam thar dad pa’i 
shing rta), in Dharma shrI’i gsung ’bum, 20 vols. (Dehradun: Khochen Tulku, 1999), Vol. 1: 206. 
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to 1696, under the same title.104 Years later, Dharma Shri again wrote another biography of master 

titled Music Resounding the Myriad Internal Qualities of the Great Treasure Revealing Revered 

Lord of Dharma (rje btsun bla ma dam pa gter chen chos kyi rgyal po’i nang gi rtogs pa yon tan 

mtha’ yas rnam par bkod pa’i rol mo).105 However, during the compilation of Dharma Shri’s 

Collected Works years later, the compilers and publishers assigned the titles External Biography 

(phyi’i rnam thar), which implyies ‘conventional biography,’ to the two earlier writings despite 

their difference in the coverage of the master’s former lives and the latest as Inner Biography 

(nang gi rnam thar). 

On the other hand, Khedrub Gelek Pelzang considered his biographies of Jey 

Tsongkhapa—Way of the Faithful and Ears of Grains of Elegant Teachings—as biographies 

narrating the ordinary (thun mong) and extraordinary (thun mong min pa) life events 

respectively. While he identified the latter as a secret biography, he did not specify whether the 

former is an external or internal biography or both.  

In general, external or conventional life writings include biographical and 

autobiographical writings that primarily emphasize the narration of ordinary events in the life of 

a spiritual person. Given the regularity and relatability of the story to everyday life, external life 

writings are published as either autobiography or biography written by authors, including those 

who were not necessarily privy to the subject’s actual life. 

 

Inner Life Writing  

Internal life writings (nang gi rnam thar), in principle, are primarily autobiographies. However, 

they also circulate as biographies penned by close disciples and aides as authors narrating in the 

 
104. Dharma ShrI, Rnam thar dad pa’i shing rta nyid kyi ’phros nas brjod pa dum bu gnyis pa, in Dharma 

shrI’i gsung ’bum, Vol. 1: 208–333.  

105. Dharma ShrI, Gter bdag gling pa’i nang gi rnam thar (Rje btsun bla ma dam pa gter cheen chos kyi 
rgyal po’i nang gi rtogs pa yon tan mtha’ yas rnam par bkod pa’i rol mo), in Dharma shrI’i gsung ’bum, 
Vol. 2: 201–209. 
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third person voice or as scribes-cum-biographers alternating between third- and first-person 

narratives. The alternation between the modes of narrative results due to the gravity and 

complexity of the mystical content being reported such as dreams, meditation practices, and 

spiritual realizations of their master. 

  Several works were retrospectively assigned the genre tag ‘internal’ (nang). While authors 

may outline their autobiography in accordance with the sub-genre classification beforehand, there 

are cases of cumulative life writings necessitating the classification into three-fold or even more 

divisions as an afterthought. Scholars and publishers have also added titles to untitled works and 

classified them in a manner that the original author might not have intended. Due to the 

overlapping of themes of the internal (nang) and secret (gsang ba) life writings, their classification 

was frequently subjected to a compiler’s or a publisher’s whim. Such conflation is evident in texts 

such as the biography of Sangye Tönpa Tsondu Senggé (1207–1278), which is titled Inner 

Biography106 or Sealed Biography.107  

 

Secret Biography 

Secret biographies (gsang ba’i rnam thar) are identified based on one or more of these features—

accounts of past and future lives, validation of a person’s divine identity, adoption of wrathful and 

sex-based practices, and interaction with divinities in one of the three conventional modes of 

contact—seeing, experiencing, and dreaming.108 Secret life writings defy the rule of conventional 

life writing or a tell-all book, as Yanggonpa Gyaltsen Pel’s (1213–1258) The Secret: An 

 
106. ’Jam mgon kong sprul blo gros mtha’ yas and Karma rang byung kun khyab, Sangs rgyas ston pa’i 

nang gi rnam thar, in Dpal ldan shangs pa’i chos skor rnam lnga’i rgya gzhung, 11 vols. (Sonada, West 
Bengal: [s.n.], 199?), Vol. 1: 393–400.  

107. Nam mkha’ bsam grub rgyal mtshan, “Sangs rgyas ston pa’i rnam thar bka’ rgya ma,” Shangs pa bka’ 
brgyud bla rabs kyi rnam thar (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 1996), 223–255. 

108. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Zhu lan sman mchog bdud rtsi’i ’phreng ba,” in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 310. 
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[Auto]biography (Rnam thar gsang ba ma) is his recollection of three separate real life and dream 

encounters with the deity Vajravārahī and five ḍākinīs at three different points in his life. In 

contrast, The Secret [Auto]biography (Gsang ba’i rnam thar), which was posthumously written by 

his disciples, recounts the mystical events following Yanggonpa’s death and contains atemporal, 

antinomian, and unconventional phenomena. Similarly, Tokden Jampel Gyatso’s (1356–1428) 

Secret Biography of Jey Tsongkhapa (Rje tsong kha pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar), written shortly 

after Tsongkhapa’s death in 1423, barely narrates the life of Jey Tsongkhapa, but instead 

exclusively conveys his vision of the former and future lives of Jey Tsongkhapa as a disciple of 

Manjushri and a future buddha respectively. 109 

 Janet Gyatso, in her groundbreaking work on autobiography in the Tibetan Buddhist 

tradition, wrote, “The genre [of secret auto/biography] is labeled ‘secret,’ but this does not mean 

that it lies sealed in a crypt.”110 Rightly so, revelation and dissemination of otherwise inaccessible 

information of a mystical nature was the primary purpose behind the writing of secret life 

writings, including Tokden Jampel Gyatso’s two secret biographies of Jey Tsongkhapa. Although 

several secret writings were marked forbidden, sealed, or hidden with the intent of precluding its 

revelation at an inopportune time to an unintended recipient lacking proper faith, readers can 

generally override this restriction of access by merely averring their fulfillment of criteria 

pertaining to the recipient, time, or faith.111 Also, even when these criteria are unfulfilled, texts 

 
109. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Tsong kha pa’i rnam thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du 

byung ba’i gtam (1423), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 209–214. 

110. Janet Gyatso, Apparitions of the Self: The Secret Autobiographies of a Tibetan Visionary (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press), 7.  

111. Yanggonpa’s Gsang ba’i rnam thar limits the access to his secret autobiography to only “the close 
disciples,” further cautioning that only “those with faith” read the text. See Yang dgon pa rgyal mtshan 
dpal, Dpal yang dgon pa chen po’i nang gi rnam thar, in Collected Writings of rgyal ba yang dgon pa 
rgyal mtshan dpal, 3 vols. (Tango, Bhutan: Tango Monastic Community, 1984), Vol. 1: 104.  

  Götsangpa Gonpo Dorje, for example, instructed that his secret autobiography should not be 
revealed “until he had died.” See Rgod tshang pa mgon po rdo rje, Rje rgod tshang pa’i gsang ba’i 
rnam thar bka’ rgya ma, in Chos rje rgod tshang pa’i bka’ ’bum dgos ’dod kun ’byung, 5 vols. (Tango, 
Bhutan: Tango Monastic Community, 1981), Vol. 2: 155. 
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deemed forbidden, sealed, or hidden may be revealed and circulated as instruments for instilling 

faith and inspiration in the minds of the readers. Writing withheld during an author’s lifetime or 

concealed in the form of “time capsules” were revealed posthumously or after an indefinite 

amount of time. Once restriction of access is relaxed, the secret contents are then strategically 

disseminated in secondary or supplementary writings. As Janet Gyatso rightly stated, secret life 

writings are not meant to be “sealed in a crypt” indefinitely and, at the same time, indiscriminate 

circulation is effectively discouraged.  

 Given the absence of a standard manual for life writings, a secret life writing can be 

identified based on one or more of the following attributes: 

i. Characterization as one of the upper three-, four-, or five-fold classes of life 

writings. 

ii. Labeled ‘secret,’ ‘restricted,’ ‘sealed,’ or bears actual seal impressions implying its 

classified and confidential nature.112  

iii. Restriction of access to select individuals,113 including those professing faith.114 

iv. Concealment from public view or knowledge indefinitely or for a specific time.115 

v. A focus on the narration of trans-worldly stories and human-divinity encounters.  

vi. Professing of miracles, clairvoyance, etc.  

vii. Retelling of life accounts and general events from distant past or future.116 

 
112. The chapters of Desi Sangye Gyatso’s Sealed Secret Biography, true to its title, bears impression of 

unique seals, such as a wheel, a lotus, etc. Each seal signifies the distinct nature and content of the 
chapter, further implying in several cases the expected level of secrecy and the category of people who 
are restricted from accessing the material. See Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Gsang ba’i rnam thar 
rgya can ma (Leh, Ladakh: Tashigangpa, 1972). 

113. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Gsang ba’i rnam thar log rtog mun sel, in Collected Writings of 
Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 171–194.  

114. Texts such as Yanggonpa Gyaltsen Pel’s autobiography grants access to nobody “except for a few 
excellent and faithful disciples.” See Yang don pa rgyal mtshan dpal, Mnyam med rgyal ba yang dgon 
pa’i rnam thar gsang ba ma, in Collected Writings of rgyal ba yang dgon pa rgyal mtshan dpal, Vol. 1: 
135–146.  

115. Firmly enunciating the restrictions, Götsangpa said, “Do not not reveal [this autobiography] to others 
until I die.” See Rgod tshang pa mgon po rdo rje, Rje rgod tshang pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar bka’ rgya 
ma, in Chos rje rgod tshang pa’i bka’ ’bum dgos ’dod kun ’byung, Vol. 2: 155. 

116. Nam mkha’ bsam grub rgyal mtshan, “Skyer sgang pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar,” Shangs pa bka’ brgyud 
bla rabs kyi rnam thar (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 1996), 161–175. 
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viii. Disclosure of publicly restricted controversial or alternative accounts of religious 

personalities.117  

ix. Discovery from a hidden source by an assigned Tertön or treasure revealer.118  

x. Description of a person’s esoteric Tantric practice.  

xi. Divulging of a person’s antinomian way of life marked by indulgence in sex, 

alcoholism, wrath, etc.   

 

Extremely Secret Life Writings  

Scholars have since attempted to elaborate further on the classification of this subgenre. For 

instance, Tokden Jampel Gyatso, one of Jey Tsongkhapa’s primary disciples and biographers, 

subcategorizes secret life writings (gsang ba’i rnam thar) into two, leading to a relatively vague 

subcategory, gsang ba las kyang ches gsang ba, meaning ‘highly secret’ or literally ‘higher than 

high.’ The latter draws mainly from the Tantric categorization of guhyātiguhya, which purports to 

contain the innermost secret. Karma Chakmé, Lhatsun Namkha Jigmé, and others, mostly from 

the Ka-Nying (bka’ rnying) tradition that synthesizes mainly the ritual aspects of the Kagyud and 

 
Kyergangpa’s secret biography was revealed in response to his disciples’ questions about his past and 
future lives.  

117. A popular example is Nomunqan Ngawang Lhundrub Dargye’s biography of the Sixth Dalai Lama 
Tsangyang Gyatso. See Ngag dbang lhun grub dar rgyas, Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i gsang ba’i 
rnam thar (Lhasa: bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 2000), 1–216. The biography departs 
from the mainstream story of the life of the Sixth Dalai Lama who lived between 1683 to 1706, and 
instead narrates the Sixth Dalai Lama living beyond 1706 and up to 1746. See Ibid, 188. Much to the 
reprobation of the mainstream writers who read Nomunqan’s biography as a conspiracy theory or an 
alternative story, the author makes controversial claims such as that the Sixth Dalai Lama of lived 
through the first thirty-eight years of the Seventh Dalai Lama (1708–1757) and that he died 
“exhibiting miraculous physical signs and marks of an enlightened being in manner that was 
witnessesd in no masters, including his own predecessors, other than Je Tsongkhapa.” See Ibid, 191.  

  See also Michael Aris, Hidden Treasures and Secret Lives: A Study of Pemalingpa, 1450–1521, and 
the Sixth Dalai Lama, 1683–1706 (New York: Routledge, 2010) and Ngawang Lhundrup Dargye, The 
Hidden Life of the Sixth Dalai Lama, Translated by Simon Wickham-Smith (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2011). 

118. Lhatsun Namkha Jigme’s secret autobiography titled White Silver Mirror (Dngul dkar me long) was 
published under his pseudonym Kunzang Namgyal. It is also presented as Terma or ‘treasure text’ 
unearthed from Chonggyé to the south-east of Lhasa. See Lha btsun nam mkha’ ’jigs med, DAkki 
gsang ba’i rnam thar dngul dkar gyi me long, 5 vols. (Delhi: Chos spyod dpar skrun khang, 2000), 1–
34. 
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Nyingma schools, opted for a different appellation, yang gsang gi rnam thar.119 The secret 

biographies and autobiographies tagged bka’ rgya ma or rgya can ma,120 meaning ‘restricted’ or 

‘sealed,’ function much in line with the classified documents in today’s legalese.  

 Furthermore, the two subcategories sometimes conflate as is evinced by Khedrub Je’s 

biography of Jey Tsongkhapa, titled Ears of Grains of Elegant Teachings: A Secret Biography 

(Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma). While the text identifies itself as a Secret 

Biography (gsang ba’i rnam thar), the author in his prologue writes how the text is a “treasure 

trove of things that are more secret than ‘the secret’ ” (gsang ba las shin tu gsang ba’i rin chen 

gter).121  

 The secretness in the secret biographies having been briefly commented upon, there also 

exist other aspects of this category of life writing that interest readers and researchers, and 

believers and non-believers alike. They include the mystical claims, their provability, and the 

question of veracity, morality, and ethics surrounding indemonstrable claims. The claims in the 

secret biographies about the possession of divine powers such as clairvoyance, vision, or 

connection with divinities effect positive and negative impressions on the readership. The 

mystical contents can as much discredit a work as they can accredit, depending on the time, space, 

and contexts in which readers operate.  

 Jey Tsongkhapa did not pen any autobiography nor wrote any secret biography of other 

masters, thereby ruling out any claim of divine powers by virtue of authorship. His earliest secret 

biographies were written by Khedrub Jey and Tokden Jampel Gyatso, who were alleged to have 

witnessed the miracles, and his teacher Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen, who claimed divine 

 
119. Karma chags med ra ga a sya, “Ye shes sprul rgyud dang ’brel ba yang gsang gi rnam thar,” Mkhas 

grub karma chags med kyi rnam thar, Vol. 1: 256. 

120. Bka’ rgya ma and Rgya can ma also mean ‘bearing seal impression.’  

121. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Rje rin po che’i gsang ba’i rnam thar rgya mtsho lta bu las cha shas 
nyung du zhig yongs su brjod pa’i gtam rin po che’i snye ma (Rje rin po che’i gsang ba’i rnam thar rin 
po che’i snye ma), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 170. 
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knowledge Tsongkhapa’s connection with buddhas and bodhisattvas. Considering that secret life 

writings on Tsongkhapa contain personal information, the authors’ disclosure of the information 

intentionally or inadvertently laid claim to privity that implies a special bond with the subject and 

seeks to redefine the equation among the prominent disciples and spiritual heirs following the 

death of Jey Tsongkhapa in 1419. 

The category of the secret and the extremely secret having been explained, it is essential 

to note there are life writings that defy the general typological norms regarding the categories of 

the external, internal, and secret. In some rare cases, the externality, internality, or secretiveness 

of an example of life writing may be determined merely by an author’s arbitrariness in his 

approach to work and the designation of the work’s title, and may not necessarily reflect the nature 

of the content or the mode of narration. 

 

Defining Mutual Exclusivity and Inclusivity of the Schemas 

The classification of life writings into external, internal, and secret relates to three aspects of a 

person’s life, i.e., the aspects perceived by everyone, by those in the inner circle, and by those 

endowed with spiritual vision, clairvoyance, or divine intervention. These three schemas can be 

used exclusively of one another and as individual parts of a series to form a comprehensive 

narrative, as is illustrated by Namkha Gyaltsen’s autobiographies. His three autobiographies can 

be read mutually exclusive and schematically disparate ways, where each text narrates the 

accounts of his current life as well as his former and future lives chronologically and 

systematically. In general, Namkha Gyaltsen meticulously delineates the literary and topical 

scopes of the many schemas. However, in practice, he is seen approaching all three 

autobiographies invariably, thereby impinging on the schematic contours suggested in the book 

titles. 

Similarly, a considerable number of later writings in Tibetan adopt a narrative style, where 

writers conflate the schematic layers into a single chronologically compliant narrative. Yeshe 
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Tsemo’s (1433–circa 1513) biography of the First Dalai Lama Gedun Drub (1391–1474), for 

instance, accommodates all three schemas, where the ‘external’ treats the life of Gedun Gyatso 

(1475–1542) from a historical perspective, the ‘internal’ lists academic and pedagogical 

achievements relating to reception and conferment of Tantric initiations, transmissions and 

instructions much in the manner of a curriculum vitae and the ‘secret’ delves in the ahistorical 

aspects relating to the subject’s mystical existence in the past. These three loosely cover the 

personal, curricular, and hagiographical elements in the life of a realized individual in a historical, 

semi-historical, and ahistorical manner. 

Furthermore, there is no standard correlation between the schemas. For example, the 

Sixth Panchen Lama Palden Yeshe (1738–1780), in his biography of his predecessor the Fifth 

Panchen Lama Lobzang Yeshe (1663–1737), uses the terms thun mong min pa122 and ches thun 

mong min pa123 to distinguish the levels of esotericism of contents and gsang ba, yang gsang, and 

ches gsang ba as titular tags for texts containing the two levels of esoteric narratives.”124 Thus, the 

simplistic standard explanations often assigned to biographies of different types in Tibetan 

literature are, in reality, often not in alignment with the wide range of practices of Tibetan writers. 

Khedrub Gelek Pelzang’s conventional and secret biographies of Tsongkhapa have comparable 

human and mystical elements of his master’s life.  

 

 
122. PaN chen dpal ldan ye shes, Blo bzang ye shes dpal bzang po’i gsang ba’i rnam thar, in PaN chen 

thams cad mkhyen pa blo bzang dpal ldan ye shes dpal bzang po’i gsung ’bum (Bkras shis lhun po), 
10 vols. (Gzhis ka rtse: Bkra shis lhun po, 199?), Vol. 10, 368–369. 

123. PaN chen dpal ldan ye shes, Ngag dbang byams pa rin po che’i rnam par thar pa dad pa’i ’dab brgya 
bzhad par byed pa’i nyi ma, in PaN chen thams cad mkhyen pa blo bzang dpal ldan ye shes dpal bzang 
po’i gsung ’bum (Bkras shis lhun po), Vol. 3: 582. 

124. Tokden Jampel Gyatso, one of Je Tsongkhapa’s primary disciples and biographers, wrote a secret 
biography that he called “much more secret than the secret” (gsang ba las kyang chec shin tu gsang 
ba). See Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Tsong kha pa’i rnam thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad 
du byung ba’i gtam, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 209–214.  

  It is interesting to note that Tokden wrote the biography after the release of Khedrub Je’s secret 
biography of Tsongkhapa. The title claims to divulge deeper level of secrecy than Khedrub’s Dad pa’i 
’jug ngogs.  
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Prevalence of Schemas Before the Years of Jey Tsongkhapa 

Tsongkhapa's biographers, whose writings have significantly impacted our perception of his life 

and writings, were not the earliest in Tibet. It is also most likely that Tsongkhapa’s biographers 

will have had access to works of previous biographers and have thought through well on the 

portrayal of their master’s life and works.  

Götsangpa Gonpo Dorje (1189–1258) was one of the earliest Tibetan masters whose life 

accounts and personal revelations were written down in The Sealed [Auto]biography of 

Götsangpa (Rje rgod tshang pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar bka’ rgya ma) in the late-thirteenth century. 

Besides containing some intriguing life events, the autobiography projects Götsangpa as being the 

third in a line of reincarnation,125 thus suggesting antecedence to even the Karmapa, whose first 

reincarnation appeared in the turn of the thirteenth century in the person of the Second Karmapa 

Karma Pakshi (1204/06–1283). Götsangpa was born during the final years of the life of the First 

Karmapa Düsum Khyenpa (1110–1193) and was most of his life a contemporary of the Second 

Karmapa. Götsangpa’s claim to being the third in the line of reincarnations, upon inquiry by 

another master, Monkharwa (d.u.), and based on revelations by the celestial Dakinis, can also be 

read as a retroactive response to the newly established reincarnation line of the Karmapa.126 

Nonetheless, the Götsangpa’s autobiography was compiled posthumously at his behest, and the 

genre-specific title Gsang ba’i rnam thar was likealy designated much later. 

Similarly, Yanggonpa Gyaltsen Pel’s life accounts provide a good example of early 

biographical works. His life is recounted in texts titled The Secret: An [Auto]biography (Rnam 

 
125. Rgod tshang pa mgon po rdo rje, Rje rgod tshang pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar bka’ rgya ma, in Chos rje 

rgod tshang pa’i bka’ ’bum dgos ’dod kun ’byung, 5 vols. (Tango, Bhutan: Tango Monastic 
Community, 1981), Vol. 2: 254.  

126 . Ibid, 254. 
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thar gsang ba ma),127 The Internal [Auto]biography (Nang gi rnam thar),128 and The Secret 

Biography (Gsang ba’i rnam thar).129 While the two former are attributed to Yanggonpa, the latter 

was written by his disciples Magen Yulo (circa 13th c.) and Rinchen Den (1202–?).130 The Internal 

[Auto]biography, whose title suggests lesser mystical contents than the Secret Biography, is 

ironically found containing information of highly mystical nature, including Yanggonpa’s direct 

interaction with his tutelary deity Vajrayogini. Barring one or two incidences from his childhood 

years, this rnam thar exclusively contains mystical revelations experiences he had in just four 

years of his life. The lack of titles within the actual body of these works and the undated ascription 

of genre-specific titles by publishers or printeries indicates that the classification into external, 

internal, and secret was not prevalent during those days.  

Interestingly, Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–1401) was among the earliest Tibetan 

masters to personally pen an external, an internal, and a secret autobiography named as such, 

Medium Rendition of the External [Auto]Biography of Namkha Gyaltsen (Nam mkha’ rgyal 

mtshan gyi phyi’i rnam thar ’bring po),131 Key to ‘Hearing Transmission’: Internal 

[Auto]Biography (Nang gi rnam thar snyan rgyud kyi lde’u mig),132 and Secret [Auto]Biography 

and Prophetic Revelations of Namkha Gyaltsen (Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan gyi gsang ba’i rnam 

 
127. Yang dgon pa rgyal mtshan dpal, Mnyam med rgyal ba yang dgon pa’i rnam thar gsang ba ma, in 

Collected Writings (Gsung ’bum) of rgyal ba yang dgon pa rgyal mtshan dpal, Vol. 1: 135–146. 

128. Ibid, Vol. 1: 97–104. 

129. Ibid, Vol. 1: 113–134.  

130. The opening line of the body text begins with “De yang bla ma yang dgon pa de…” (As for Lama 
Yanggonpa…). Ibid, Vol. 1: 114. 

131. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Phyi’i rnam thar ’bring po (Phyi’i rnam thar bdud rtsi’i phreng 
ba), in Collected Writings of Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 75–110.  

132. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Nang ting nge ’dzin gyi nyams snang rnam thar du bkod pa snyan 
rgyud kyi lde mig skye ba bcu drug gam ’phran bcas, in Collected Writings of Lho brag grub chen nam 
mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 111–169 
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thar lung bstan dang bcas pa)133 respectively. A master from the Kagyud School, he wrote the 

external or conventional biography at the request of his disciple Namkha Lhungyel and the two 

latter—internal and secret—at the request of Jey Tsongkhapa. The secret biography was 

supposedly written in response to Tsongkhapa’s earnest desire to know about his own former lives 

and the lives of Namkha Gyaltsen, who is considered a living emanation of Vajrapani. Narrating 

the lives of two subjects, The Secret [Auto]Biography of Namkha Gyaltsen can equally serve as a 

secret biography of Jey Tsongkhapa as well. Assuming that the Secret Biography was written by 

Namkha Gyaltsen, the biography not only helped solidify his identification as an emanation of 

Bodhisattva Vajrapani but also laid a foundation for later Tsongkhapa’s biographers to append 

with their narratives of Tsongkhapa’s deified personality and his connection with Bodhisattva 

Manjushri, Buddha Maitreya, and others. The Tsongkhapa-Manjushri relationship would later 

encourage his followers to firmly support the narrative that Tsongkhapa had direct audiences with 

Manjushri and that his writings, particularly on the Middle Way or Centrist philosophy (dbu ma, 

madhyamaka), has formal seal of authentication from Manjushri. Similarly, rituals relating to the 

wrathful manifestations of Manjushri, such as Yamanataka and Vajrabhairava, have meaning 

when approached from the perspective that it was written by an emanation of Manjushri, and not 

an ordinary human author.   

The three autobiographies of Namkha Gyaltsen were intended to be read schematically as 

disparate and distinct. However, his three biographies—conventional, inner, and secret—narrate 

the accounts of his former, present, and future lives. Written at different stages of his life, the 

three biographies cover the three life phases life—early, middle, and later—in a chronological 

manner, thereby confusing the traditional meaning of the externality, internality, and secrecy. It 

appears that though Namkha Gyaltsen sought to delineate the literary and topical scopes of the 

 
133. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Gsang ba’i rnam thar log rtog mun sel, in Collected Writings of 

Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 171–194.  
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Tibetan biographical schemas, his inclusion of the ordinary events and its chronological narration 

in the three biographies appear to impinge on the very schematic contours that he had 

meticulously outlined. 

 Another set of biographies by contemporaries includes the few life writings on Jey 

Tsongkhapa by his disciples. His disciple Khedrub Gelek Pelzang (1385–1438) wrote Way of the 

Faithful: A Biography (Rnam thar dad pa’i ’jug ngogs),134 which the author considered as an 

‘ordinary biography’ (Thun mong gi rnam thar) recording ordinary life events. Khedrub Jey also 

wrote Precious Ears of Grain: A Secret Biography (Gsang ba’i rnam thar rin po che’i snye ma),135 

which he considered as ‘extraordinary biography’ (thung mong min pa’i rnam thar) and also as 

‘secret biography’ (gsang ba’i rnam thar) for the reason of its esoteric contents. Here, Khedrub Jey 

is found equating categories from different classifications. Tokden Jampel Gyatso, another 

disciple of Tsongkhapa, subsequently wrote Miraculous Speech: Extremely Secret Biography 

(Shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba’i gtam), which he terms ‘the higher secret’ (gsang 

ba las kyang ches gsang ba, Lit. ‘more secret than the secret’), a fourth category that claims a 

deeper level of mysticism and esotericism than Khedrub Je’s secret biography. Similarly, another 

disciple Jamyang Chojé Tashi Palden, Tsongkhapa’s disciple and the founder of Drepung 

Monastery, wrote a versified secret biography of his teacher.136  

 Biographical works by these disciples reveal several vital points that are instrumental in 

understanding the culture of life writings during the thirteenth–fifteenth centuries.  

 

 
134. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 5–146. 

135. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Rje rin po che’i gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 169–200. 

136. ’Jam dbyangs chos rje bkra shis dpal ldan, “Tsong kha pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar gsol ’debs,” Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 201–208. 
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2.3 The Role of Biographical Writings in the Portrayal of an Authoritative Being 

Jey Tsongkhapa, as we remember today, is an extension of a personality primarily constructed 

based on biographical writings as well as other historical and philosophical writings. Mostly 

existing as writings, these sources constitute one of many narrative mediums. Unlike audio, 

visual, and tactile mediums, signals and stimuli produced by writings are exclusively cognitive 

and non-sensory; and in the absence of any evincing alternative medium, writings allow for a 

greater space in the formulation and narration without the constraints and contradictions from 

the other mediums. There is a higher likelihood of a personality created exclusively based on 

writings to be more subjective than in the case when writings are supported with evidence in the 

form of other mediums, where signals and stimuli generated by our sensory perceptions are 

direct, reflexive, and more objective.  

Furthermore, it is too presumptive to state that the presence of all mediums is always 

preferable, for mediums of contradictory, inconsistent, and anachronical nature can create more 

chaos than unified or homogenous writing. Contradiction, inconsistencies, and anachronism can 

upset the semantics and syntactic implications and thereby result in the creation of an unrelated 

foreign personality. 

 Jey Tsongkhapa did not pen any autobiography nor authorized others to write his 

biography, barring Tokden Jampel Gyatso claims to have sought permission posthumously 

through mystical telepathy.137 Given the contents of information about his religious life and his 

previous rebirths, one may be inclined to view his versified composition of spiritual advice titled 

Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential Revelation (Rtogs brjod mdun legs 

ma)138 and a reply letter from Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen cataloged in the Collected Works as 

 
137. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 198. 

138. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rang gi rtogs pa brjod pa mdo tsam du bshad pa, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 302–308. 
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Audience with the Mahasiddha of Lhodrak (Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul) as autobiography 

and authorized biography respectively. A closer look at these two works reveals the otherwise. 

Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals is also titled Rtogs brjod (experiential 

revelation), which is a Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit avadāna, an Indic literary genre that 

mostly narrates the life and deeds of a saintly figure. In that sense, it might be admissible to read 

Tsongkhapa’s composition as an autobiography. However, rtogs brjod is also a contraction of rang 

gi rtogs pa brjod pa or rang gi nyams rtogs brjod pa, meaning sharing of one’s knowledge and 

experience. A closer study will show that Tsongkhapa’s Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals 

lays out how he undertook the three phases of spiritual education—studying the scriptures (thos 

pa btsal), considering scriptures as personal instructions (ghung lugs gdams par shar), and 

assimilating the instructions into practice (nyams su blang). The tone of the composition is also 

didactic: I accomplished these, I owe the accomplishments to my master, and it is worthwhile for 

you to accomplish them too. Firstly, Jey Tsongkhapa uses the phrase “rang gi rtogs pa brjod pa” 

in his concluding stanza, and, given his personality and mannerism exhibited in his writings, it is 

unlikely to accord himself a saintly status. Secondly, neither Tsongkhapa nor the publishers 

classify the composition in the genre of life writings, which graces the first flanks in his Collected 

Works. Thirdly, the stanzas, by way of exemplification, serve as counsels for those who are 

embarking on the spiritual path. At best, it is Tsongkhapa’s recapitulation of the versified 

instruction that his teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen composed for him when he left for Central 

Tibet at the age of sixteen. 

Similarly, An Audience with the Mahasiddha of Lhodrak is a text attributed to Lhodrak 

Namkha Gyaltsen and classified as life writing in Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works. However, a 

cursory reading will show the text is Lhodrak’s reply to Tsongkhapa’s letter seeking 

prognostication about his past and future. However, the publisher of The Collected Works appears 

to see the significance of the story of Tsongkhapa’s past and future lives for it to be classified as 

one of Tsongkhapa’s early biographies. 
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The earliest information on the life of Tsongkhapa is found in the works of his teacher 

Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen and his disciples Khedrub Gelek Pelzang and Tokden Jampel Gyatso. 

The following narration of the life and deeds of Tsongkhapa is based on biographical writings and 

other writings that appeared in the first few decades following his death in 1419, with details 

supplemented from The Collected Works of Tsongkhapa and his disciples. These sources can be 

broadly classified, in preference of order, into six: personal accounts, textual compositions, 

correspondence, contemporaneous biographies, later biographies, and oral accounts. 

As regarding dates, Tsongkhapa and his disciples followed the Hor (i.e., Mongol) calendar 

which was favored under the ruling Tibetan Sakya dynasty in the thirteenth century. The Fifth 

Dalai Lama mentions the prior existence of seventeen different cultural calendars that reckoned 

the New Year differently,139 some recalibrating intermittently based on historical events or regime 

changes. The Hor calendar also recalibrated its New Year to commemorate Mongol killings of 

Tibetans and Minyags (mi nyag, Ch. xixia) in 1216 and the subsequent conquest of the Kingdom 

of Minyag in 1227. Whereas, owing to the Tibetan-Mongol spiritual relations and political 

alliances, Tibetans observed the New Year or Losar according to the Hor calendar, not much is 

known about the extent of festivity among the general population in the first couple of centuries. 

For example, Tsongkhapa’s ‘Great Prayer Festival of Miracles’ or Chotrul Monlam Chenmo (chos 

’phrul smon lam chen mo) is today integrated into and extends the Tibetan New Year festival by 

up to the fifteenth day of the first lunar month. However, biographical writings mention that 

Tsongkhapa instituted the Prayer Festival to commemorate the fifteen days of Buddha 

Shakyamuni’s miracles (cho ’phrul) during the waxing phase of the Phalguna (phālguna) month 

according to the Hindu Vikrama, which coincided with the first fifteen days of the Tibetan month. 

 
139. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, “Rtsis dkar nag las brtsams pa’i dris lan,” Gsung ’bum: Ngag dbang 

blo bzang rgya mtsho, Vol. 23: 442. 
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Unlike later historical writings, Tsongkhapa and his disciples made no mention of “New Year” 

celebrations.  

In general, it is feasible for Tibetan authors to adopt different calendrical systems, which 

are primarily lunar synodic despite the Zodiacal elements, in the reckoning of dates in their 

writings. Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé (1927–1997), a Geluk Geshe and distinguished scholar in 

Tibetan Studies, listed at least eight different calendars, including a Vinaya-based system 

proposed by Tsongkhapa, that Tibetans use for reckoning of the New Year.140 Although a writer’s 

use of multiple calendrical systems in his or her writings may give the impression of inconsistency 

and disorderliness, it is equally possible for writings of different subject matters to necessitate 

different methods of dating. For example, a Tibetan writer may prefer to adopt a single system 

invariably in their writings or adopt several calendrical systems such as those of the Hor, Vinaya, 

and Kalachakra Tantra in their social or political narratives, Vinaya rituals, and Tantric literature 

respectively.  

Moreover, Tsongkhapa principally based his reckoning of days, months, and years on the 

lunar synodic Hor calendar based on the Rabjung sexagesimal cycle in combination with the 

Chinese animal-based system. This is evident from expressions such as “the offering ceremony 

commemorating ‘the [Buddha’s] Great Miracles’ from the first through the fifteenth day of the 

first month of the Ox year” (glang gi lo zla ba dang po’i tshes gcig nas bco lnga’i bar du cho ’phrul 

chen po’i dus kyi mchod pa).141 He does not use common Tibetan features such as the five-element 

based on the Chinese calendar or the male-female alternation practiced in the Tibetan systems. 

As further indicators, he cited the four seasons (dus bzhi) and the waxing and waning phases of 

the moon (yar tshes, mar tshes). Given the widespread use of the Hor calendar in Tibet from the 

 
140. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar tshig mdzod chen mo (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe 

skrun khang, 2002), 1975. 

141. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 92. 
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period of the Mongol empire, Tsongkhapa and his disciples used this calendrical system, since 

major calendars like Hindu Vikram calendar, Chinese calendar, or the Kalachakra and Phukpa 

calendars differ anywhere between one to eleven months in the sequencing of months. Hor 

calendar was the official calendar of the erstwhile Tibetan government and continues to be used 

by the exile Tibetan administration and many Tibetans living inside and outside Tibet in the 

reckoning of Tibetan months for the observance of traditional rituals and festivals.142 

 

Biographies of Tsongkhapa 

Of the biographies of Tsongkhapa, Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen’s Audience with the Mahasiddha 

of Lhodrak (Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul),143 ostensibly 

written during Tsongkhapa’s lifetime in around 1398 and 1401,144 is considered the oldest. Of the 

biographies written posthumously, Khedrub Gelek Pelzang’s Way of the Faithful (Dad pa’i ’jug 

ngogs) is the earliest biography. Though published no earlier than 1421,145 it still remains the 

single most important biography sourced by all later biographers. Formerly called the Extensive 

 
142. For Kalachakra calendar, see Edward Henning, “Kālachakra Calendar,” 2013. 

http://www.kalacakra.org/calendar/calexpl.htm  Accessed on December 16, 2019. For Phukpa and 
Hor calendar, see Svante Janson, “Tibetan Calendar Mathematics,” Uppsala University, 2014. Article 
available as http://www2.math.uu.se/~svante/papers/calendars/ tibet.pdf. See also Svante Janson, 
Tibetan Phukpa Calendar Calculator, http://www.digitaltibetan.org/cgi-bin/phugpa.pl Both 
accessed on December 16, 2019.  

143. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul lho brag grub chen dang 
mjal tshul,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 216–220. 

144. Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–1402), in this text, shares a vision he saw at the age of seventy, i.e. 
1396. Furthermore, Lhodrak predicts that an impending danger will loom on Tsongkhapa when he 
reaches forty-five, i.e. 1402, also the year of Lhodrak’s death. This squarely puts his writing 
somewhere between 1397–1401. See Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Lho brag grub chen dang 
mjal tshul lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 
216, 219. 

145. Khedrub’s biography contains information on the Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe commemmoration 
of Tsongkhapa’s first death anniversary on the twenty-fifth day of the tenth lunar month, which 
corresponds to December 09, 1420. It is thus safe to say that Khedrub’s biography was published in 
around 1421. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, 
Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 143. For Gregorian dates, see Svante Janson, Tibetan Phukpa Calendar 
Calculator, http://www. digitaltibetan.org/cgi-bin/phugpa.pl  
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Biography (rnam thar chen mo),146 this title was later ascribed to a voluminous biography by 

Chahar Lobzang Tsultrim (1740–1810) titled Source of All Goodness: A Lucid Biography147 and 

also then to the nineteenth-century scholar Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé Namgyel’s Incredible 

Jewel Rosary, the Sole Ornament Adorning the Buddha’s Doctrine (Thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan 

gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba).148  

Following Khedrub publication of The Way of the Faithful, Tokden Jampel Gyatso wrote 

a supplementary commentary titled Collection of Excellent Accounts: A Supplement to the 

Extensive Biography (Rrnam thar chen mo’i legs bshad kun ’dus).149 In keeping with the tradition 

of the early masters, Khedrub Jey also wrote a secret biography titled Sheaf of Elegant Accounts: 

 
146. The appellation Extensive Biography (also more aptly Great Biography, rnam thar chen mo) was first 

used for Khedrub Je’s The Way of the Faithful. Biographers like Tokden Jampel Gyatso, in their 
references to Khedrub’s work, have used this title for its honorific connotation and to extol its 
relatively extensive and authoritative nature during those early years. Stressing the supplemental 
function of Tokden’s work, Geshe Thupten Jinpa points out that Tokden advised readers “to look at 
the one composed by Changra Kachuwa (Khedrub).” See Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in 
the Land of Snows, 454, n.619. This shows that Tokden’s attributes The Extensive Biography to 
Khedrub Je.  

   However, in the late-eighteenth century, scholars have confused the appellation by extending it to 
Chahar Chojé Lobzang Tsultrim’s (1740–1810) Tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar go sla bar brjod pa 
bde legs kun gyi ’byung gnas even though Chahar himself has based his work structurally and 
thematically on Khedrub Je’s Way of the Faithful, which he cites copiously and refers to it as the Great 
Biography around two dozen times. See Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar 
chen mo (Rje thams cad mkhyen pa tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar go sla bar brjod pa bde legs kun 
gyi ’byung gnas) (Pe cin: Krung go’i mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2006), 34.  

   More recently, the title Great Biography was also ascribed to Druk Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé’s 
(19th c.) Incredible Jewel Rosary, the Sole Ornament Adorning the Buddha’s Doctrine (Thub bstan 
mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, a Krung go mi rigs dpe skrun khang edition not 
only replaces Chahar’s original title with “Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo,” meaning ‘Extensive 
Biography of Tsongkhapa’, but also refers to Gyalwang Choeje’s work with the same appellation in 
the book’s preface. Given that Chahar himself has referred to Khedrub’s work as “rnam thar chen 
mo,” it is for the readers to decipher their contextual references. 

147. Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 1–516. 

148. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 
po’i rnam thar (’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan 
mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba) (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 
2009), 1–426. 

149. ’Jam dpal rgya mtsho, Tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs rnam thar legs bshad kun ’dus, 
in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 147–168.  
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A Secret Biography (Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma)150 from Ganden. Similarly, 

Tokden Jampel Gyatso published The Marvelous Accounts: Extremely Secret Biography (Rnam 

thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba’i gtam) on the eighth day of the eighth month 

of the Hare year, i.e., 22 September 1423.151 If Tokden’s expressions such as “much more secret 

than the secret” (gsang ba las kyang ches shin tu gsang ba) and “more excellent than other 

[biographies]” (gzhan las kyang phul du phyung ba) were read in a nuanced juxtaposition with 

Khedrub’s Secret Biography, then Khedrub’s work can be dated between 1421 and 1423.  

Other biographies deserving mention includes Lekpa Zangpo’s Feast of Excellent Tales 

(Rmad byung gtam gyi dga’ ston)152 and Secret Life Stories Not Commonly Known (kun gyi thun 

mong du ma gyur pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar),153 which according to Geshe Thupten Jinpa post-

dates Khedrub’s work,154 Tashi Palden’s Prayer on the Esoteric Life of Jey Tsongkhapa (Tsong kha 

pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar gsol ’debs)155 Nenying Kunga Delek’s (1446–1496) Way of the Faithful 

(Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs),156 Zangzang Nering Chime Rabgye’s (15th c.) Collection on the Life 

Accounts of Jey Tsongkhapa (Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar),157 and Kharnak Peljor Gyatso’s (16–

 
150. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Rje rin po che’i gsang ba’i rnam thar rgya mtsho lta bu las cha shas 

nyung ngu zhig yongs su brjod pa’i gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 169–200. 

151. ’Jam dpal rgya mtsho, Tsong kha pa’i rnam thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba’i 
gtam, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 209–214. 

152. Legs pa bzang po, Rmad byung gtam gyi dga’ ston, in Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar 
phyogs bsgrigs, 4 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rigs pa’i dpe skrun khang, 2015), Vol. 1: 482–514. 

153. Legs pa bzang po, Kun gyi thun mong du ma gyur pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar, in Rje btsun tsong kha 
pa chen po’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs, Vol. 1: 515–540. 

154. Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows, 334. 

155. Bkra shis dpal ldan, Tsong kha pa’i gsang ba’i rnam thar gsol ’debs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, 
Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 201–208. 

156. Gnas rnying kun dga’ bde legs, Rgyal ba blo zang grags pa’i rnam par thar pa dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in 
Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs, Vol. 1: 344–412.  

157. Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan 
mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod” (1470), Snga ’gyur gsang chen rnying ma’i bstan ’dzin 
chen mo zang zing ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas kyis mdzad pa/ Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor 
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17th c.) Biography of the Glorious Jetsun Tsongkhapa (Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam par 

thar pa).158 A four-volume Anthology of Biographies of the Great Jetsun Tsongkhapa (Rje btsun 

tsong kha pa’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs) published by the Beijing based Krung go mi rigs dpe 

skrun khang contains forty-six biographical entries composed between the fifteenth and 

eighteenth centuries.159  

 

Conclusion 

While a life writing is generally defined as an account of a person’s life, what factors such 

as life aspects, time, and content of narration constitute an account per se are mostly vague and 

arbitrary. Albert C. Outler (1908–1989), one of the earliest scholars to conduct a detailed study 

of St. Augustine’s Confession, wrote that the book is “not Augustine’s autobiography,”160 on the 

very grounds of the limitedness of life aspects, time, and narrative contents covered therein. While 

the definition of life writings in their varied forms may be arbitrary, the delimiting of factors, such 

as in Outler’s definition of autobiography, may prompt readers to redefine rnam thar. Any attempt 

towards formulating a rigid interpretation of the term rnam thar may compel one to redefine and 

reimagine the entire landscape of a critical Tibetan literary genre. Currently, the ambiguity of the 

definition of rnam thar remains a favorable factor that facilitated the proliferation of the genre. 

 
bu’i bang mdzod sogs (Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs), Edited by Rakra Tethong 
(New Delhi: Jayyed Press, 199?). 

158. Mkhar nag dpal ’byor rgya mtsho, Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam par thar pa mkhar nag lo 
tsA bas mdzad pa, in Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs, 4 vols. (Pe cin: Krung 
go’i bod rigs pa’i dpe skrun khang, 2015), Vol. 2: 41–54. 

159. Rje btsun tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar phyogs bsgrigs, 4 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rigs pa’i 
dpe skrun khang, 2015).  

160. Albert C. Outler also wrote: “They are, instead, a deliberate effort, in the permissive atmosphere of 
God’s felt presence, to recall those crucial episodes and events in which he can now see and celebrate 
the mysterious actions of God’s prevenient and provident grace.” Albert C. Outler, Augustine: 
Confessions (Dallas: School of Theology Southern Methodist University, 1955), 4. 
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Life writings of Tsongkhapa exist in several biographical genres as well as forms that are 

deficient in the basic characteristics of life writings. With no autobiography penned by 

Tsongkhapa, the life writings were mostly written posthumously by his direct disciples and 

subsequently by his indirect disciples and scholars.  

It is under the backdrop of this historical overview of the culture of life writings in Tibet 

that biographers of Tsongkhapa have chosen to recount his life. The narration of his life accounts 

by the biographers has positively conditioned the way how the life and writings of Tsongkhapa 

are received by his followers, leading to the growth of the Geluk School.  
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Chapter 3: Life of Jey Tsongkhapa 

 

 

The life of Tsongkhapa, as we imagine today, is an extension of his personality based on 

conventional and mystical biographies that were mostly written by his teachers and disciples after 

his death in 1419. These biographies have invariably portrayed Tsongkhapa as a divine emanation 

of buddhas, bodhisattvas, Indian scholars, and Tibetan masters. The divinized or deified protrayal 

and the subsequent canonization in the Geluk tradition has significantly contributed to how his 

life and teachings are perceived by his followers. In traditional communities, the recognition of a 

person as an emanation of a spiritually awakened being, irrespective of its veracity, elevates not 

only the recognized person to a high status but also, conversely, confers upon the recognizer a 

form of divine authority. The attribution of Tsongkhapa’s unequalled intellectual scholarship, 

philosophical insight, and spiritual awakening to divinites not only denies Tsongkhapa his agency, 

but also influence readers to imagine Tsongkhapa in the same light as masters who saw 

themselves as emanations or manifestations. 

 The following presents a brief critical biography of Jey Tsongkhapa. For a more 

comprehensive and detailed account, I recommend two authoritative works on the life and 

Teachings of Tsongkhapa—Robert Thurman’s Life and Teachings of Tsongkhapa161 and, more 

recently, Thupten Jinpa’s Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows.162    

 

 
161. Robert A. F. Thurman, Life and Teachings of Tsongkhapa (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works & 

Archives, 1982). 

162. Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows (Boulder: Shambhala, 2019). 
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3.1 Birth, Former Lives and Early Years 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa, reverentially addressed as Jey Rinpoche or the Precious Master 

by his followers, was born to his father Lubum Ge and mother Shingza Achö163 in the Tsongkha164 

region of Amdo in Eastern Tibet. Tokden Jampel Gyatso, one of his disciples and earliest 

biographers, wrote in his Collection of Excellent Accounts that Tsongkhapa’s father saw 

auspicious signs in around January of 1357165 presaging Tsongkhapa’s arrival. Similarly, the 

 
163. Variously rendered as shing mo a chos, shing mo bza’ a chos, shing mo bza’, shing bza’ a chos, or, 

more recently, shing bza’, the names indicate that the mother’s given name is a chos, her family name 
shing mo, and her married name shing mo bza’, shing bza’, shing mo bza’ a chos, or shing bza’ a chos, 
where women retain their family name suffixed by bza’, literally meaning ‘bride.’ This practice has 
precedence in the early Tibetan kings with multiple wives who were addressed by the native or family 
names, e.g. rgya bza’, bal bza’, ’bro bza’, sna nam bza’, etc. Tibetan masters have claimed to be a 
reincarnation of Tsongkhapa’s mother and have appropriated the name shing bza’ from around the 
17th century. Similarly, names with bza’ were also used as a surname by the offsprings, including 
male children, born to a mother in the polygamous family to identify the maternal family line.  

164. Tsongkha is spelt tsong kha/ka (Pelliot Tibétain), btsong kha (Desi) or gtsong kha (Tselpa Kunga 
Dorje). Tsong kha is suggestively an abridgement of tsong chu’i kha, literally applying to the regions 
alongside Tsong river (Ch. huangshui). Gedun Chopel, a celebrated 20th-century Tibetan scholar 
from the region, maintained that the term tsong kha, sometimes rendered tsong kha bde khams, once 
applied to the entire traditional region of Amdo. See Gedun Choephel, White Annal, Trans. Samten 
Norboo (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1978), 25. For use of early 
nomenclatures such as tsong kha chen po and tsong kha chung ngu in historical documents and pillar 
edicts, see H. E. Richardson, Ancient Historical Edicts at Lhasa and the Mu Tsung/Khri gtsug lde 
brtsan Treaty of A.D. 821–822 (The Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland. 1952), 17 and 
H. E. Richardson, A Corpus of Early Tibetan Inscriptions (Hertford: Royal Asiatic Society, 1985), 10–
14.  

   Gedun Chopel identifies the area around Xiling (zi gling, Ch. Xining) as tsong kha (Tsongkha 
proper) and the rest of the areas, inclusive or exclusive of Tsongkha Proper, as tsong kha chen po 
(Greater Tsongkha) or tsong kha bde khams (Tsongkha region) (Gedun Chophel, White Annal, 25). 
Khedrub Je, in his biography of Tsongkhapa, considers the Tsongkha region of Amdo as being ruled 
by the Tibetan imperial dynasty in the past. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, 
in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 10.  

  It is interesting to note that Tsongkhapa is also addressed as the man “from the Onion Valley,” 
which results from the alternative reading of tsong, which is also a Tibetan loan word of Chinese cong 
(Ch. cong), meaning onion or any of its close relatives and assuming that it was cultivated in the 
region during the ancient times. 

165. Tokden Jampel Gyatso (1356–1428) mentions of Tsongkhapa’s father Lubum seeing propitious 
dreams “in the end of the Monkey year,” corresponding to around January 1357. Upon consulting 
Tsongkhapa’s future teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen, Chojé shared his dream presaging 
Tsongkhapa’s arrival “in around the same time next year [i.e. ‘around the end of the Bird year’].” See 
Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 151. 
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mother Shingza saw dreams of the entry of a numinous representation of the bodhisattva 

Avalokiteshvara166 on the tenth day of the first month of the Bird year of the Hor calendar, which 

corresponds to February 8, 1357,167 indicating that Tsongkhapa was conceived on the same day. 

In the absence of the actual date of birth, the most probable relative calculation based on the 38-

week conceptional age explained in traditional sources such as The Sutra on the [Embryonic] 

Stages in the Womb as Taught to Nanda168 as well as by modern scientific studies on human 

development put Tsongkapa’s birth on the tenth day of the tenth month of the Female Fire Bird 

year of the sixth Rabjung sexagenary cycle, which corresponds to Monday, October 31, 1357. 

However, given the lack of precise dates, Geshe Thupten Jinpa dated Tsongkhapa’s birth 

somewhere in October 1357.169 

He died a saintly death in the early morning hours of the twenty-fifth day of the tenth lunar 

month of the Female Earth Pig year (Tibetan Royal Year 1546) of the seventh Rabjung cycle, 

which corresponds to Sunday, the 21st of November 1419.170 

 
166. Ibid, Vol. 1: 148–149.  

167. Kharnak Peljor Gyatso (16th–17th c.) misreads this date, i.e. date of conception, for the date of 
Tsongkhapa’s birth. See Mkhar nag dpal ’byor rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung dpag bsam sdong 
po mkhas pa ’gyes byed (Dga’ ldan chos ’byung; Mkhar nag chos ’byung) (Lhasa: Ser gtsug nang bstan 
dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs sgrig khang, 2016), 15. The misreading is evident from two instances 
of Tokden’s accounts. Firstly, Tokden mentions that the mother, after seeing the entry of the 
numinous entity in her dream, began to take great care of herself with an anticipation that she’s 
carrying someone extraordinary, thus implying the dream as not occuring at the time of the birth. 
Secondly, Tokden mentions another, later, dream that the mother was said to have seen “at the time 
of the childbirth.” See Ibid.  

  As a result of Kharnag’s reading, his date differed from Khedrub Gelek Pelzang (1385–1438) by 
about a year. For example, Khedrub Je recounts Tsongkhapa as being thirty-six when he saw Lama 
Umapa off from Lhasa to Kham in the tenth month of the Tibetan Monkey year, 1392 CE. See Mkhas 
grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 67. 
Kharnak, however, reckoned Tsongkhapa as being in his thirty-seventh year. 

168. ’Phags pa dga’ bo mngal na gnas pa bstan pa’i mdo (Ārya-nanda-garbhāvakrānti-nirdeśa-sūtra), in 
Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 41: 659.  

169. Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows, 19, 

170. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 55.  
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His actual birthplace was held to have taken place in the proximity to the site where today 

stands Kumbum Jampa Ling Monastery at 36˚49’ N and 101˚56’ E. Once considered a territory 

under the dominion of Tibetan Yarlung imperium,171 the region of Tsongkha had by then fallen 

into the hands of Mongol–Sakya rule. Born as the fourth of the six sons,172 information about his 

family is scarce, and the few ones available mostly revolves around his childhood years. Not much 

information about his family, aside from an exchange of a letter with his mother and sister several 

years after his journey to Central Tibet, is available. Not much is mentioned about his father or 

his five male siblings. Lobzang Nyima (1439–1492), who ascends the throne of Ganden173 a few 

decades after Tsongkhapa’s death is found mentioned as his grandnephew in biographical 

writings.  

 
171. Early Dunhuang documents mention of the region’s relation with the Tibetan Yarlung imperium from 

as early as the late-7th century, beginning with the conquest of the region by Gar Tongtsen’s (mgar 
stong btsan) second son Triding Tsendro (khri ’bring btsan brod, d.699), who served as a commander 
under Mangsong Mangtsen (mang srong mang rtsan) and Dusong Mangje (’du srong mang rje). (See 
Pelliot Tibétain S0750/0076–0077.) After the fragmentation of the Tibetan empire in the mid-ninth 
century, one of the royal descendants, Tridé (khri lde) moved to Tsogkha region where. See Tshal pa 
kun dga’ rdo rje, Deb ther dmar po, Ed. Blo bzang ’phrin las (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrung khang, 1981), 
44–45. 

172. Mkhar nag dpal ’byor rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung dpag bsam sdong po mkhas pa ’gyes byed 
(Dga’ ldan chos ’byung; Mkhar nag chos ’byung), 15. 

173. Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung baiD+’ur+ya ser po (Pe cin: Krung go bod kyi shes rig 
dpe skrun khang, 1989), 79. 
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His father Lubum Ge belonged to the Mel174 (mal) clan, which had around a thousand 

members and took pride in producing pure monastics175 in the past.176 He also held the position 

of Darkache (Mongol darughači),177 a local leadership instituted in the Tibetan regions by the 

Mongol–Sakya rule for administration and revenue purpose and maintained by either Mongols 

or Tibetans. Despite the egalitarian attitude encouraged in the monasteries in Central Tibet, 

where the non-Tibetan ethnicity is always identified, in many cases by ethnic-specific prefixes, 

Tsongkhapa was identified as a someone from the East or Tsongkha region, or also as a 

Khampa,178 a term meaning ‘borderland’ and used by Tibetans in Central Tibet for people from 

the cultural regions of Dotö and Domé, literally meaning ‘the upper plain’ and ‘the lower plain.’  

 
174. The most recent presence of the Mel (mal) clan appears to be through a matrimonial alliance with the 

popular Gephen (ge ’phan) family of Washul (dbal shul), one of the eighteen Shulchen (shul chen) of 
the Dong (ldong) ancestry. It can be suggested that an offshoot of the Gephen family assumed the 
name Gephen Melza Tsang (ge ’phan mal bza’ tshang) after it took a bride from the the Mel family. 
Amdo scholar Sonam Dargye wrote that the name changed to Gephen Melza Tsang (ge ’phan stong 
bza’ tshang). See “Bsod nams dar rgyas, “Ge ’phan stong bza’ tshang gi lo rgyus,” Gser thal gyi lo rgyus 
dang srol rgyun (Pe cin: krung go’i bod rig pa dpe mdzod khang, 2006), 23. This suggests that the 
family named changed after it took a bride from another influential family of the Tong (stong) 
ancestry.  

175. At around the end of the eleventh century, Ngok Loden Sherab (rngog blo ldan shes rab, 1059–1109) 
sent a letter addressed to the monks, including Gaton Sherab Drak (rga ston shes rab grags, 11th–
12th c.) of the three Rus of Tsongkha. See Rngog blo ldan shes rab, Rngog blo ldan shes rab kyis 
mdzad pa’i springs yig bdud rtsi’i thig pa, in Rngog lo tsA ba blo ldan shes rab kyi gsung chos skor (Pe 
cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), 659–661. Ngok’s letter acknowledges the existence 
of monks operating in an unorganized manner, in Amdo even before monasteries were established at 
this early part of the Later Diffusion of Buddhism.  

176. Rmal.  

177. Darkache (dar kha che) is a Tibetan loan word of the Mongolian darughači, darga, daruga, or 
udirdagči. I am grateful to my professor Gray Tuttle for directing me to Luciano Petech’s specific use 
of the term darughachi during the Yuan Sakya Period. See Luciano Petech, “Rise of the Phakmodru 
Dynasty,” The Tibetan History Reader, Edited by Gray Tuttle and Kurtis R. Schaeffer (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2013), 258. See also Richard Britnell, “Records and Record-Keeping in 
Yuan China,” Pragmatic Literacy, East and West, 1200–1330 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press), 223.  

178. Preceeding the more modern territorial configuration of Tibet into ‘the three cultural provinces’ (chol 
kha gsum)—Ü-Tsang, Domé or Amdo, and Dotö or Kham, the term ‘Kham’ and ‘Khampa’ were used 
for the regions and people of Dotö and Domé collectively at least as late as the fifteenth century. For 
an example of use of term Khampa in early centuries, see ’Ba’ ra ba rgyal mtshan dpal, ’Ba’ ra ba rgyal 
mtshan dpal bzang po’i rnam thar mgur ’bum dang bcas pa, in Gsung ’bum, 14 vols. (Dehradun: 
Ngawang Gyaltsen and Ngawang Lungtok, 1970), Vol. 14: 48. Also, see Ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, 
“Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod 
(1470),” Snga ’gyur gsang chen rnying ma’i bstan ’dzin chen mo zang zing ne rings pa ’chi med rab 
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Based on Tsongkhapa’s recollections, Khedrub Jey recounts the exchange of a letter 

between Tsongkhapa and his mother and elder sister according to some sources,179 a decade after 

his departure to Central Tibet. It prompts readers to conjecture that his father Lubum Ge had 

already died by the time of the exchange of correspondence. 

His mother Shingza Achö enjoyed an impeccable reputation for her integrity and kindness 

in her village. She outlived her husband and did not marry again. Later oral narratives and 

religious histories maintained that a tree, a sandalwood tree, according to some writers, sprung 

up at the place where drops of blood from her umbilical cord touched the ground during 

Tsongkhapa’s birth.180 However, some identified the spot with the burial of the afterbirth by the 

father.181 Some writers maintained that the tree bore a hundred thousand leaves, each bearing an 

image of Buddha Simhanada, while others mention an interring of a hundred thousand182 buddha 

 
rgyas kyis mdzad pa/ Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs… Edited by Rakra 
Tethong (New Delhi: Jayyed Press, 199?), 7. 

179. Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 32–33. 

180. Aside from advice in Rgyud bzhi (Ch.71, p.360), which instructs the cutting of the umbilical cord 
without letting blood fall, the significance of the blood and sandalwood narrative in Tsongkhapa’s 
birth is unclear. 

181. The association of the site with ’the dropping of the umbilical blood’ during Tsongkhapa’s birth, which 
neither he nor his biographers had mentioned, gained currency after it was narrated by the Gelukpa 
statesman and polymath, Desi Sangye Gyatso in his BeeDurya ser po. Desi’s account could as much 
be an extrapolation of his mentor, the Fifth Dalai Lama’s phrase, lte khrag ’pho sa ru snying khrag 
’thor (Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Tshar chen blo gsal rgya mtsho grags pa rgyal mtshan gyi 
rnam thar, in Gsung ’bum, 2009, Vol. 12: 416), meaning ‘for the heart to bleed where the umbilical 
blood had dropped’ for death and birth respectively.  

  If Tsongkhapa was born in his family house and the blood-dropping story was true, it suggests that 
the family house had ceased to exist at the time of the founding of Kumbum Monastery, since no 
accounts describe Kumbum as a memorial extension of Tsongkhapa’s home as later narratives 
suggest. The story of the father’s burial of the afterbirth, on the other hand, precludes what the 
umbilical narrative implies by suggesting that Tsongkhapa’s house did not stand at the exact spot 
where the umbilical blood first dropped.  

182. Chahar Geshe, on the naming of Kumbum Monastery, wrote that it was thus named “because of a 
Sandal tree whose leaves bore many images of deities. See Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong 
kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 34.  

  Évariste Huc, in his memoir published in 1852, mentions that two Catholic missionaries, Évariste 
Régis Huc and Joseph Gabet, who arrived at Kumbum in the 1840s, provides a first-hand description 
of the tree, which was not a sandalwood tree and stood at the foot of the mountain with the leaves 
bearing Tibetan characters instead of images. See Évariste Huc, Travels in Tartary, Thibet and China 
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images into a stupa at the site.183 According to some, a temple184 was erected at the site with the 

trunk of the tree serving as its central frame and the principal object of worship. 

While some biographers maintained that a stupa containing a hundred thousand images 

of Buddhas attributed to the mother stood at the site of the tree, Sumpa Khenpo Yeshe Peljor 

(1704–1788) claimed that Zhalu Chokchen Tashi Peljor (16th c.) erected the stupa much later in 

1563.185 At the same time, Gompa Rinchen Tsondru (16th c.) is credited for building a temple in 

1577 at the site, which contained the said trunk and a Maitreya statue. However, buildings other 

than a small temple housing a trunk of the tree as its centerpiece was said to be found when the 

Third Dalai Lama Sonam Gyatso (1543–1588), en-route to Mongolia for Tumed Altan Khan’s 

(1507–1582) post-funerary rituals, visited the site in the spring of 1583. Locals built a residence 

for his brief visit, implying the absence of anything that resembled a monastery. At the behest of 

the Third Dalai Lama, who also made some contributions and encased the trunk in a silver 

encasement,186 Chojé Tsondru Gyaltsen Zangpo (16th c.) and the locals built a monastery, which 

was later expanded by Dulwa Chojé Wozer Gyatso (1557–1623), at the behest of the Fourth Dalai 

Lama Yonten Gyatso (1589–1617), between 1588 and 1603. These were the early years of the 

 
during the years 1844–5–6, Vol. II, Trans. W. Hazlitt (London: Office of the National Illustrated 
Library, n.d.), 13–45. 

183. Chahar Geshe, in slight variation to his earlier narration on the founding of Kumbum, wrote that 
Tsongkhapa, then twenty-two, mentioned about a sandalwood tree which sprung up at his birthplace 
and instructed his mother to built a stupa with one hundred thousand images of Buddha Simhanada, 
thus ascribing the establishment of the site of Kumbum (‘100,000 images’) Monastery to the mother. 
See Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 7. 

184. This deviates from the earlier versions such as Desi Sangye Gyatso, who mentions the trunk of the 
tree being used as a central pillar, also called ‘life-pillar’, of the monastery. See Sangs rgyas rgya 
mtsho, Bee Durya ser po, 336. 

185. Sum pa ye shes dpal ’byor, Chos ’byung dpag bsam ljon bzang (Kan su’u: Kan su’u mi rigs dpe skrun 
khang, 1992), 665.  

186. Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen (1713–1793) wrote that the Third Dalai Lama encased a pre-existent trunk 
from Tsongkhapa’s birth on which a stupa was erected. See Dka’ chen ye shes rgyal mtshan, “Rje 
tsong kha pa’i rnam thar,” Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar, 2 vols. (New Delhi: Ngawang Gelek 
Demo, 1970–1972), Vol. 1: 674. Yeshe Gyaltsen’s dating of the stupa’s founding in1583 or later post-
dates Sumpa’s dating of 1563 by about two decades. 
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Kumbum Monastery (sku ’bum, Lit. “100,000 images”), whose origin was connected to 

Tsongkhapa’s parents. The monastery was also known as Jampa Ling (Maitreya’s Abode), for the 

reason that an idol of Buddha Maitreya served as the central figure. Sources maintain that the idol 

contains among its inner sacred depositions, a skull of Tsongkhapa’s father,187 which implies 

deification of the father for begetting Tsongkhapa and for his vision of Manjushri at the time of 

Tsongkhapa’s birth.  

This monastery includes among its revered clerics—Akya Tulku and Shingza Tulku, the 

two Lamas who were recognized as reincarnations of Tsongkhapa’s father and mother respectively 

in the following centuries. Although the parents reincarnating as celibate monks may sound 

enigmatic, some Geluk masters like Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen (1713–1793) reason this by stating 

that Tsongkapa’s parents were extraordinary beings and had purposely assumed rebirth as 

Tsongkhapa’s parents.188 

Four centuries after Tsongkhapa’s birth, Longdol Ngawang Lobzang (1719–1794) 

identified the Shingza reincarnation line stemming from Arik Geshe Gyaltsen Woser (1726–

1803), the founder of Ragya Tashi Jong Monastery in 1769, as actually a spiritual extension of 

Shingza Achö,189 thereby glorifying Tsongkhapa’s mother by way of institutionalization. Similarly, 

the current Akya Lobzang Thubten Jigme Gyatso (b.1950), the head lama of Kumbum Monastery, 

is considered the eighth or, according to an extended rendition, the twenty-first reincarnation of 

 
187. According to Chahar Geshe, the skull of Tsongkhapa’s father, which supposedly bore a self-arisen 

image of Manjushri, was interred into a stupa in 1577, around one and a half centuries after 
Tsongkhapa’s death. See Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 34.  

188. Dka’ chen ye shes rgyal mtshan, “Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar,” Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam 
thar, Vol. 1: 673. 

189. Byams pa ’od zer and Blo bzang dar rgyas rgya mtsho, Rab ’byams gzhung lugs kun gzigs a rig dge 
bshes chen mo yab sras kyi gsung ’bum legs bshad nor bu’i snying po (Khreng tu: Si khron mi rigs 
dpe skrun khang, 2004), 17. Similar account is found in Pawo Tsuglak Trengwa’s (1504–1564/66) 
writing, where cutting of umbilical cord during the birth of Karma pa rol pa’i rdo rje is said to have 
filled the sweet fragrant smell. See Dpa’ bo gtsug lag ’phreng ba, Chos ’byung mkhas pa’i dga’ ston, 2 
vols. (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1986), Vol. 2: 1083.  
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Jey Tsongkhapa’s father.190 Similarly, the current Shingza Lobzang Tenzin Chokyi Gyaltsen 

(b.1980), a scholar and Tibetan freedom activist, lists himself as the eleventh in the line of 

reincarnation of Tsongkhapa’s mother Shingza Achö,191 though he is traditionally considered the 

fifth or the sixth in the enumeration of a linear succession of Shingza Tulku.192 

Tsongkhapa was born as the fourth of the six sons to his parents.193 While cultural norms 

in the region expected the elder sons to inherit the family occupation, at least one of the younger 

male siblings became an ideal or expendable candidate to become a monk or nun, which provided 

 
190. Nach der tradition sind seit der 1. Wiedergeburt von Tsongkhapas vater (im Jahre 1417) bis zu dem 

hier Gennanten einschlieshlich 15 Akya erscheinen. (According to the tradition, 15 Akyas appeared 
since the first rebirth of Tsongkhapa’s father (in 1417) up to the one named here.) See Rudolf 
Kaschewsky, Das Leben des lamaistischen Heiligen Tsongkhapa Blo-bzaṅ-grags-pa (1357–1419), 
Dargestellt und erläutert anhand seiner Vita “Quellort allen Glückes,” Čaqar dge-bśes Blo-bzaṅ chul-
khrims, Asiatische Forschungen, Band 32 (Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden 1971), 33. 

191. “Shingsa Rinpoche’s Message,” an appeal letter from Shingza Lobzang Tenzin to the Political 
Consultative Committee of Government of Peoples’ Republic of China and the Local Governments of 
Qinghai Province and Golok Area, March 22, 2009, The Tibet Action Group of Western Australia Inc 
(TAGWA), http://www.tagwa.org.au/pdfs/Shingsa%20Rinpoche%27s%20message%20-%2022 
%20Mar%2009. pdf, accessed on May 30, 2018.  

192. As regarding the reincarnation link between Shingza Achö and the Shingza Tulku lineage, Konchok 
Tenpa Rabgye (1801–1866), the author of History of Domey, traced their connection back to the 
recognition of Shingza Paṇḍita Lobzang Dargye (1752/59–1824) as a reincarnation of Shingza 
Gomchen (d.u.), a demonym indicating the name of residence with at least the allusion to Je 
Tsongkhapa’s mother. See Dkon mchos bstan pa rab rgyas, Mdo smad chos ’byung, Vol. II: 74v.  

  Apart from their shared first names, not much is spoken about the connection between Shingza 
Gomchen and Tsongkhapa’s mother Shingza Achö, until years later. Aside from recognizing Lobzang 
Dargye as a reincarnation of Shingza Gomchen, Tenpa Rabgye also listed Drubchen Nakhapa Tharpey 
Gyaltsen (d.u.) and Shingza Achö among the predecessors. The current Shingza Tulku, also known as 
Shingza Achö Tulku, identifies himself as the eleventh in the line of Singza reincarnations stemming 
from Shingza Achö. As a contemporary of Shingza Lobzang Tenpé Wangchuk (1825–1896/97), 
Tenpa Rabgye considered Tenpé Wangchuk as the reincarnation of Shingza Lobzang Dargye, who 
was preceded, though not in immediate succession, by Shingza Gomchen, Drubchen Nakhapa 
Tharpey Gyaltsen, and Shingza Achö. One of the current reckonings of Shingza tulkus recognizes 
Shingza Lobzang Dargye as the reincarnation of the fifty-fifth Ganden Tripa Ngawang Namkha 
Zangpo (1690–1749/1750), who is consequently listed as the first in the line of Shingza 
reincarnations according to one of the few enumerations, finds no mention in early biographical 
writings, which further complicates our reckoning of the reincarnations.  

193. Khedrub Je, in his Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, wrote: “sras drug mnga’ ba las bdag nyid chen po ’di ni bzhi 
pa yin” (“of the six sons born, the noble one was the fourth”). See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, 
Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 11. Given that Khedrub Je’s 
biography mentions of “Tsongkhapa’s sister,” the word sras, despite its literal towards masculinity, is 
to be read as a common noun implying both sras and sras mo, i.e., sons and daughters, thus 
positioning Je Tsongkhapa as the fourth among his six siblings.  
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social value to the family. Following Tsongkhapa’s birth, Chojé Dondrub Rinchen (1309–1385), 

who founded Jakhyung Dargyeling Monastery in 1349, sent livestock and valuables as gifts and 

sought the father’s assurance to give up his son for monastic life at Jakhyung. Aside from the many 

prophetic signs including Chojé’s dream of the arrival of Vajrabhairava as Tsongkhapa and the 

instruction from a visionary master Chim Lobzang Drakpa (1299–1375) on the arrival of 

Tsongkhapa in the East, it is equally understandable for Chojé as the founder of the then-fledgling 

monastery to enroll members from influential families from the locality.  

 

Names 

Jé Tsongkhapa’s earliest known name was given by the Fourth Karmapa Rolpay Dorje (1340–

1383) when the latter passed through the Tsongkha region in 1361 after a visit to Yuan Emperor 

Toghon Temur’s (1333–1368) court in Beijing.194 Upon receiving the Upasaka layperson’s vows, 

the four-year-old195 Tsongkhapa was named Kunga Nyingpo (kun dga’ snying po).196 Later, his 

teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen bestowed a series of initiations and granted him his secret name 

Donyo Dorje (Don yod rdo rje), which was also rendered as Donyo Neljor (principal, don yod rnal 

’byor). Upon completion of his yogic training on the āsana, songs and dances, mandala creation 

and ritual, and the modes of sexual bonding197 in accordance with popular yogic systems such as 

Vajradhātu and *Śrīparamaśikhara, it is maintained that Khyungpo Lhepa Zhonu Sonam (14th 

 
194. Zhwa dmar mkha’ spyod dbang po, “Rol pa’i rdo rje rnam thar yon tan mi zad pa rab tu gsal ba’i me 

long,” in Gsung ’bum: Mkha’ spyod dbang po, 4 vols. (Gangtok: Gonpo Tseten, 1978), Vol. 2: 283.  

195. Although Tibetan astrological reckoning of a person’s age normally exceeds the Gregorian reckoning 
by up to one year, historians and biographers have contrarily mention Tsongkhapa as receiving his 
Upasaka vows at the age of four. 

196. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 287. 

197. The training in and practice of the modes of sexual bonding do not involve a human or a living 
partner, but rather a visualized being. Monastics upholding vows of celibacy engage in this training 
and practice on an exclusively mental plane and does not express the modes of union externally even 
by way of symbolic physical gestures.  
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c.) appeared in his dream and named him Karma Vajra (las kyi rdo rje),198 also rendered as Lerab 

Dorje (las rab ro rje).199 These two names indicate Tsongkhapa’s membership in the tantric 

lineage of Buddha Amoghasiddhi.200 Subsequently, during his ordination as a novice monk at the 

age of seven, Tsongkhapa received his monastic name Lobzang Drakpa (blo bzang grags pa) to 

mark his transition ‘from home to homelessness.’  

His monastic name Lobzang Drakpa was popularly used with the demonym Tsongkhapa 

([b]tsong kha pa), “the one from Tsongkha,” together prefixed with the honorary title Jey (rJey, 

bhaṭṭa), which means ‘lord’ and is also an abridgment of Jetsun (rje btsun, bhaṭṭaraka, meaning 

‘venerable’), thus forming his full name Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. At times, Jey is replaced 

by Jamgon (’jam mgon, mañjunātha), one of the many names of Bodhisattva Manjushri. In 

compliance with the religious etiquette where disciples did not say, unless for identification, the 

names of revered people, many addressed him as Jey Rinpoche (rje rin po che), meaning ‘the 

Precious Master.’ Formerly used for distinguished teachers, the title later came to be identified 

with Jey Tsongkhapa and further gained currency with the formation of the three Geluk 

forefathers—Jey Yabsey Sum (rje yab sras gsum). He was also known as Shar Gyalwa Tsongkhapa 

(shar rgyal ba tsong kha pa), meaning ‘Tsongkhapa, the Buddha from the East,’ and also Gyalwa 

Nyipa (rgyal ba gznyis pa) or Tonpa Nyipa (ston pa gnyis pa), meaning ‘the Second Buddha.’201 

These led to the attribution of the title Gyaltsab, meaning ‘buddha’s regent,’ to his successors 

 
198. The dream was omienous and Tsongkhapa later received teachings from Khyungpo Lhepa, who 

studied with Buton Rinchen Drub (1290–1364) under Pakwö Yonten Gyatso (c.13th–mid 14th c.) 
and later under Buton. Khyungpo Lhepa expressed great relief on being able to transmit the entire 
collection of teachings in the precise manner as they were received from Pakwö and Buton. 
Furthermore, the dream appeared after Tsongkhapa had completed his initial training with Yogi 
Gonzang in Nyangtö during the final days of Spring in 1391. Yogi Gonzang was acclaimed as one of 
the prominent disciples of Yogi Tsewang, who was a ritual attendant to Buton. 

199. Mkhar nag dpal ’byor rgya mtsho, Mkhar nag chos ’byung, 11–15. 

200. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 55. 

201. Ibid, Vol. 1: 112. 
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Dharma Rinchen, Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, and the subsequent Ganden Tripa (dga’ ldan khri pa) 

or ‘Throne Holders of the Ganden School.’  

An oral narrative maintains that when Tsongkhapa first arrived with his disciples for a 

meditation retreat on Mt. Dungri in Olkha, the local chieftain, upon hearing of mystical sightings 

at the retreat site, personally came to inspect. When asked to identify himself, Tsongkhapa is said 

to have introduced himself as Amdo Nawoche,202 a triple entendre that was never used after that. 

He was also referred to as Matibhadrashri (matibhadraśrī, blo bzang dpal),203 a name supposedly 

derived from one of his previous incarnations. Matibhadrashri is also the Sanskrit rendition of 

the Tibetan name Lobzang Pel, where Lobzang (matibhadra) is a part of his monastic name 

‘Lobzang Drakpa,’ also popularly rendered elsewhere as Matibhadrakirti (matibhadrakīrti),204 

and later as Sumatikirti (sumatikīrti). In addition to being an honorific salutation, Pel (dpal, śrī) 

is also the contraction of Pel Zangpo, which indicates his affiliation to the monastic lineage of 

Kashmiri Pandita Shakya Shribhadra (1127–1225) as a result of his ordination as a novice or 

Shramana monk and then as a fully ordained monk or Bhikshu in 1364 and 1379,205 when he was 

seven and twenty-two, respectively. 

 
202. The word sna bo che means ‘[the one with] big nose,’ a facial feature that is common among people 

from Amdo and Kham. Khedrub Je, a scholar from Tsang, uses the expression shangs kyi gzengs mtho 
ba (high nose bridge) when describing Tsongkhapa. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i 
’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 11–12. Sna bo che also means ‘the 
leader,’ which implies Tsongkhapa’s ascendancy in his role as the leader of the small group at the site. 
Also, sna bo che is a name of a non-human Yaksha, which puns on the interrogator’s curiosity 
stemming from hearsay about the mysterious sightings of flame and smoke from the retreat site. 

203. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Zhu lan sman mchog bdud rtsi’i ’phreng ba,” Gsung ’bum: Tsong 
kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 219.  

204. Dka’ chen ye shes rgyal mtshan, Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar, Vol. 1: 657. 

205. In the absence of records on the date of Tsongkhapa’s Bhikshu ordination in his own writings, later 
writers relied on Khedrub Je’s biography, Way of the Faithful, which cover Tsongkhapa’s life from a 
thematic-cum-chronological perspective. It has led Gelukpa scholars to situate the date of ordination 
anywhere between 1380 and 1385. Khedrub himself wrote that Tsongkhapa, “in his nineteenth year 
[i.e., 1376],” undertook study-tours (grwa skor) in Sangphu and Dewachen in Ü. He then traveled to 
Nyangtö and Rinpung in Tsang, where he received teachings from Sazang Mati Panchen (1294–
1376), who died in 1376. He traveled further to Narthang, and, in 1377, he visited the monasteries 
of Sakya, Latö, Ngamring, Jonang, and Bodong, all in Tsang, receiving explanatory teachings on 
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 Of the many names, epithets, and nicknames of Tsongkhapa, one moderately used epithet 

Jey Lama (rje bla ma), loosely meaning ‘supreme teacher’ or ‘excellent master,’ deserves mention. 

Despite its plain semantic applicability to any good teacher and rare cases of such uses, Gelukpas 

endearingly and restrictively associate this epithet with Tsongkhapa. The unequaled priority of 

Jey Tsongkhapa and the centrality of his teachings for the Geluk School can be seen in the 

irrefragibility of simple nuanced expressions as ‘Jey Lama’ or ‘the excellent master.’  

 

Former and Future Lives 

Tsongkhapa saw himself as a monk and nothing beyond that. Having studied under Namkha 

Gyaltsen, who claimed to be an emanation of Bodhisattva Vajrapani, and Umapa Tsongru Senggé, 

who claimed to have conversed with Manjushri on a regular basis, Tsongkhapa was not oblivious 

to the patterns of claims made by spiritual masters including one of his teachers, Namkha 

Gyaltsen who was revered as a living Vajrapani. Regardless of these and his posthumous 

divinization by his disciples, whose works all postdate his death, Tsongkhapa did not explicitly 

claim to be an emanation of Manjushri despite having published around twenty titles on 

Manjushri or the wrathful manifestations. Instead, he revered Sakya Lama Dampa Sonam 

 
entire texts in some monasteries, before returning to Narthang Monastery. In the summer of 1378, 
he concluded his tour covering a total of about 600 miles and headed to Ü via Tsechen Monastery in 
Nyangtö, where he received teachings from Nyawon Kunga Pelwa (1289–1379), who died a year 
later, and Rendawa Zhonu Lodro. In the winter of 1378, he traveled to the Potala to seek teachings 
on the Compendium of Metaphysics from Lochen Jangchub Tsemo (1303–1379/1380). However, as 
Lochen was then planning to depart to his monastery due to old age, Tsongkhapa remained at 
Dewachen that winter. Then, [in around the spring of 1379,] he left for Kyormolung Monastery and 
studied Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Vinaya under Kazhipa Losel (1326–1409). 

  Prominent markers in Khedrub Je’s writings evince that Tsongkhapa was already a Bhikshu in Fall 
1379 and 1380. They include i) the explicit mention of “the nineteenth year,” ii) Tsongkhapa’s study 
programs in Ü and Tsang, iii) his meetings with Mati Panchen, Nyawon, and Jangchub Tsemo in the 
year or year prior to their respective death, and iv) the fact that Tsongkha studied Fundamentals of 
Vinaya, which is otherwise restricted for non-Bhikshus and voices below the age of twenty, in the 
same fall following his spring audience with Jangchub Tsemo, who died at the latest in 1379/1380. 
It is most likely that, given his itinerary, the approximate time for each trip and event, and the window 
that allows for ordination, Tsongkhapa received his Bhikshu ordination in around the spring of 1979. 
See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 1: 24–32. 
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Gyaltsen and Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro as emanations of Manjushri. The farthest that Tsongkhapa 

explored his connection to Manjushri was to wishfully eulogize the bodhisattva as or to claim him 

as his Yidam (yi dam, iṣṭadeva) or tutelary deity. Given that the writings on Manjushri-

Tsongkhapa connection appeared after his death, it is possible that the connection transpired 

much later in Tsongkhapa’s life or was ascribed retrospectively. 

There are two instances in Tsonghkapa’s writings, where expressions like “slob dpon ’jam 

dpal dbyangs kyis” (master Manjushri had…)206 and “slob dpon ’jam pa’i dbyangs kyis” (master 

Manjuvajra had…)207 could be misread literally as referring to the deity. A closer reading will, 

however, show that Tsongkhapa was referring to the Indian scholar Manjushrijnana in these two 

contexts, though Tsongkhapa also cites Manjushrimitra and Manjushrikirti in similar Tantric 

writings. 

Still, while the enormity of his life, writings, and deeds alone make Tsongkhapa an 

extraordinary human teacher worthy of anyone’s admiration, his disciples felt it necessary to 

infuse in him the numinous presence of divinity or to ascribe upon him unique supernatural 

attributions. The posthumous divinization of Tsongkhapa as an emanation of Manjushri 

contributed greatly towards infusing sacredness, authenticity, and authority to Tsongkhapa’s 

writings on the Tibetan plateau, where piety and religiosity garner as much attention as pure logic 

and philosophy. Considering that the posthumous divinization of his early disciples became the 

Gelukpa’s institutional perception in the subsequent decades, the extrication of Tsongkhapa from 

the deified projection does not contradict historical verity as far as the historical narrative of his 

life and works are concerned. In brief, all allusions to deification attributed “directly” to 

Tsongkhapa were reported accounts narrated by his disciples in third person perspectives.  

 
206. Tsong kha pa blo zang grags pa, “’Jigs byed kyi sgrub thabs bdud las rnam rgyal,” Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol.10: 501. 

207. Tsong kha pa blo zang grags pa, “’Jigs byed kyi phyag mtshan sogs kyi bshad pa’i zin bris,” Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol.11: 37. 
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Accounts of the prophetic revelation of Tsongkhapa’s birth, life, and deeds, and his 

connections with Buddhist divinities took root among his teachers, disciples, and adherents in the 

first decade following his death and gained currency as the group began to evolve as a distinct 

school of Tibetan Buddhism. Barring Namkha Gyaltsen’s letter to Jey Tsongkhapa conveying 

divine revelations from Lord Vajrapani two decades before Tsongkhapa’s death,208 all other 

narratives of Tsongkhapa’s connection with and vision of divinities, including Chojé Dondrub 

Rinchen’s vision of Vajrabhairava before Tsongkhapa’s birth,209 Tsongkhapa’s mystical visions 

and dreams of Manjuśrī’s prophecies allegedly revealed to Lama Umapa and Tokden Jampel 

Gyatso, and the experiences of his parents, were written posthumously and in retrospection.  

Several allusions to Jey Tsongkhapa’s divinity were attributed to his parents. Tokden 

Jampel Gyatso’s Compendium of Excellent Accounts alone mentions the following dreams in 

connection with the birth: The father dreamt of a monk emanation of Manjushri from Wutai Shan 

seeking shelter in the shrine room at the end of Monkey Year; the mother dreamt of herself sitting 

with 1000 women and a white boy, and red girl examining the women before accepting 

Tsongkhapa’s mother as the receptacle of the boy; the village folks dreamt of the idol of Jowo 

Rinpoche being brought from Ü to Tsongkha region; and the reported sightings of sun, moon and 

stars, all adorning the sky at the same time; the mother’s dream of thousands of people waiting to 

receive Avalokiteśvara, whose image appeared as huge as a mountain before dissolving into her 

womb; the father dreamt of Vajrapani hurling his emblematic vajra, which entered into the body 

of Jey Tsongkhapa’s mother prompting the father to expect a ‘powerful son’ (bu stobs ldan); the 

mother, on the day preceding the birth, dreamt of people waiting to seek blessing in the shrine 

 
208. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Zhu lan sman mchog bdud rtsi’i ’phreng ba,” Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 289–314.  

209. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rje btsun tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs rnam thar 
legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 148–151. 
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room, where a young boy and girl from a previous drem re-appeared with a crystal key and a vase, 

which culminated in a painless birth.210  

According to Tokden Jampel Gyatso, his father, who religiously recited Evoking the Names 

of Manjushri (’Jam dpal mtshan brjod, mañjuśrī-nāma-saṃgīti), expressed a wishful inclination 

to interpret dreams during the childbirth as indicating Tsongkhapa as an emanation of 

Manjushri.211 Similarly, the father also wished that his dreaming of Vajrapani hurling his 

emblematic vajra entering into his wife’s womb implied that the child would grow up to be 

‘powerful,’212 as is indicated by epithets of Vajrapani such as Mahabala (the mighty one, 

mahābala) and Balavana (the powerful, balavāna). Tsongkhapa’s mother Shingza, on the other 

hand, dreamt of Avalokiteshvara entering her body on the proposed day of conception and of 

Buddha Shakyamuni before she delivered the baby.213 The above revelations, for example, connect 

Tsongkhapa to the three Bodhisattvas that enjoy a marked prominence in Tibet. 

The dreams, visions, and other preternatural experiences contributed to the ascription of 

divine status, with later writings seeking to either accentuate or solidify the deification per se. 

Many of these revelations appeared in the form of dreams, visions, and signs, where the 

interactions, particularly when experienced by practitioners, were part of a ritualized practices 

such as dream yoga, divination, etc. For centuries in Tibet, such revelations have played an 

essential role in fulfilling the traditional evidentiary requisites that connect a religious person to 

a higher divinity, at times even confusing the extent of self with the extension of the identified 

 
210. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 10. 

211. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 148.  

212. Ibid, 150.  

213. Ibid, 149–150. 
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divinity. However, they came to be viewed as indicators of a person’s divine status or association 

with divinities in the later centuries.  

There are multiple instances in Tsongkhapa’s writings that depict him as a staunch 

devotee of Manjushri. His biographers, however, have presented him as a protégé of Manjushri 

from his past lives, or sometimes as Manjushri in a monk’s form.214 Umapa Tsondru Senggé and 

Namkha Gyaltsen,215 who were revered for divine ability to converse directly with Manjushri and 

Vajrapani respectively, received prophetic revelations of Tsongkhapa’s immediate rebirth as the 

Bodhisattva *Manjugarbha in Maitreya’s pure land of Tushita.216 Tokden Jampel Gyatso, one of 

Jey Tsongkhapa’s disciples, also received a mystical revelation from Manjushri proclaiming 

Tsongkhapa as a bodhisattva, who studied under Manjushri for many past lives.217 Tokden further 

conveyed the message that Buddha Indraketu218 had prophesied Tsongkhapa’s birth as the future 

Buddha *Simhasvara.219 According to the eighteenth-century Mongol lama Chahar Chojé’s 

biography of Tsongkhapa, the famed eleventh century Tibetan Yogin Machik Labdron prophesied 

Tsongkhapa as “the Seventh Buddha,” who Chahar Chojé identifies as Buddha Sunetra, the 

 
214. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 

po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 418. 

215. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Gsang ba’i rnam thar log rtog mun sel, in Collected Writings of 
Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 178. 

216. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 175. 

217. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rje’i rnam thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba’i 
gtam, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 210. 

218. This buddha is different from Indraketudhvajarāja (dbang po tog gi rgyal mtshan gyi rgyal po), who 
is considered one of the thirty-five buddhas for purification of Karmic negativities.  

219. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rje’i rnam thar shin tu gsang ba ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba’i 
gtam, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 212. Unless Tokden Jampel Gyatso is 
referring to one of the countless extra-canonical eonic Buddhas, the referent Senggé Ngaro (sengge 
nga ro, Lion’s Roar) is a future Buddha, who is destined to be born in the Pure Land of the Assembly 
of Invincibles (mi thub pa’i tshogs). See ’Phags pa skal pa bzang po pa zhes bya ba theg pa chen po’i 
mdo (Bhadrakalpa-nāma-mahāyāna-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 45: 594.  
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seventh in succession to the future Buddha Maitreya or the eleventh in the conventional line of 

Buddha Krakuchanda.220  

It is interesting to note that the masters who laid claim to seeing divine signs, dreams, and 

visions of Tsongkhapa’s connection with divinities were themselves considered emanations or 

manifestation of Buddhist divinities. Given the rise in popularity of Tsongkhapa as an exemplary 

monk scholar and practitioner, such conferment not only accredited special status to the conferee 

but also extended a proportionally reciprocal accreditation to the conferees concerning their 

acclaimed connections to divinities.  

While Tsongkhapa was alleged to have revealed of Manjushri’s appearance through the 

practice of Dream Yoga and other instances, he is held to have refrained from claims that amount 

to falsity or misrepresentation concerning the possession or lack thereof of supernatural powers, 

which constitutes one of the four root vows of any monastic ordination. Despite this, texts 

continue to extol his relations with divinities, including Manjushri and Maitreya. 

One such often-cited text is Gifting of Tooth to Khedrub Jey,221 which is attributed to 

Sangye Rinchen, possibly Sangye Rinchen Gyaltsen (1350–1431). The author claims privy to 

some of the critical events, including Tsongkhapa’s audience with Lord Manjushri at Gadong, his 

vision of the thirty-five buddhas at Cholung, and the gifting of his tooth and transmitting of Tantra 

teachings to Khedrub Jey at Manjushri’s behest. In this short text, for instance, the author 

narrates the following.  

 
One day, when the sun was at its brightest glory, everyone saw a beam of ray flash from the 
face of Jey Tsongkhapa. Some saw an arc of rainbow instead. Gyeltsab saw Jey Rinpoche 
losing one of his teeth. Both Duldzin and Khedrub saw the tooth fall. However, Jey said,  

 
Like a golden mountain amidst many mountains, 
O Unrivalled Gelek, I grant this to you. 

 
220. For identification of Sunetra (spyan legs) in the conventional line of Krakucchanda (’khor ba ’jig), see 

Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 17. 

221. Rin chen rgyal mtshan, Mkhas grub rje la tshems gnang skor, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 220–222. 
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Thus, he granted the tooth to Khedrub. When Gyeltsab [Dharma Rinchen] and Duldzin 
[Drakpa Gyaltsen] asked why they were not fortunate enough to receive the tooth, Jey 
replied, “It is not that I deny you this tooth. It is because Khedrub deserves this and have 
created the conducive Karma. Lord [Manjushri] has also prophesied this. And, it is the 
same reason why I have imparted all Tantric teachings to him.” He further addressed the 
other disciples, “If you pray for seven days, I will grant the same to you as well.”  

Khedrub took the tooth to his place and prayed fervently. Rays emitted forth from 
the tooth and filled his place. After seven days, Jey Tsongkhapa asked for the tooth, which 
Khedrub presented with splendid offerings. When opened, they saw an image of Manjushri 
on the tooth. Small crystalline relics appeared on the crown and accessories. Then Jey 
Tsongkhapa gifted the conch-colored relic on the crown to [Umapa] Pawo DorJey, the 
crystal-colored relic on the forehead to Gyeltsab, the golden-colored relic to Punya Shri 
[Khedrub Gelek Pelzang], the lapis lazuli-colored relic to Duldzin, and the remaining two 
thousand relics to all those present.  

 
Although this reads well for a religious text, it contains historical discrepancy that is difficult to 

corroborate. Sangye Rinchen’s story describes an instance where Tsongkhapa, Khedrub Jey, and 

Umapa Pawo Dorje were all present at the same time. Biographical writings tell us that Pawo 

DorJey, who considers himself as both teacher and disciple of Tsongkhapa, left Central Tibet for 

Markham in 1392 and never returned.222 Khedrub Jey, on the other hand, met Tsongkhapa at the 

advice of his teacher Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro for the first time in 1407, when Khedrub was 

twenty-two.223 The conventional biographical precludes any possibility of Tsongkhapa, Umapa 

Pawo DorJey, and Khedrub Jey sharing the same space at any point in history.   

However, the extolling of qualities alluding to divine connections in the eulogies, though 

metaphorical in composition, have been read literally by his disciples and followers. One such 

metaphorical tribute that gained currency across lay and monastic Gelukpa populace was initially 

composed by Tsongkhapa praising his teacher Jetsun Rendawa Zhonu Lodro (1349–1412) the 

embodiment of Avalokiteśvara, Manjushri, and Vajrapani, the Bodhisattva personification of 

compassion, wisdom, and power. Though considered as Tsongkhapa’s teacher, Rendawa had also 

 
222. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 66–67. 

223. José Ignacio Cabezón, A Dose of Emptiness: An Annotated Translation of the sTong thun chen mo of 
mKhas grub dge legs dpal bzang (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 15. 



 

98 
 

received teachings and initiations from Tsongkhapa. It is held that Rendawa, out of respect for 

Tsongkhapa, modified the composition by replacing his name with Tsongkhapa’s and dedicated 

it to the original author. In this exchange, it is evident that both Tsongkhapa and Rendawa 

mutually understood this to be a metaphorical eulogy and not otherwise.  

The Fourth Panchen Lama Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen (1570–1662), in his Register of 

Teachings Received, lists the lineage masters of the transmission by citing Unique Joint-

Invocation of Peaceful and Wrathful Manjushri (’Jam dbyangs zhi khro sbrags sgrub thun mong 

ma yin pa), a short text that Tsongkhapa composed for Jetsun Rendawa. The Panchen Lama said 

the teaching originated from Manjushri and passed to Tsongkhapa, one of the few transmission 

lineages that suggests a direct interaction between Manjushri and Tsongkhapa.224  

The Fifth Dalai Lama (1617–1682), in his Monastic Guidelines for the Regions of India, 

Nepal, Tibet and Others (’Phags bal bod sogs yul grur bstsal ba’i bca’ yig), wrote that Tsongkhapa 

received all transmissions of the Manjushri Cycle of Teachings (’Jam dbyangs chos skor) from 

Lama Umapa and that he put them into practice during a retreat at Gadong. He further wrote that 

Tsongkhapa had his first vision of Bodhisattva Manjushri as a result of the retreat and that 

Manjushri instructed Tsongkhapa to consult him directly instead of relying on a medium.225 

Biographers have also proposed connection between Tsongkhapa and the wrathful manifestations 

of Manjushri, including Yamantaka and Vajrabhairava as well.  

Later Gelukpa masters like Longdol Lama Ngawang Lobzang (1719–1794) have proposed 

several lines of transmission of Tsongkhapa’s Initiation of Maravijaya Vajrabhairava (’Jigs byed 

bdud las rnam rgyal gyi dbang), one of which portrays Tsongkhapa as receiving the teachings from 

 
224. PaN chen blo bzang ye shes, Blo bzang ye shes kyi gsan yig (Mdo rgyud zab mo’i chos kyi lung rjes 

gnang dbang khrid thob yig gzhan phan rin chen dbang rgyal lhag bsam puNDa rI ka’i ’phreng bas 
sdud pa), Gsung ’bum: Blo bzang ye shes, 4 vols. (Bkra shis lhun po chos sde, 199?), Vol. 2: 404.  

225. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, ’Phags bal bod sogs yul grur bstsal ba’i bca’ yig, in Gsung ’bum: 
Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Vol. 23: 166. 



 

99 
 

Vajradakinis, who in turn received it from Vajrabhairava or Yamantaka.226 Writing after more 

than three centuries following Tsongkhapa’s death, Longdol Lama even includes lineages such as 

of Initiation of the Collection of Vajrabhairava Mantra (’Jigs byed sngags btu’i rjes gnang), where 

Manjushri serves as a direct intermediary between Tsongkhapa and Vajrabhairava,227 further 

blurring the demarcation of the role between the one who manifests and the manifestations.  

Similarly, Longdol Lama, presenting the transmission lineage of Chandrakirti’s 

Supplement to the Middle Way and its auto-commentary, lists two different transmission 

lineages—extended (ring brgyud) and proximate (nye brgyud). While the former lineage sources 

the teachings to Chandrakirti and further back to Buddha Shakyamuni, the latter lineage lists the 

teachings as originating directly from Manjushri to Tsongkhapa through Lama Umapa Tsondru 

Senggé as a meditator.228 The transmission lineage alluding to the proposed Tsongkhapa-

Manjushri relationship was based on the writings of Tsongkhapa’s disciples, most prominently 

Khedrub Gelek Pelzang and Tokden Jampel Gyatso.229  

Despite extensive references to Manjushri, Vajrabhairava, Yamantaka, and Dakinis in his 

writings, including Register of Teachings Received and Tantric exegeses and liturgies, 

Tsongkhapa did not lay claim overtly or covertly to any personal connection or interaction with 

these divinities in his writings. Studying with teachers like Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen and Lama 

Umapa, who embraced their connection to Bodhisattva Vajrapani and Manjushri, as well as other 

 
226. Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Bya bral rnal ‘byor pa zhig gis mdo sngags chos rnams thob pa’i 

thob yig thar pa’i them skas zhes bya,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang (Reproduced 
from 2 vols, 31 Sections) (New Delhi: International Academy of Indian Culture, 1973), Vol. TSA, 
Section 18: 959. 

227. Ibid, Section TSA 18: 955. 

228. Ibid, Section TSA 18: 931. 

229. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 53. See also Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, 
in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 158. 
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Indian and Tibetan masters of the past, Tsongkhapa was not oblivious of such practices either or 

their need in the realm of religion and spirituality.  

Tsongkhapa’s disciple Tokden Jampel Gyatso wrote that Chojé Dondrub Rinchen, an 

adept in the Vajrabhairava Tantra and Tsongkhapa’s first teacher, had a mystical dream where 

the deity Vajrabhairava announced Tsongkhapa’s arrival in the region. Immediately following the 

birth, Chojé sent gifts, sacred pills, protection strings, and childcare advice to the parents.230 When 

Chojé returned to Amdo at the behest of his master Chim Lobzang Drakpa, the master not only is 

said to have predicted the birth of Tsongkhapa but also instructed Chojé to give his name—

Lobzang Drakpa—to the young boy. However, Tsongkhapa’s partial recollection of a versified 

counsel by Dondrub Rinchen describes Tsongkhapa as someone “with positive Karmic residue 

and predisposition of having practiced dharma in the previous lives,”231 without any reference to 

the idea of a divine origin or connection per se. 

 Around three decades after Tsongkhapa’s death, Svasti wrote that Tsongkhapa’s teachers 

and disciples regarded him as an emanation of divinities, including Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, 

Bodhisattva Vajrapani, and the Shambhala King Suchandra.232 Buddhas connected to 

Tsongkhapa in the past and prophetically in the future include Kashyapa, Amoghasiddhi, 

 
230. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 151. 

231. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 21. 

232. Svasti, Mkhas grub thams cad mkhyen pa’i rnam thar mkhas pa’i yid ’phrog, in Gsung ’bum: Mkhas 
grub rje, Zhol edition, 12 vols. (New Delhi: Mongolian Lama Guru Deva, 1980–1982), Vol. 1: 22. 
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Shakyamuni, Amitayu,233 Maitreya,234 Indraketu, and Vajrabhairava. His former lives were said 

to include Indian masters Nagarjuna,235 Kukuripa,236 and Matibhadra. 

The Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) made references to scholars 

who considered Tsongkhapa as an incarnation of Atisha Dipamkara based on Atisha’s prophecy 

of Tsongkhapa and his Great Prayer Festival of Lhasa.237 Similarly, a prophetic revelation from a 

sutra purportedly narrating an early life of Dromton Gyalwé Jungney states that “one of the 

incarnations will go to Dokham Mé,” which is interpreted as signifying Tsongkhapa’s arrival.238 

These connections to Atisha and Dromtonpa infused a Kadampa element in the personality of 

Tsongkhapa and were partly instrumental in the christening of Gelukpa as the continuation of the 

Kadampa tradition. 

Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé, the nineteenth-century author of one of the two most 

extensive biographies of Tsongkhapa in Tibetan, the other being Chahar Chojé, lists many other 

former lives based on numerous writings. They include Buddha *Nagakulottama (klu rigs mchog), 

and *Adhimuktipramodagarbha (mos pa rab tu dga’ ba); Bodhisattva *Satvavana and 

 
233. Ibid, 34. 

234. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 175. 

235. Svasti, Mkhas grub thams cad mkhyen pa’i rnam thar mkhas pa’i yid ’phrog, in Gsung ’bum: Mkhas 
grub rje, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 22. I suppose that Svasti is Zhalu Lekpé Gyaltsen (1375–1450), the 
fourth Ganden Tripa and Khedrub’s successor. It is most likely that having recounted, in the third 
person, his enthronement in the final sentences of the biography, Lekpé Gyaltsen signed his first 
name in Sanskrit instead to avoid sounding unprofessional and uncouth. 

236. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje, ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rnam thar snying bsdus, in Gsung ’bum: 
’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje, Bla brang edition, 15 vols. (New Delhi: Ngawang Gelek Demo, 1972–
1974), Vol. 1: 34. 

237. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Dmigs brtse ma’i Tikka tshig don rab gsal, in Gsung ’bum, 28 vols. 
(Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 15: 364. 

238. Atisa Dipamkarasrijñana, “Yul bde ldan du rgyal bu dkon mchog ’bangs su sku skye ba bzhes pa’i 
le’u,” Rgyal ba’i ’byung gnas kyi skyes rabs bka’ dams bu chos, in Jo bo rje dpal ldan a ti sha’i gsung 
’bum (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang , 2006), 262. See also Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya 
mtsho, Dmigs brtse ma’i Tikka tshig don rab gsal, in Gsung ’bum, 28 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig 
pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 15: 364. 
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Rashmimali; Arhat Upali and Upagupta; the Brahmin boy who offered a crystal rosary to Buddha 

Shakyamuni; the Brahmin girl *Svaruh (sa brtan); a Bodhisattva priest in Kathmandu (yam bu); 

the Indian master Padmasambhava, Dombi Heruka, Kamalashila, Kambala, Luipa, and Nagaraja; 

and Tibetan masters Kawa Drimé Wö, Marpa Chokyi Lodro, Nyangton Chobar, Gampopa, Denbak 

Mawé Senggé, Lhari Dharma Senggé, and Kunkhyen Tsonawa.239 Given the rise in the list of 

beings, a correlation between distance in time and increased deification cannot be ruled out. 

The mainstream Buddhist view propounds the flow of singular linearity of the stream of 

consciousness of an individual through the perpetual cycle of life, death, and after-life. This 

notwithstanding, Tibetan Buddhists can accommodate multi-linear confluence and tributaries of 

consciousness, all either flowing into, from or through numerous individuals, thereby conflating 

the essential individuality of a person vis-à-vis their source divinities, effectual manifestations, 

and parallel co-existent individuals sharing the same source divinities. The recognition of a person 

as an emanation of a spiritually awakened being regardless of its veracity elevates not only the 

recognized person to a high status but also conversely confers upon the recognizing person a form 

of power and the authority of recognition.  

There is no doubt that the deified extension of Tsongkhapa’s personality has contributed 

significantly to the growth of Geluk school and towards the creation of a new extended personality 

with which he is beheld by his devotees. The stories building the case of deification were produced 

posthumously and ascribed retroactively on Tsongkhapa, save for one text allegedly written by 

Namkha Gyaltsen two decades before Tsongkhapa’s death. However, Tsongkhapa did not allude 

to, let alone enunciate, such claims in his hundreds of writings. The one harm that deification 

does to a person is that it either supplants the human personality with divine numen, shrouds the 

human face with a divine raiment, or confuses people by projecting a personality marked by 

 
239. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 

po’i rnam thar (’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan 
mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba) (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 
2009), 57–58. 
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mutuality of two otherwise contrastive personalities. Deification blurs our perception by 

precluding us from seeing a person in the way he or she deserves to de historically remembered. 

 

3.2 Education 

Life writings on Jey Tsongkhapa education provide a considerable amount of historical details. 

Despite efforts by the disciples and contemporaries to deify him as an emanation of Buddhist 

divinities, including his association with Arya Manjushri based on purported stories by teachers 

and disciples, the posthumously written accounts capturing his life as an ardent seeker of 

education and knowledge has considerably fewer hagiographical elements compared to other 

religious contemporaries. For example, Tsongkhapa’s childhood accounts do not contain the 

recurring patterns involving the display of supramundane capabilities such as reciting scriptures 

as an infant, recollection of knowledge from his past life, etc.  

His education was no less rigorous or demanding than any other Tibetan Buddhist monk 

on the plateau. Although intense religious fervor may inspire one to extend the exalted status to 

his early years, Tsongkhapa simply grew up as an ordinary monk, enduring the typical challenges 

and adversities faced by any young Tibetan monk traveling from the Tibetan frontiers of Amdo 

and Kham to Central Tibet. As a young boy, Tsongkhapa did not bear any reincarnate title. 

However, his birth into the family of a local official and a potential parishioner could have led his 

teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen to show a special interest in inviting the young Tsongkhapa to 

his monastery. His family bearing made him privy to the privileged circle with greater access to 

education. When he left Amdo as a sixteen-year-old, Tsongkhapa had studied all fundamental 

texts on Buddhist philosophy and received scores of Tantric initiations from Dondrub Rinchen.  

Not much is known if Tsongkhapa’s father was alive when he left for Central Tibet. 

Furthermore, his father’s status in Amdo may not have helped him as much in Central Tibet. 

Biographical writings show that several renowned teachers of his time refused to impart teachings 
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to the young Tsongkhapa on the pretext of ill health, old age, preplanned engagements, etc. While 

such turndowns may offend a privileged person, Tsongkhapa did not burden him with such socio-

culturally induced expectations and remained undeterred in his search for learnings wherever 

available.  

 When the sixteen-year-old novice monk Tsongkhapa left for Central Tibet in 1373, Chojé 

Dondrub Rinchen, who had lived in Central Tibet for many years, debated with the Buddhist 

polymath Buton Rinchen Drub and was once a prospective candidate for abbotship at Rato 

Dewachen Monastery, did not appear to recommend any monastery or refer him to any 

individuals. Traveling to Central Tibet as a young boy, Tsongkhapa found himself at Drigung Thil 

Monastery of the Kagyud School, and not in a Kadampa monastery where Chojé had studied and 

taught.  

In the traditional Tibetan monastic educational system, monks and nuns pursue their 

study and training in the religious, spiritual, and philosophical fields from a very early stage of 

their life.240 Tsongkhapa, for instance, received not only the Upasaka (upāsaka, dge bsnyen) or 

layperson’s vows but also sophisticated mandala-based initiations of Chakrasamvara, Hevajra, 

and Vajrapani at the ages of four and six. His formal education in religion and philosophy, at the 

latest, began at his age of seven when he joined Jakhyung Monastery, which was founded by his 

teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen (1309–1385). By the time Tsongkhapa departed Amdo for 

Central Tibet to pursue advanced education and training, he had already studied the basics of the 

Buddhist religion, philosophy, and practice.   

As a monk-scholar, Jey Tsongkhapa, though not a bibliophilic collector, read voraciously 

day and night. At times, he had as many as fourteen yaks lugging his collection of essential books 

 
240. For a contemporary study on the educational system in the Tibetan monasteries, see Geroge B. J. 

Dreyfus, The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003). 
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through the central Tibetan terrains and plains during his itinerant years241 before he founded the 

monastery of Ganden in 1409. He not only had access to handwritten scriptures and treatises, his 

writings contain comparitive analysis between texts of different editions and translators. 

Historical writings mention Tsongkhapa as one of the earliest Tibetan masters to privately own 

one of the editions of Kanjur,242 first published by Yongle Emperor of the Chinese Ming Dynasty 

on 12 April 1410.243 Though no credible information is available, the Kanjur collection was said 

to have been brought as a gift from Yongle by his envoys, who visited Central Tibet several times. 

Through imperial missions, Yongle Emperor sent invitations to Tsongkhapa on several occasions, 

including in 1408 when Tsongkhapa refused or made excuses to comply with the emperor’s 

 
241. Sangs rgyas rtse mo, Gzhon nu blo gros kyi rnam thar (Rje btsun thams cad mkhyen pa ku ma ra ma 

ti’i rnam thar ngo mtshar rmad du byung ba), Scanned copy of a print in Umey (dbu med) script 
preserved at TBRC (No. W18649), 32. 

242. Biographical writings state that Tsongkhapa owned a set of the printed version of Kanjur published 
by the Ming Yongle Emperor in Nanjing in 1410, though information on when and how he procured 
it differ. Neringpa mentions Shakya Yeshe receiving a set of a lithographic edition of Kanjur, a form 
of print surmised by the author for the possible reason of the use of ceramic printing in China in the 
tenth century. See Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas 
kyis mdzad pa’i rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar gser gyi mchod sdong,” Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor 
bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 17. 

  Other biographies mention Shakya Yeshe offering a Kanjur set to Tsongkhapa, not specifying if 
Shakya Yeshe was offering his own set to Tsongkhapa or was merely delivering the Emperor’s gift to 
Tsongkhapa. Yet biographers like Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé reports that a Yongle Kanjur 
collection is preserved in the main assembly hall of Shakya Yeshe’s Sera Monastery in Tibet. See Rgyal 
dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen po’i 
rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 449.  

  It is evident that Tsongkhapa did not receive a Kanjur during the envoy’s visit of 1408, where he 
acknowedge every gift item with no mention of a Kanjur [also, it was not printed yet in 1408. See 
“Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, TA ming rgyal po ’jam mgon tsong kha pa chen pos gong ma ta 
ming rgyal por stsal ba’i chab shog, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 735–738. If it 
is presumed that Tsongkhapa received a Kanjur set from the Emperor, it must be either in 1414, or, 
more unlikely, during the mission before 1408, which predates the edition that bears Emperor 
Yongle’s post-script dated 1410. 

243. The printing of Yongle Kanjur involved a lengthy process of publication, in particular of proofreading 
it closely with Tselpa edition, undertaken over several years. The above dating is based on Yongle 
Emperor’s afterword and two brief tributes to the Kanjur, which were placed at the end of the first 
volume. Both tributes were dated “the ninth day of the third month in the eighth Yongle year” (Yung 
lo brgyad pa’i lo zla ba gsum pa’i tshes dgu nyin, Ch. Yong le ba nian san yue de jiu tian), which 
corresponds to April 12, 1410. See Ta’i ming rgyal pos mdzad pa’i bka’ ’gyur la bstod pa/ Ta’i ming 
rgyal pos mdzad pa’i bka’ ’gyur la bstod pa phyi ma, in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 1: 826–
829. See also Albert Grünwedel (1856–1935), Mythologie des Buddhismus in Tibet und der Mongolei 
(Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1900), 74.  
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request for a court visit for the reason of “feeling unwell when among many people” and in 1414 

when Tsongkhapa decided to send his senior disciple Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe in his stead.244  

Also, Tokden Jampel Gyatso recounted that his teacher Tsongkhapa spent the middle part 

of his day mostly reading texts from the collection of Kanjur and Tenjur and the latter part of the 

day working on his forthcoming books,245 implying that Tsongkhapa had in his possession a 

manuscript edition of Kanjur and Tenjur. Tsongkhapa’s Teaching Register (Gsan yig) mentions 

his study of translations and editions of several important texts, indicating that he had more than 

one version of a text in some cases.246 Furthermore, given the challenges involved in the 

production of books during the pre-printing era, he had a rich mobile library of valuable scriptures 

and texts that his caravan lugged around, which shows the importance he placed on the study of 

the Dharma. Chahar Lobzang Tsultrim (1740–1810) mentions that Tsongkhapa had also 

commissioned the publication of a Kanjur collection.247  

  

Religious Education in Tibet 

With the formal introduction of Buddhism in the 7th century CE,248 religious and philosophical 

concepts and ideas such as cyclic existence (’khor ba), rebirth (skye ba snga phyi), liberation (thar 

 
244. Tsongkhapa appeared to question the usefulness of a trip to China. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal 

bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 90. However, in his 
letter to the Yongle Emperor, he cited “discomfort and fear of illness” for his inability to acquiese to 
the Emperor’s request. See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, TA ming rgyal po ’jam mgon tsong kha 
pa chen pos gong ma ta ming rgyal por stsal ba’i chab shog, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 2: 736.  

245. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 167. 

246. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 
kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 235–288. 

247. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 
po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 418.  

248. Aside from the other aspects of Buddhism such a building of temples, installing of religious 
representations, and production of Buddhist literature under King Songtsen Gampo, his engendering 
of piety through royal proclamation plays a significant role in the periodization of Buddhism. The 
first of ‘the sixteen pure worldly codes of conduct’ (mi chos gtsang ma bcu drug), regardless of its 
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pa), and enlightenment (byang chub) were introduced on the Tibetan plateau. Subsequently, with 

the imperial patronage and support of the general populace, these Buddhist ideas and concepts 

began to impact the Tibetan culture to the extent of conditioning their outlook to life and also 

orienting them toward the attainment of buddhahood through the infinite cycles of future lives. 

Initially entrusted to clerics and confined to places of worship, Buddhism began to permeate into 

the daily aspects of the ordinary Tibetans and their way of life, particularly in the field of religious 

and spiritual education or learning, which equips a person with the required knowledge and 

ability to address this new religious tradition. Whether Buddhism overwhelmed the Tibetan 

psyche or the Tibetans exploited Buddhism to their favor, the two became inalienable to the extent 

that it is challenging to define Tibetan culture or way of life sans Buddhism.  

 Subsequently, Tibetans began to see life as a recurring phase in an innumerable cycle or 

as a link in a beginningless chain of continuity. Although the recurring phases or links of existence 

are seen as being afflicted by desire, pain, misery, and dissatisfaction, it is also endowed with an 

innate potentiality of removing the afflictions by attaining spiritual enlightenment—buddhahood. 

This became the ultimate goal for all Tibetan Buddhists, irrespective of their denominations. 

Nonetheless, becoming a buddha takes as much as three countless249 eons (bskal pa, kalpa) 

according to the lesser enumeration250, which makes education crucial throughout future lives. 

 
historical veracity, reads: “One: Regard the Three Ojects of Refuge [i.e., the Buddha, the Dharma, and 
the Sangha,] as exalted and worship them with deferenece” (dkon mchog gsum la bla mar bzung nas 
gus pas mchod pa dang gcig). For the sixteen codes and its historical overview, see Bsod nams rgyal 
mtshan and Per K. Sørensen, The Mirror Illuminating the Royal Genealogies: An Annotated 
Translation of the XIVth Century Tibetan Chronicle: rGyal-rabs Gsal- Baʼi Me-long (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 1994), 183.  

249. In addition to the term ‘countless’ (asaṃkhya, grangs med) as implying infinitude, the term in the 
finite Buddhist numerical system is a whole number with sixty digits. For ‘countless’ as a unit, see 
Vasubandhu, Abhidharmakosabhāṣāyaṃ, 4 vols, Trans. (French) by L. De La Vallee Poussin, Trans. 
(English) by Leo M. Pruden (Berkeley, CA: Asian Humanities Press, 1990), Vol. 2: 480. 

250. Buton Rinchen Drub reminds his readers that while three countless eons (kalpa) has become a 
standard enumeration, scriptures vary differently as some set the number of countlss eons to seven, 
ten, thirteen, and thirty-three. See Bu ston rin chen grub, Bde bar gshegs pa’i bstan pa’i gsal byed 
chos kyi ’byung gnas gsung rab rin po che’i mdzod, in Gsung ’bum: Bu ston rin chen grub, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 24: 710–711. The countdown of “the countless eons,” according to the Buddhist 
scriptures, traditionally begins from the moment one cultivates genuine bodhicitta, an unconditional 
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The factor of time, process, and exertion involved in the realization of the ultimate goal led 

Tibetans to develop a unique attitude towards education and learning, which is well encapsulated 

by one of the pioneering Tibetan masters, Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen:  

 Seek knowledge! Even if you die next morn! 

 You may not become learned in this life, 

 Yet you shall save for the future lives, 

Only to retrieve, as you would, your own saved wealth. 251 

 

To undertake a fair observation and analysis of Tsongkhapa’s education, it is imperative to take 

account of the prevalent socio-cultural perspective towards education. This will enable us to 

reconcile the fact that many Buddhist masters pursue knowledge throughout their old age with 

the conviction that their sustained efforts will yield progressive spiritual developments through 

the next and subsequent lives. However, given that rebirth involves assuming a renewed life or a 

total rebirth, one’s knowledge acquired from the previous lives is held to remain in a latent state 

only to be activated at a later time.  

For Tsongkhapa, who is a Buddhist, his education is deeply entrenched in the Buddhist 

soteriology that is based on the fundamental binary of ignorance and knowledge of the truth about 

the nature and mode of existence of all phenomena as propounded by Buddha Shakyamuni, which 

has a different philosophical connotation than concepts such as the Socratic concept of ignorance. 

Furthermore, Saṃsāra and Nirvāṇa are their two corresponding states characterized by ignorant 

misconceptualization and enlightened wisdom. In the manner of elimination of darkness by light, 

the Samsaric aspects of a person can fade with the illumination of the Nirvana. The Buddhist 

soteriological models presented in the Sutra and Tantra traditions can be explained irrespectively 

 
expression of altruistic intent that seeks enlightenment to benefit all sentient beings. Therefore, it is 
maintained that one may take a very very long time before one is motivated to cultivate genuine 
bodhicitta.  

251. Sa skya paNDita kun dga’ rgyal mtshan, Legs par bshad pa rin po che’i gter, in Sa skya bka’ ’bum, 15 
vols. (Dehradun: Sakya Center, 1992–1993), Vol. 10: 200–201. 
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on this binary basis. The notion of truth being relative to and contingent upon the philosophical 

views or religious positions, the dispelling of ignorance, and the cultivation of realizations, which 

both arise with respect to truth, are equally relative. Nonetheless, despite the relative or 

dependent nature of the truth itself, Buddhism lays out its own set of truths based on its 

philosophical outlook to both universe and the inhabiting beings and delineates a systematic 

means to realizing the truth by way of dispelling all ignorance that shroud our understanding. The 

elimination of the factors of ignorance and realization of truth has thus become the principal 

purpose of education. For Tsongkhapa, education was inextricably twined with spirituality and 

assigned a meaning soteriological purpose that is fulfilled in many lifetimes, or even eons. 

 

Cultural Approach and Pursuit of Education 

In a poetic composition titled Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential 

Revelation, Jey Tsongkhapa sums up how he followed a three-fold progressive phase of education:  

In the beginning, I sought teachings, numerous and profound; 
In the middle, I reflected on all scriptures as [personal] instructions; 
In the end, I put them into practice, all day and night...252 

 
This conflates and closely connects to the Tibetan Buddhist pedagogical models such as the three-

fold ways of acquiring knowledge—study, contemplation, and meditation (thos bsam sgom gsum), 

the three-fold ways of disseminating knowledge—teaching, debate, and composition (’chad rtsod 

rtsom gsum), and three-fold ways of assimilation of knowledge into daily practice—lta sgom spyod 

gsum ([developing philosophical] view, meditation, and practice).  

Tsongkhapa pursued education mostly in a tradition that was prevalent and adopted by 

monks of his time. It involved His study and specialization primarily included the five traditional 

corpora of Buddhist studies—Prajñapāramita, Pramāṇa, Madhyamaka, Abhidharma, and Vinaya, 

 
252. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Rang gi rtogs pa brjod pa mdo tsam du bshad pa” (Rtogs brjod 

mdun legs ma), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 302–308. 
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each covering the fields of soteriology, logic, and epistemology, philosophy, metaphysics and 

phenomenology, and monastic discipline. These corpuses classified under the Buddhist rubric of 

Sutra, are complemented with an equally important study of Tantra with emphases on 

Guhyasamaja, Cakrasamvara, and Vajrabhairava, which together form the Gelukpa Tantric 

trinity, as well as the tantra associated with Kalachakra and Mahakala. Other related fields 

included Yoga, especially of Naropa (1016–1100) and Niguma (1025-?). These were 

supplemented by the study of language arts and sciences, including literature, poetry, medicine, 

astronomy, and fine arts.  

 At the same time, Tsongkhapa’s education was also unique. In addition to the processes of 

formal monastic education pursued by the monks in central Tibet, when as a 16-year-old monk 

he arrived in Central Tibet for more advanced training, he had a comprehensive step-by-step 

guide composed by his teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen to help him through the course of his life 

as a Buddhist academic and practitioner.253 Written in verses, it outlined the course of study and 

training that Tsongkhapa was to undertake throughout his life. Having retained in memory the 

textual contents in its entirety, some in their original versifications, Tsongkhapa later composed 

his version of the guide titled Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential 

Revelation.254 Tsongkhapa closely followed the guide, and what unfolded after that was to yield 

great significance to the cultural landscape of Buddhism in Tibet.  

 
253. Khedrub Je recounts how his teacher Je Tsongkhapa lost the text upon arriving in Central Tibet. 

Having retained the meaning of the entire text, he was able to chant nearly twelve quatrains precisely 
as Chojé had composed them. For instance, a verse indicating the bespoke nature of the composition 
read:  

O Youthful Lobzang Drakpa! 
With residual merits from past purification, 
You, for sure, possess the good disposition 
To taste the nectar of the sublime Dharma. 

 See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 1: 21. 

254. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Rang gi rtogs pa brjod pa mdo tsam du bshad pa” (Rtogs brjod 
mdun legs ma), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 302–308. 
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Personality, Charisma and Spiritual Legitimation 

For long, devout Tibetan biographers and authors have skillfully addressed the issue of character 

and wisdom as virtuous traits of a great being. When a master possessed both, he or she was 

worshipped as no less than or even more significant than a saint. Even when the master exhibited 

a slight lack of the normative qualities or aberration from the conventional character, there is an 

equal likelihood for the person to be introduced as a Mahasiddha or a high-level Tantric 

practitioner as a way to assuage their antinomian behaviors.  

Jey Tsongkhapa falls into the category of the former and was widely celebrated for his 

profound wisdom and his impeccable character, both external and internal. In his Fulfilling the 

Disciples’ Wishes: Exposition on “the Fifty Stanzas on Spiritual Teacher” (Bla ma lnga bcu pa’i 

rnam bshad slob ma’i re ba kun skong), Tsongkhapa extolled a list qualities cited from The 

Diamond Tent Tantra (Rdo rje gur gyi rgyud, Vajrapañjara-tantra) that he is said to have 

emulated.255 This is recapitulated by a leading Gelukpa scholar Gungthang Konchok Tenpé 

Dronmé (1762–1823) in his eulogy to Jey Tsongkhapa: 

Outside, you are a monk, peaceful and humble; 

Inside, you exude confidence on the two yogic stages; 

All in all, you espouse in a non-conflicting way  

The sublime paths of the Sutra and Tantra. 256 

 

Further highlighting the three virtues of learning, discipline, and benevolence (mkhas btsun 

bzang gsum), Gungthang wrote: 

Through learning, you possess knowledge. 

Implementing knowledge, you perfect in discipline.  

Dedicating these for the dharma and all beings,  

 
255 . Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Bla ma lnga bcu pa’i rnam bshad slob ma’i re ba kun skong, in Gsung 

’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 331. 

256. Dkon mchog bstan pa’i sgron me, Dge ldan bstan pa rgyas pa’i smon lam sogs smon tshig gi skor 
drang srong chen po’i bden tshig (Blo bzang rgyal bstan ma), in Gsung ’bum: Dkon mchog bstan pa'i 
sgron me, Zhol edition. 8 vols. (Lha sa: Zhol par khang gsar pa, 2000), Vol. 5: 3r-v. 
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You are endowed with benevolence.257 

 

Although the intellectual and spiritual qualities override all other qualities in Tibetan religious 

contexts, a being is nonetheless a product of the aggregation of all qualities. Rarely much is said 

about Tsongkhapa’s physical characteristics, virtues or vices, in the Tibetan religious 

communities, including the Geluk School.  

 

Tsongkhapa as a Person 

The physical representations of Tsongkhapa, in all sizes and hues, grace thousands of temple 

walls, family altars, museum walls, and store shelves around the world. A significant amount of 

art, both antique and modern, continues to exchange hands, and many are manufactured daily on 

canvases or in furnaces. All these, irrespective of their color, quality, or size, share one common 

thing—the adoption of a traditional Tibetan Buddhist iconography. Tsongkhapa’s image, unless 

labeled or indicated by the unique, emblematic branches on each side of his body and the pointed 

yellow hat, is hardly distinguishable from most other images of the masters of Tibetan Buddhist 

schools. Worshipped as a manifestation of Bodhisattva and revered as a future buddha, 

Tsongkhapa images are mostly created with the same basic iconometric templates used for the 

creation of divine images and statues. Even if artists avoided the 125- or 120-fingers grid canvas 

of the buddhas,258 they made use of the lesser density grids that are recommended for 

bodhisattvas, celestial beings, Buddhist patriarchs and saints, etc. The limited flexibility in 

drawing lines, emphasis on symmetry, application of color with due consideration of their 

signification, and the stress on compliance with pre-existent paintings all lead to constraints that 

 
257. Ibid, Vol. 5:4r. 

258. The highest grid-chart recommended for creation of Buddha images, from uṣṇīṣa to toe, is 125- and 
120-fingers (aṇgula; a relative unit of measurement based on the size of the thumb of the priest 
officiating a tantric ritual) according to the Kālacakra and Saṃvarodaya systems respectively. See 
Sman bla don grub, Bde gshegs sku gzugs kyi tshad kyi rab tu byed pa (Leh, Ladakh: T Sonam & D. 
L. Tashigang, 1985), 14–17. 
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are reflected in the end product. While their finer physical details may show differences, the basic 

bodily proportions used in the creation of Tsongkhapa images allow for our imagination of the 

thirty-two significant features and eighty minor signs.  

 Upon birth, Tsongkhapa was said to have a “head [arched] like a parasol, wide forehead 

with eyebrows touching in the middle, high nose bridge, long hanging ear lobes, fully-developed 

limbs, well-defined waist, healthy sense organs, skin glowing white like a Kumuda flower, and 

having unique features that makes him beautiful to behold.”259  

 People reportedly found his personality both charismatic and preponderant for the reason 

of his close relationship with the Tibetan King Drakpa Gyaltsen (r.1385–1432, b.1374) of the 

Pakmodru dynasty. Some were said to tremble out of respect upon approaching the 

circumambulation path that leads to his quarters, seeing his quarters, or being in his presence.260 

However, the moment he spoke, his composed personality exuded calmness and put people at 

ease.  

Tsongkhapa’s speech was thought to have a strong regional Khampa accent,261 which in 

his days referred collectively to the non-Central Tibetan accent as well as the dialect of the people 

from the cultural regions of Dotö and Domé. He was respectful in his speech, in which he always 

wove literary Tibetan, free of vernacular jargon. He was very truthful, which was considered one 

of his greatest virtues. He had a full voice, which was resonant yet crisp. His speech was reportedly 

 
259. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 11–12. 

260. Ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul 
rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod (1470),” Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 7. 

261. Neringpa describes Tsongkhapa as having “a strong Khampa accent.” See Ne rings pa ’chi med rab 
rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor bu’i bang 
mdzod (1470),” Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 7. 

   Furthermore, considering that Tsongkhapa hailed from the Tsongkha region in Amdo as his 
appellation suggests, there is a great likelihood that he spoke with an accent of the Tsongkha dialect, 
which, according the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s mother Diki Tsering, is different from the popular 
Amdo dialect. See Diki Tsering, Dalai Lama, My Son: A Mother’s Story (New Delhi: Penguin Books, 
2000.) 
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so delightful and captivating that it resounded again and again to some of his dedicated followers 

for several days.  

 Whenever he came across learned monks, he addressed them appropriately with titles or 

their level of religious education and fields of specialization such as Kazhipa (dka’ bzhi pa, Lit. 

master of four difficult treatises)262 and Kachupa (dka’ bcu pa, Lit. master of ten difficult 

treatises).263 Those who had not pursued formal education but practiced even a little Tantra was 

 
262. Kazhi (dka’ bzhi), a Tibetan monastic degree borne by the likes of Tsongkhapa, is also later spelt bka’ 

bzhi, meaning ‘four treatises.’ The term originally refers to ‘treatises’ of four different fields of 
Buddhist studies, and not the ‘fields’ themselves. Khedrub Gelek Pelzang lists the four treatises as 
Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realization on Transcendental Wisdom, Dharmakirti’s Commentary 
to the Valid Cognition, Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Discipline, and Metaphysics, which includes 
Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics and Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics. See Mkhas 
grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 38–
39. 

   Panchen Sonam Drakpa (1478–1554), possibly misreading Kedrub Je’s treatment of the four 
treatises in his biography of Tsongkhapa, excludes Transcendental Wisdom and instead counts 
Compendium and Treasury on metaphysics separately in his enumeration. See PaN chen bsod nams 
grags pa, Bka’ gdams gsar rnying gi chos ’byung (Lhasa: Bod ljongs bod yig dpe rnying dpe skrun 
khang, 2001), 46.  

   On the other hand, Drakpa Shedrub (1675–1748) lists the four treatises as Transcendental 
Wisdom, Valid Cognition, Discipline, and Metaphysics.” See Grags pa bshad sgrub, Gsung ’bum: 
Grags pa bshad sgrub, 18 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 12: 268.  

  These above enumerations of dka’ chen do not include Chandrakirti’s Supplement to “the Middle 
Way” or other texts on Middle Way philosophy for the reason that major Tibetan monasteries in 
Central Tibet during the years before Tsongkhapa laid greater emphasis on inculcating 
specializations on the other four of the five major fields of Buddhist studies in the Tibetan cultural 
context. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 39. Later monastic pedagogical models reconfigured dka’ chen bzhi to include a 
treatise on Middle Way as was enumerated by recent scholars like Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé. See Dung 
dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi slob gso’i rig pa gong ’phel ji ltar byung ba’i gtam gleng,” Dung 
dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe 
skrun khang, 1997), 274.  

  The title indicating a person’s mastery of the four treatises was used by scholars across schools such 
as Kadam, Sakya, Kagyud, Zhalu, and Bodong from thirteenth through fifteenth centuries. The title 
dwindled following the currency of expressions such as the ‘five great treatises’ (gzhung chen bka’ 
pod lnga), the ‘ten great treatises’ (bka’ chen bcu, bka’ bcu pa; bka’ also spelt as dka’), the ‘thirteen 
treatises’ (gzhung chen bcu gsum), which all rendered the term dka’ bzhi as numerically deficient. 
Comparable degrees used today are Geshe (dge bshes) and Karam (bka rams) in the Geluk School. 
Used in Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, Karam is an acronym of Kachen Rabjampa (dka’ chen rab ’byams 
pa), a title used as early as the time of the monastery’s founding by the First Dalai Lama Gedun Drub.  

263. Kachupa, orginally spelt dka’ bcu pa is also spelt bka’ bcu pa (Lit. ten treatises/discourses) in the later 
texts. Tukwan Lobzang Chokyi Nyima (1737–1802) describes Kachupa as a title bestowed upon one 
who had mastered the four treatises supplemented by any other six major treatises. See Thu’u bkwan 
blo bzang chos kyi nyi ma, Grub mtha’ shel gyi me long (Kan su’u: Kan su’u mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 
1984), 189. Je Tsongkhapa reportedly told his biographer and disciple Khedrub Gelek Pelzang that 
“the tradition of sitting for examination on the ten fields had not spread” at the time of his own 
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respectfully addressed as ‘Geshe’ (dge bshes),264 ‘Lama’ (bla ma), etc.265 Zangzang Nering, in his 

biography, states that Tsonghapa had much regard for women, but does not elaborate or 

corroborate this any further.266  

 Tsongkhapa was tall, or some say, “very tall,” according to Zangzang Nering (15th c.), a 

Nyingma Lama from Central Tibet. Hailing from Eastern Tibet where cold is less harsh and the 

air is less rarefied, his skin had a “healthy glow and did not reveal much sign of aging.”267 Aside 

 
examination on the major treatises. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 39.  

   At the same time, we learn of the conferment of the Kachupa title to Tsongkhapa’s disciple Gyeltsab 
Dharma Rinchen several years later. Considering these two, later scholars view Gyeltsab’s assuming 
of the Kachupa title as marking the beginning of the bestowal of dka’ bcu pa degree. If what 
Tsongkhapa mentioned were true, then the assumption of the Kachupa title by Kadam, Sakya, and 
Kagyud masters prior to Gyeltsab was honorary and not subjected to examination. For example, 
Tatsak Tsewang Gyel (15th c.) wrote that Chen’nga Palden Zangpo (1359–1408), a contemporary of 
Gyeltsab, had Kachupa (dka’ bcu pa) as his ‘preceptor for disclosure of confidentials’ (gsang ston 
mkhan po) during his Bhikshu ordination. See Rta tshag tshe dbang rgyal, Lho rong chos ’byung 
(Lhasa: Bod ljongs bod yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 1994), 391. Similarly, Gö Lotsawa Zhonu Pel 
lists Kachupa in relation to Zhonu Sengge of the 13th–14th century (Rta tshag tshe dbang rgyal, Lho 
rong chos ’byung, 1217). These also put the Kachupa title as contemporaneous with the Kazhipa title. 

   A Tibetan journal, Sbrang char, stated that Kachupa can even include the five subjects—debate 
(bsdus grwa), psychology (blo rig), dialectics (rtags rigs), paths and grounds (sa lam), and the seventy 
essential points (don bdun bcu)—and the five major traditional treatises. See Sbrang char, Vol. 43, 
No.4. (Xi ling: Mtsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1991), 101. This improvisation, regardless of 
its use in today’s institutions, does not reflect the cumulation of Kachu from Kazhi. Similarly, the 
inclusion of subjects such as the Tibetan-improvised cultural-specific debate (bsdus grwa) is 
anachronical to the period when Tibetan scholars were first honored with these titles. Kachu is 
synonymous with and is used interchangeably with Kachen (dka’ chen) as titles.  

  For monastic titles of Kachu and Kazhi, see Georges B. J. Dreyfus, The Sound of Two Hands 
Clapping: The Education of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2003), 144. 

264. Before dge bshes, a contraction of dge ba’i bshes gnyen, was used as a title of a monastic educational 
degree in the Kadam and Geluk schools, it served as an equivalent of the Sanskrit epithet 
kalyāṇamitra (Lit. friends in virtues).  

265. Of the many meanings, bla ma (Skt. guru) also stands for “revered one” and is thus addressed to a 
Tantric practitioner ouside of the teacher-disciple relations.  

266. Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan 
mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod” (1470), Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang 
mdzod sogs, 10. 

267. According to Zangzang Nering, Tsongkhapa was physcially “very big” (sku gzugs shin tu che). This 
expression, according to Tibetan standard, puts a person to somewhere around 6ft tall. Similarly, 
Zangzang attributes Tsongkhapa’s youthful complexion and texture to his celibate life and the non-
secretion of semen in spite of his life-long practice and mastery of tantra. See Zang zang ne rings pa 
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from such rare descriptions, Tsongkhapa is usually portrayed in a traditional manner that 

conforms to the prescribed iconometric principles of Buddhist divinities.  

 

3.3 His Religious Life  

Throughout his life, from the time of receiving the layperson’s vows of Upasaka at the age of four 

and the novice monastic vows of śramaṇa at seven, Tsongkhapa was said to have lived in strict 

adherence to the Vinaya codes of Buddhist discipline. His disciples found him exemplary as he is 

looked upon as someone who refrained from anything that is even remotely characteristic of the 

life or livelihood of a non-monastic and was, by all accounts, a good and reputable monk.  

Tsongkhapa mostly lived the life of an itinerant monk. He traveled to various monasteries 

in Ü and Tsang268 to seek religious education or to teach. By the time he founded Ganden 

Monastery, which was the central seat of the Geluk School, he has already gained much acclaim 

as a distinguished visiting scholar at the major monasteries of Central Tibet, including the six 

great monasteries of Sangpu, Dewachen, Tsel Gungthang, Gadong, Kyormolung, and Zulpu.269  

 He remained a celibate monk throughout his life. As his fame spread, non-celibate Tantric 

practitioners questioned the verity of Tsongkhapa’s Tantric knowledge and experience of the swift 

esoteric path by citing how his celibacy precluded Tantric sex with real consorts and thus impeded 

higher Tantric realizations.270 However, Tsongkhapa was aware that many Tibetan Buddhists in 

 
’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor 
bu’i bang mdzod,” Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 11–12.  

268. For an authoritative work on early monasteries and temples in Central Tibet, see Roberto Vitali, Early 
Temples of Central Tibet (London: Serindia Publications, 1991; José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee, Sera 
Monastery (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2019); Victor Chan, Tibet Handbook (California: 
Moon Publications, 1994) and Gyurme Dorje, Tibet (Bath, UK: Footprint, 2004). 

269. These six are popularly referred to as ‘Sang de gung sum’ (gsang bde gung gsum) and ‘Ga kyor zul 
sum’ (dga’ skyor zul gsum). 

270. Zangzang Nering includes Tsangnyon Mikyo Dorje (1452–1507) and Ünyon Kunzang Nyinda Pelbar 
(circa. 15th c.) among the critics who maintained that Tantric realizations require sexual practices 
and that Tsongkhapa, as a celibate, could not gain tantric realizations. See Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi 
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those days viewed the Tantra and the Sutra, in particular, the teachings of the Vinaya, to be 

incompatible and mutually deleterious like heat and cold,271 and of the contempt Tantric 

practitioners felt towards the celibate monastics. Even his disciples were alleged to have proposed 

the idea of him taking a consort and practicing Tantra.272  

Tsongkhapa refused to oblige and had reasons to allay his critics. Firstly, he upheld the 

position that monastics should not break the vow of celibacy, which is one of the four root vows 

for the monks and nuns. Secondly, he believed in the advisability of practicing Tantra without 

engaging in sexual practice with an actual partner.  

Firstly, he was aware of the rise of monasticism with the coming of Atiśa Dipaṃkara to 

Tibet and his endeavor in conciliating the tensions to refute this idea of incompatibility. At the 

same time, he followed Atisha Dipamkara’s (982–1054) position on the monastics’ perception of 

Tantric practices that involved sex, that whoever, a monk or a nun, indulges in sexual practices 

such as the wisdom–awareness initiation (prajñajñānābhiśeka), he or she not only breaks the 

monastic vow but also suffers miserable future rebirths.273  

Secondly, Tsongkhapa saw the possibility of practicing Tantra in reliance upon a wisdom-

partner (prajñamudra), as one with an imaginary or mentally projected partner, instead of an 

active partner (karmamudra), i.e., a living partner. He describes how engaging in a virtual union 

with a visualized consort can produce the desired Tantric results and based this view on various 

classical Buddhist Tantras, including Guru Padmasambhava’s Five Commitments (Dam tshig 

 
med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul rnam thar nor bu’i 
bang mdzod” (1470), Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 9. 

271. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 116. 

272. Ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul 
rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod (1470),” Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 
Edited by Rakra Tethong (New Delhi: Jayyed Press, 199?), 10. 

273. Atiśa Dipaṃkara, Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma (Bodhipathapradīpa), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma 
edition, Vol. 64: 1647.  
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lnga pa),274 Ornament to Vajra Essence (Rdo rje snying po’i rgyan),275 etc. For example, 

Tsongkhapa, in his Lamp Illuminating the Five Stages (Rim lnga gsal sgron), wrote how, in the 

Generation Stage (utpattikrama, bskyed rim) of the Highest Yoga Tantra, a practitioner first 

visualizes the union with a wisdom-partner amidst the creation of a supreme regal mandala (dkyil 

’khor rgyal mchog), at which point one experiences four kinds of joy, which are then meditated 

upon as bliss and emptiness. During the Completion Stage (sampannakrama, rdzogs rim), the 

yogic levels are completed in reliance upon a wisdom-partner as a way of eradicating the 

conceptual proliferations arising from the perceptional duality and realizing the four kinds of 

emptiness. He elaborated on this position in his tantric commentaries including Lamp 

Illuminating the Five Stages of the Guhyasamāja, the King of Tantras (Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal 

gsang ba ’dus pa’i man ngag rim pa lnga rab tu gsal ba’i sgron me), Sprouts of Blessings: 

Exposition on Tantric Discipline (Gsang sngags kyi tshul khris rnam bshad dngos grub kyi snye 

ma), Notes on the Generation Stage of Guhyasamāja Tantra (Gsang ’dus bskyed rim gyi zin bris), 

and others.  

 Thirdly, though Tsongkhapa subscribed to the view that Tantra practice can ensure swifter 

attainment of enlightenment, he considered the observance of individual ‘liberation vows’ as set 

out in the Vinaya as the bedrock of the buddhadharma and the quintessence of all practices.276 He 

was also aware that the survival of Buddhism on this planet, from a scriptural point of view, is 

 
274. Guru Padmasambhava wrote that the monastics and the laypersons who are unable to practice with 

a live consort must rely upon a wisdom-consort. See Guru Padmasambhava, Dam tshig lnga pa 
(samayapañca), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 5: 77–82. However, Abhayakaragupta 
(d.1125) recommends that one must, as much as possible, rely upon a wisdom being. See 
Abhayakaragupta, Tshogs kyi ’khor lo’i cho ga (*gaṇacakravidhi), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma 
edition, Vol. 27: 882. 

275. Rdo rje snying po rgyan gyi rgyud (śrīvajrahṛdayālaṃkāratantra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, 
Vol. 82: 125. 

276. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i rgya chen spyod pa’i brgyud pa la gsol 
’debs, in Rje tsong kha pa chen po’i bka’ ’bum thor bu, in Bka’ ’bum thor bu: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 2: 202–205. 



 

119 
 

determined solely by the observance of Vinaya, the code of Buddhist ethics,277 or the presence of 

the observant Saṃgha, the living community,278 and not by the observance of the Tantra tradition 

or the presence of tantric practitioners.  

 Finally, when a few disciples allegedly requested to Tsongkhapa to accept a Tantric 

consort, Tsongkhapa had already formed an undefined spiritual community with a close-knit 

circle of devout disciples and followers. In keeping with the principle of ‘practicing what one 

preaches,’ the fourth of ‘the four-fold means to guiding disciples’ (bsdu ba’i dngos po bzhi, catvāri 

saṃgṛahavastu), and in view of the codes of Vinaya, Tsongkhapa had concerns that sexual 

coupling by a monk teacher could set a bad example for his disciples and followers. Also, he did 

not want such an act to be cited as justification for his monastic disciples to keep tantric consorts 

without consideration of their level of spiritual attainments.  

 

Monastic Scholarship 

Jey Tsongkhapa’s scholarship on Buddhist philosophy, spirituality, and practice resulted from 

years of rigorous study in an unprecedently conducive milieu. Tsongkhapa’s education took place 

a century after the Tibetan Renaissance (circa 950–1200), which was, above all, marked by a 

renewed effort in the study and translation of Indian Buddhist texts. Describing this intellectually 

fertile period, a leading scholar on Buddhism and Tibetan Studies, Ronald Davidson said, “By 

1200, the great textual rush was over, and quite rightly, Tibetans began to sit down and digest the 

contents of this overwhelming mass of intellectual, ritual, and spiritual material.”279 This 

metaphorical ‘sitting and digesting of the contents’ facilitated the expression of divergent views, 

 
277. Dam pa’i chos padma dkar po (Saddhadharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, 

Vol. 51: 68. 

278. Snying rje padma dkar po’i mdo (Karuṇapuṇḍarīkasūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 
50: 647.  

279. Ronald M. Davidson, Tibetan Renaissance: Tantric Buddhism in the Rebirth of Tibetan Culture (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 325. 
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interpretations, and emphases, subsequently leading to the growth of new Buddhist schools of 

thought and practice.  

 In the years when Tsongkhapa was engaged in the acquisition of education and knowledge, 

the period of Sakyapa (1260–1350) in Tibet had been overturned by the Pakmodru dynasty 

(1350–1481). Tsongkhapa enjoyed a very cordial relationship with the Pakmodru rulers, and 

Tibet during the years of his life was yet to be affected by the political turbulence that was to follow 

for another two centuries. It was only six decades after Tsongkhapa’s death that Pakmodru power 

was overthrown by the Rinpung dynasty (1435/1446–1565), which took advantage of the 

declining power of, and their matrimonial kinship to, the Pakmodru family. The Rinpung regime 

eventually lost its power to one of its retainers, who founded the Tsangpa dynasty (1565–1642). 

After rule for nearly a century, the Tsangpa lost its power to the Dalai Lamas (1642–1959/2011). 

While the Sakya and the Pakmodru Kagyud schools, and later the Karma Kagyud and the Geluk 

schools, would, advertently or inadvertently, enter the unforeseen power fray on the Tibetan 

plateau at large, the years coinciding with the life of Tsongkhapa, however, remained relatively 

calm and free of any political turbulence. Those years under the Pakmodru rulers were thought to 

be stable and peaceful, as was reflected in the allegory of “the gold-carrying old women.”280  

 Fortunately for Tsongkhapa, despite the growing intellectual exchanges, including 

critiques and polemics, Tibet was yet to witness the integration of religion and politics to the 

extent where concerned religious schools and lay hegemonies shared relative stakes in the 

governance of the land and people. Besides, the unprejudiced ecumenism and the stable 

governance of the land enabled Tsongkhapa to freely traverse across Central Tibet, which had 

seen the recent growth of new monasteries in the two past centuries. The monasteries that 

Tsongkhapa visited include the six major monasteries of central Tibet during his time—Gadong, 

 
280. The allegorical story of an old lady carrying a sack of gold across the Tibetan without fear of any harm 

relates to the peaceful social and political atmosphere of the land under the Phakmodru regime. See 
Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Bod kyi deb ther dpyid kyi rgyal mo’i glu dbyangs (Pe cin: Mi rigs 
dpe skrun khang, 1980), 138. 
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Kyormolung, and Zulpu, collectively known as Ga-kyor-zul-sum (dga’ skyor zul gsum); and 

Sangpu, Ratö Dewachen, and Tsel Gungthang, collectively known as ‘Sang de gung sum’ (gsang 

bde gung gsum). He also visited major monasteries, including the Kadampa monasteries of 

Reting, Narthang, and Zhalu; the Sakya monasteries at Sakya and Rakha Drak; the Kagyud 

monasteries such as Drigung Thel; and Jonang monastery. There were many monasteries such as 

Olkha, Drumbu Lung, Lhelung, SelJey Yardren, etc., where Tsongkhapa held temporary stays, 

retreats, or sojourns. He also taught at monasteries such as Drawo and Lhepu. At monasteries 

such as Namtsedeng and Lampa, he not only held meditation retreats but also wrote books. Then 

there are monasteries such as Dechen Chokhor, where he instituted new educational programs.  

 During his training and education, Tsongkhapa studied under masters of all schools and 

denominations. At the age of four, he received the layman’s vow (upāsaka, dge bsnyen) from the 

Fourth Karmapa Rolpé Dorje (1340–1383), who was on his journey through Tsongkha to 

Mongolia at the invitation of Togen Timur. The Kadampa lama Chojé Dondrub Rinchen (1309–

1385), one of Tsongkhapa’s foremost teachers, conferred upon him Tantric initiations at the age 

of six and then bestowed the novice monastic vows (śramanera, dge tshul) at the age of seven.  

Unlike his peers, when the sixteen-year-old Tsongkhapa was leaving Amdo for Central 

Tibet, his teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen composed a special versified counsel, which set forth 

the entire course of study and training that he, as an individual, must ideally practice for a 

meaningful religious life. What unfolded after that yielded great significance to the spiritual and 

cultural landscape of Buddhism in Tibet.  

Upon arriving in Central Tibet, he pursued all major fields of Buddhist studies. He studied 

soteriological texts on transcendental wisdom (prajñapāramita, phar phyin) with a focus on 

Maitreyanath’s Ornament of Clear Realization (Mngon rtogs rgyan, Abhisamayālaṃkāra) at 

Dewachen Monastery and three other places. Having studied logic and epistemology (pramāṇa, 

tshad ma) with Chojé Dondrub Rinchen at Jakhyung Monastery, he continued his study with a 

concentration in Dharmakirti’s Commentary to ‘the Valid’ (Tshad ma rnam ’grel, 
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Pramāṇavārttika). He also received teachings on the two most famous works on Metaphysics—

Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics (Mngon pa kun btus, Abhidharmasamuccaya) and 

Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics (Chos mngon pa mdzod, Abhidharmakoṣa), which are 

respectively called the upper and lower texts on Buddhist metaphysics and phenomenology. 

Finding himself in the major Kadampa monasteries, where masters laid great emphasis on 

teaching, transmission, and practice of monastic discipline, Tsongkhapa studied Gunaprabha’s 

Fundamentals of Discipline (’Dul ba’i mdo, Vinayasūtra) under the most renowned lineage 

masters of the time. After having completed the four major fields—soteriology, logic, metaphysics, 

and discipline—Tsongkhapa studied the Middle Way philosophy, particularly Nagarjuna’s Root 

Wisdom (Rtsa ba shes rab, Prajñamūla) and Chandrakirti’s Entry to the Middle Way (Dbu ma ’jug 

pa, Madhyamakāvatara).  

He trained in advanced linguistics and grammar, including the Sanksrit grammar of 

Chandrapa281 and Kalapa,282 with the Jonang master Sazang Mati Panchen Lodro Gyaltsen 

(1294–1376) and Rinchen Namgyel (1318–1388), and in poetry with the Kagyud master Lochen 

Namkha Zangpo (circa. 14th c.). Tsongkhapa also traveled to Sakya to study under Lotsawa 

Jangchub Tsemo (1303–1380), a famed scholar and disciple of one of Tibet’s great translators, 

Pang Lotsawa Lodro Tenpa (1276–1342).  

 
281. This tradition of grammar is attributed to Acharya Chandragomin, hence the name. See Bu ston rin 

chen grub, Bde bar gshegs pa’i bstan pa’i gsal byed chos kyi ’byung gnas gsung rab rin po che’i mdzod, 
in Gsung ’bum: Bu ston rin chen grub, Zhol edition, Vol. 24: 847. Chandra grammar is based on 
Panini’s Aṣṭādhyayī (Eight Chapters).  

282. The Kalapa tradition of Sanskrit grammar originates from Kumara Kartikeya, who is here referred to 
as Kalapa (kalāpa, peacock’s tail) in reference to his mount, a peacock. Kartikeya is said to have taught 
this system to Sarvavarman, who was considered the first human transmitter of this tradition. See Bu 
ston rin chen grub, Bde bar gshegs pa’i bstan pa’i gsal byed chos kyi ’byung gnas gsung rab rin po 
che’i mdzod, in Gsung ’bum: Bu ston rin chen grub, Zhol edition, Vol. 24: 847. More popularly known 
as Murugana in Tamil, ancient Indian legend credits Kartikeya for also transmitting the Tamil 
language from Lord Shiva to Rishi Agastya and the Tamil people. See Sumathi Ramaswamy, Passions 
of the Tongue: Language Devotion in Tamil India 1891–1970 (Berkeley: The Regents of the 
University of California, 1997), 87. 
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Tsongkhapa also studied the Five Treatises of Maitreya (byams chos sde lnga). He studied the 

Ornament of Clear Realization from Nyetangpa Tashi Senggé (14th c.) and abbot Gekyong (14th 

c.), both of Dewachen Monastery. Then, from Lama Jamrinpa (14th c.), he sought teachings on 

the other four treatises—Ornament to the Sutras (Mdo sde rgyan, Sūtrālaṃkāra), Sublime 

Transmission (Rgyud bla ma, Uttaratantra), Distinguishing the Middle and the End (Dbu mtha’ 

rnam ’byed, Madhyānta-vibhaṅga), and Distinguishing Phenomena and Reality (Chos dang chos 

nyid rnam ’byed, Dharma-dharmatā-vibhāga). Tsongkhapa had also studied Ornament to the 

Sutras under Chojé Dondrub Rinchen before he arrived in Central Tibet at the age of sixteen, and 

he received the other teachings before he turned twenty. In the Gelukpa monastic academia today, 

these texts are studied independently only when a monk reaches the first and second year of the 

Geshe Lharampa degree program, which marks the highest academic accomplishment in the 

Geluk educational system and is loosley comparable to the degree of Doctorate in Philosophy 

(Ph.D.). Tsongkhapa personally regarded Indian scriptures and classical treatises as primary, and 

his followers of the Gelukpa community have sustained this spirit to this day and rely primarily 

on Tsongkhapa’s writings as a way of unraveling their imports, which shall be explained in the 

following chapter. 

Tsongkhapa received teachings, transmissions, and initiations of the lower Tantras—

Action (kṛya, bya ba), Performance (cārya, spyod pa) and Yoga (yoga, rnal ’byor)—from Khyungpo 

Lhepa Zhonu Sonam (circa. 14th c.), one of the principal disciples of the Tibetan Buddhist 

polymath Buton Rinchen Drub (1290–1364) at Zhalu Monastery. Also, from yet another 

prominent disciples of Buton, Dratsepa Rinchen Namgyel (1318–1388), he received the 

Cakrasaṃvara tantras according to the Maitripa tradition.  

Of the major Highest Yoga (anuttara-yoga, rnal ’byor bla med) tantras, he received the 

Kālacakra Tantra from Jonang Chokle Namgyal (1306–1386), Tokden Yeshe Gyaltsen (mid-

14th–mid-15th c.), and Gongsum Dechenpa Chokyi Pelba (mid-14th–mid-15th c.). He trained in 

yoga under Chokyi Pelba and another yoga expert Gonzang (14th c.). Tsongkhapa also studied 
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Tibetan astrology from Gongsum Dechenpa Chokyi Pelba and Tokden Yeshe Gyaltsen. 

Tsongkhapa also trained in medicine under a Tibetan physician Konchok Kyab (14th c.), with 

emphasis on the Eight Branches (aṣṭāṅga, yan lag brgyad pa).  

He also studied the Nyingma Tantras under a Dzogchen master Daryulwa (circa. 14th c.). 

He received the teachings of Lamrim primarily from Lhodrak Drubchen Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–

1401). He sought Kagyud teachings on the Mahāmudra from Chen’nga Chokyi Gyalpo (1335–

1407), Chen’nga Chodrak (circa 14–15th c.), and Umapa Tsondru Senggé. He also received 

teachings on the doctrines of Naropa from Chen’nga Chokyi Gyalpo. 

Irrespective of the retroactive, mostly posthumous, ascriptions of divine qualities to 

Tsongkhapa, he exhibited many attributes associated with intelligent persons. Even as a boy, his 

teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen pinned high hope on the spiritual and intellectual virtuosity so 

that he meticulously charted out a versified counsel on how to pursue the advanced fields of 

Buddhist religion and spirituality as a Buddhist monk. Unlike most of his contemporaries, 

Tsongkhapa had a more definite sense of direction on life and career from as early an age as 

sixteen. However, Tsongkhapa was not as fortunate as many other Tibetan masters who were 

based in Central Tibet and had easy access to both material and human resources. With a limited 

personal fund during his early years in Central Tibet, he endured a challenging and deprived life, 

which was further exacerbated by frequent illness.283 Even when he had remained in Central Tibet 

with a group of intinerant monks, condition did not change. For example, when Tsongkhapa 

visited Dzingji before the famous Dzingji temple restoration, the temple was in a dilapidated state 

and the central Maitreya staue was covered in bird dropppings. When Tsongkhapa and his 

colleagues sold all their belongings including their ritual implements, they managed to raise only 

 
283. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 153. 
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12 Zhos.284 When they decided to a simple ritual of the Buddhist Wealth God Vaishravana, they 

realized that they could not afford any butter to make a ritual cake (gtor ma).285 

Despite the adversities, he excelled in all his foundational monastic studies so that he 

began mentoring disciples from his early and mid-twenties, at around the time he received his full 

monastic ordination of a Bhikshu (bhikṣu) at the age of twenty-two. He had an astonishing 

memory and comprehension. In 1402, he composed his eponymic Vinaya text Namtse Dengma: 

An Advice for the Bhikshus (Dge slong gi bslab bya gnam rtse ldeng ma) at Namtse Dengma. 

He undertook monastic debate and examination tours (grwa skor) on the “four major 

difficult treatises” or Kachen Zhi (dka’ chen bzhi)286—Arya Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear 

Realization (Mngon rtogs rgyan, Abhisamayālaṃkāra), Commentary to ‘the Valid’ (Tshad ma 

rnam ’grel, Pramāṇavārttika), Metaphysics (Mngon pa, Abhidharma, i.e. Compendium and 

Treasury),287 and Fundamentals of Discipline (’Dul ba’i mdo, Vinayasūtra)—at major monasteries 

of Central Tibet including Sangpu, Dewachen, Nenying, Narthang, Sakya, Tsethang, and 

Gungthang from as early as the age nineteen through his twenty-ninth year. Tradition required 

that a candidate debate on the same treatise, preferably at more than one monastery. Tsongkhapa 

appeared for his Transcendental Wisdom debate at Sangpu and Dewachen288 at nineteen and 

Nenying at the age of twenty and Commentary to ‘the Valid,’ Metaphysics, and Fundamentals of 

 
284. Zho is a unit of Tibetan currency equal to 1/10 of a Sang (srang) or 100 Karma (skar ma). 

285. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 69–70. 

286. Ibid, 46. See also Grags pa bshad sgrub, Gsung ’bum: Grags pa bshad sgrub, 18 vols. (Pe cin: Krung 
go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 12: 268. 

287. In the enumeration of dka’ chen bzhi, the term mngon pa contextually serve as an acronym for both 
Arya Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics and Arya Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics, the 
two fundamental treatises on metaphysics and phenomenology. Tsongkhapa appeared for exams on 
these two texts at Narthang, Sakya, Gungthang, Sangpu, and Tsethang. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal 
bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 147. 

288. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 24–26. 
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Discipline at Narthang, Sakya, Gungthang, Sangpu, and Tsethang between the ages of twenty-

eight and twenty-nine.289 Upon completion of his exam, Jey Tsongkhapa even signed a short 

eulogy to the Deity Achalanatha with his name bearing the title Kashipa (dka’ bzhi pa).290  

Even before appearing for the Kazhi examination, Jey Tsongkhapa had studied several 

texts on Middle Way (madhyamaka, dbu ma) philosophy including those by Nagarjuna (circa. 

150–250 CE) and Aryadeva (circa 200–250), and by Buddhapalita (circa 470–550) and 

Chandrakirti (circa 600–650) in line with the Consequentialist (prasaṅgika, thal ’gyur, Lit. 

reductio ad absurdum) school. He even lectured on these texts just two years after he completed 

dka’ bzhi exams. It appears that the dka’ bzhi, as the name suggests, anticipates one’s mastery 

over four ‘difficult’ treatises and monasteries during those years exhibited greater proclivity for 

texts from the other four traditional fields. Geshe Thupten Jinpa delineates each of these 

traditional fields in his authoritative biography of Tsongkhapa.291  

Praising Tsongkhapa’s performance during the exams, Khedrub Jey wrote, “Having 

completed his exam on Transcendental Wisdom before, he then appeared for the four remaining 

treatises.292 The ocean-like vast assembly of well-versed monks from the great monasteries of Ü-

Tsang took much delight in the festivity of the fresh teachings that ensued from the storehouse of 

wisdom of this great being.”293  

 

 
289. Ibid, Vol. 1: 38–39. 

290. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje btsun mi g-yo mgon pa la bstod pa byin rlabs kyi chu gter, in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 272–274. 

291. See Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows, 373–380. 

292.  The four treatises include the two texts on metaphysics—Asangha’s Compendium and Vasubandhu’s 
Treasury, which are together counted as one in the enumeration of the four difficult treatises or Dka’ 
chen bzhi. 

293. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 39. 
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Some episodes of the adoption of basic pedagogical technique in the acquisition of knowledge  

Memorization 

Jey Tsongkhapa’s feats in memorization of texts provide us a glimpse into one of his many mental 

capabilities. During his time, memorization formed a significant component of the traditional 

pedagogy in Tibetan monasteries. During the early stages of education, monastics memorized the 

mnemonics to assist their study and analysis of scriptures and classical texts, and in the later 

stages, focused on memorization of liturgical texts to guide one seamlessly through more 

advanced ritual and meditation. A monastic’s ability to remember and retain texts with a high 

degree of exactitude was therefore extolled. Monastics, therefore, trained rigorously to sharpen 

and strengthen their memory and mental retention and memorized hundreds of pages by the time 

they gained specialization in their fields.294 Tsongkhapa’s memorization of texts evinces his 

mental ability, which was sustained by his spiritual quest for knowledge. 

Even when writing one of his earliest masterpieces, Golden Rosary of Elegant Teachings 

(Legs bshad gser phreng), which he completed in 1387,295 Tsongkhapa saw himself as a fervent 

student of Buddhism who displayed great zeal in the acquisition of knowledge through 

memorization and contemplation.  

At that time, Tsongkhapa tested his memorization ability with other monks—Ling 

Tsungmey, Jampel Tashi of Domé, and Shakya Drub, who were all known for their memorization 

ability. Gathering on the rooftop of a building at Üling in Tsel, they brought a random book with 

 
294. Today, a monk pursuing a Geshe degree, which is loosely equivalent to a doctorte in divinity or 

philosophy, in the Gelukpa academic system, will have memorized at least 300 folios of fundamental 
texts, primary commentaries, supplementary mnemonics, and collegiate treatises on the five 
traditional sciences (https: //www.gelugpa-university.org/syllabus, accessed on November 13, 
2018). In addition, monks memorize hundreds of pages of daily prayers and mandatory recitations. 
Those officiating rituals or pursuing in-depth study of tantra will complement these with other 
memorization including of texts on tantric philosophy, ritual and practice.  

295. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Mngon rtogs rgyan ’grel legs bshad gser ’phreng (Shes rab kyi pha 
rol tu phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa dang bcas pa’i rgya cher 
bshad pa legs bshad gser phreng), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 17: 537. 
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nine-lines on each face of the folios. They pulled out a bunch of folios each and timed their 

memorization. Moments later, Tsongkhapa had already memorized four two-sided folios. Ling 

Tsungmey had memorized, though not perfectly, two and a half folios, while Jampel and Shakya 

were said to have managed only a folio each.296 

 

Debate 

When Jey Tsongkhapa was beginning to rise as a scholar-practitioner, Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, 

one of Rendawa’s celebrated disciples who he praised as ‘the most excellent debater’297 in Ü and 

Tsang, visited Tsongkhapa to debate at Nyel Radrong in 1397. Known for his debating skills 

marked by high intelligence, pace, and profundity (rno gyur zab gsum), he bombarded logical 

absurdities to Tsongkhapa’s opening responses. Addressed by his title ‘Kachupa,’ the master of 

the ten fundamental treatises, Tsongkhapa requested him not to hasten. Tsongkhapa responded 

to each alleged logical absurdity with many counterarguments sourced in the sutras, tantras, and 

classical Indian treatises. Each counterargument not only cleared the alleged absurdities but also 

effectively rendered even Gyeltsab’s initial premises as null and illogical. It is believed that while 

Gyeltsab, later reckoned one of the most authorized commentators in the Gelukpa tradition and 

a respected logician, wrote many works including on logic such as Ascertainment of ‘the Valid’ 

(Tshad ma rnam nges, Pramānaviniścaya) and Drop of Reasoning (Rigs thig, Nyāyabindhu), he 

never again challenged Tsongkhapa as aggressively as on their first debate. 298 Instead of the 

 
296. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 43. 

297. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 168.  

298. Zangzang Nering Chimé Rabgye learned about the debate from his teachers, who were 
contemporaries and disciples of Tsongkhapa—Jamyang Chojé, Chojé Tashelwa, and Chokyi Zangpo. 
See Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 
34. This lost portion attributed to Nering was cited in Druk Gyalwang Chojé’s biography of 
Tsongkhapa. See Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po 
tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng 
ba, 1–426. Some writers have omitted this from Gyeltsab’s biography and have presented his meeting 
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relegation of status, Gyeltsab’s concession and admission earned him much respect for his utmost 

regard for rationality, reasoning, and logic as opposed to faith and dogmatism, which are tacitly 

shunned for their assumed obstinacy or intransigence. 

 From that time, Gyeltsab resolved to spend his life studying under Tsongkhapa, who was 

only older by half a dozen years and did not return to his master Rendawa or his monastery in 

Sakya. Years later, another Sakyapa master Khedrub Gelek Pelzang and a disciple of Gyeltsab, 

would also then identify with the Geluk School, with the two men becoming the two most revered 

disciples of Jey Tsongkhapa and holding the Ganden throne consecutively after Tsongkhapa’s 

death.  

 Tsongkhapa had honed his debating skills through hundreds of hours of debating in 

monastic courtyards, responding in letters to scholars, retrospecting through analytical 

meditation, and writing by way of propositional logic for or against both real and hypothetical 

opponents and theses.  

He also wrote letters dealing with complex debated topics to scholars like Sazang Lotswa 

Ngawang, Khenpo Chorin of Tsel Üling, and Jangchub Lama.299  

 

Teachings 

Tsongkhapa began his teaching career at the age of twenty-five, in around the winter of 1381, 

when he first taught Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics (Mngon pa kun btus, 

Abhidharmasamuccaya), an Indian Buddhist classic on metaphysics and phenomenology, to a 

group of monks. Since then, he persevered in the dissemination of dharma for nearly four decades, 

whereby his teachings served to provide the doctrinal framework for the new Geluk School. 

 
at Nyel as being cordial and filled with pleasant exchanges. Oral narratives relate that Gyeltsab even 
refused to remove his hat or that he seated himself on an equal level as Tsongkhapa who was teaching 
at a congregation.  

299. Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 5. 
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Throughout his career as a teacher, he had hundreds of ardent disciples waiting to listen to his 

counsels and teachings. 

 Tsongkhapa gave his first extensive teachings on the five traditional fields of study at 

Riknga Lhakhang in Gongkar in 1388. During his brief stay there, he taught Maitreya’s 

Transcendental Wisdom, Dharmakirti’s Commentary to “Valid Cognition,” Compendium on 

Metaphysics, Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics, Gunaprabha’s Fundamental on Discipline, 

and Chandrakirti’s Supplement to ‘the Middle Way’ to an audience of around seventy monks.  

In the winter of 1388, Jey Tsongkhapa was at Monkhar Tashidong. Geshe Shaton (14th–

15th c.) and other monks requested Tsongkhapa to teach several essential Buddhist texts. 

Knowing that Kazhipa Sherseng (14th c.) had once taught ten treatises simultaneously, he 

consented to the request.300 From the tenth through the thirtieth day of the month, he undertook 

a retreat to review the texts. On the night of the thirtieth day, Tsongkhapa bound the folios back 

in their cloth-covers. Learning that more monks were arriving from Sangpu in the next three days, 

Tsongkhapa taught the songs and teachings of Milarepa and Marpa and other independent texts 

on the first three to four days of the month. On the fifth day, he began teaching fifteen Buddhism 

treaties, each opening with their Sanskrit title and supplemented by at least one Tibetan 

commentary for critique and analysis. When two of the shorter treatises were completed early, he 

introduced another pair. Conducting five sessions a day, each covering three different treatises 

consecutively, Jey Tsongkhapa undertook this marathon of conducting fifteen classes each day 

and teaching seventeen texts in three months.301 This teaching presents Tsongkhapa as not only 

 
300. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 69–70.  

301. Zangzang Nering wrote that Tsongkhapa taught twenty-one texts. See Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med 
rab rgyas, Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 34. Tokden Jampel Gyatso, on the 
other hand, counts twenty-nine texts. See Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur 
’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 155–156. Both stated 
that Tsongkhapa began teaching all these texts on the same day and ended the teachings on the same 
day at a later date.  
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capable of enduring such a backbreaking task, which was unrivaled by any teacher on the Tibetan 

plateau, but also that he possesses an inexhaustible knowledge to sustain him through this three-

month teaching that covered the entire breadth of Buddhist religion and philosophy. 

 

Writings 

Jey Tsongkhapa was a prolific writer with around 313 titles302 attributed personally to him in the 

comprehensive Collected Works, which contains between 18 to 38 volumes depending on the 

edition. Having studied Tibetan poetry and poetics in his late teens and having had composition 

drills as an essential study component, Tsongkhapa would have composed at least a few poems 

during those years. However, his actual writing career began at the age of 29 in 1385 with the 

composition of a masterpiece titled Golden Rosary of Elegant Teachings (Legs bshad gser phreng), 

which he completed in 1387. From that time, he continued writing regularly. By the fourth of 

February 1419, i.e., the year of his death, Tsongkhapa had commissioned the carving of 

xylographic blocks for printing of both the Shri Guhyasamaja Root Tantra (Gsang ’dus rtsa rgyud, 

Śrī-guhyasamāja) and An Annotated Exposition to “Bright Lamp: An Extensive Commentary to 

Śrī Guhyasamāja Root Tantra” (Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron ma gsal ba’i mchan ’grel)303 

and oversaw their prifting.304 These texts are among the earliest xylographic books printed in 

 
302. The Zhol edition of the Collected Works of Tsongkhapa contains 313 titles, including eight personal 

and biographical accounts credited to other authors. 

303. Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa zhes bya ba rgyud kyi rgyal po chen po (Śrī-guhyasamāja-mahā-tantra-rāja), 
in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 442–583 and Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron ma 
gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 4: 3–954.  

304. Khedrub Je’s account of Tsongkhapa’s printing initiative is ambiguous. The syntactic choice and 
parsing allow for at least two interpretations. Khedrub Je wrote: “khyi’i lo … dbyar dang ston la … 
dbu ma la ’jug pa’i rnam bshad chen mo mdzad pa’ang legs par rdzogs par mdzad do/ /lo de’i gzhug 
nas thugs kyi dgongs pa dang sta gon mdzad nas/ dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rtza rgyud ’grel pa sgron 
gsal dang bcas pa par du brko ba’i sbyor ba nye bar brtzams te/ ’bad rtzol med par phag lo’i nang du 
legs par mthar phyin par mdzad la.” See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 111.  

   The word year (lo) in the temporal expression after the year’s end (lo de’i gzhug nas), which 
commences with Tsongkhapa’s supervision of the carving of the wood blocks, could either mean i) 
the year Tsongkhapa completed (rdzogs pa) his Extensive Commentary to the “Supplement to the 
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Tibet. Then, in the summer of 1419, one a few months before he died, he completed his final major 

work, Expository Commentary on “the Abridged Samvara Tantra” (Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud 

kyi rgya cher bshad pa).305 

Jey Tsongkhapa’s works ranged anywhere from between two folios, which include epistles 

composed in beautiful poetic meter, to thousand-folio works such as the Lucid Literal 

Commentary to the Annotations on ‘Bright Lamp’ of the Guhyasamāja Tantra (Gsang ’dus rgya 

cher bshad pa sgron ma gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel) and the Great 

Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Byang chub lam rim chen mo). His works 

such as the Phonological Ornament on Mind Training: A Poetry (Snyan ngag blo sbyong sgra 

rgyan),306 Iconometry of Divinities (Lha sku’i phyag tshad),307 abecedarian poems, including some 

with fixed or patterned vowels,308 reveal Tsongkhapa’s penchant for poetry and fine arts. 

 Extolling the good qualities of Tsongkhapa’s writings, Nering Chimé Rabgye wrote, “Upon 

studying and examining closely, the wise, intelligent, and unbiased scholars and the faithful and 

interested people find the writings filled only with elegant and profound teachings. These writing 

contain teachings that facilitate liberating practices and bring delight to those endowed with 

intelligence, wisdom, and good fortune. Free of contradictions between the explicit and implicit 

 
‘Middle Way’” (Dbu ma la ’jug pa’i rnam bshad chen mo) in 1418 or ii) the year he began writing his 
Extensive Commentary, in the year before 1418.  

  Also, there is no mention of whether Tsongkhapa had undertaken similar printing projects earlier. 

305. Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa sbas pa’i don kun gsal ba (Bde mchog nyung ngu’i 
rgyud kyi ’grel pa), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 8: 379–854. This is an extensive 
commentary on Chakrasamvara Tantra titled Abridged Samvara Tantra. See Rgyud kyi rgyal po bde 
mchog nyung ngu, in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 77: 604–689. See also Mkhas grub dge 
legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 111.  

306. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Tshig sbyor phun sum tshogs pa’i snyan ngag gi lam nas drangs pa’i 
blo sbyong, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 15: 771–776. 

307. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lha sku’i phyag tshad, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 11: 674–716. 

308. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Ja yig dbyangs nges bya dka’i tshul dag tu legs par bsdebs, in Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 590–591. 
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meanings and the early and later propositions, the writings contain no inconsistencies with the 

Sutras, Tantras, and Shastras. Jey Tsongkhapa’s writings serve as inexhaustible resources with 

their depth and profundity deepening and growing conversely with the number of days, months, 

and years spent in their study, contemplation, and meditation.”309  

 

3.4 Death: Of Absence and Presence 

Tsongkhapa died a saintly death in the early morning hours of the twenty-fifth day of the tenth 

lunar month of the Tibetan Female Earth Pig year (Tibetan Royal Year 1546) of the seventh 

Rabjung sexagenary cycle, which corresponds to Sunday, the 21st of November 1419.310  

In the years leading to his death, he remained at Ganden Monastery and oversaw the 

carving of xylographic blocks for the publication of Guhyasamaja Root Tantra and his 

commentaries. Throughout the year, he taught extensively on topics and texts including 

Guhyasamaja Root Tantra, Bright Lamp: Commentary to Kalachakra Tantra, Annotated 

Commentary on Guhyasamaja Tantra, Five Stages of Guhyasamaja Tantra, Six Branch 

Preparatory of Kalachakra Tantra, Stainless Light: Commentary to Kalachakra Tantra, 

Chakrasamvara Tantra as well as treatises on the Madhyamaka (middle way philosophy), 

Pramana (logic and epistemology), and Lamrim (stages of the path).  

In the spring of 1419, he worked towards completing his final major book, Expository 

Commentary on “the Abridged Samvara Tantra.” He also expressed his desire to pay “a final 

prostration” (phyi ma med pa’i phyag) to the Jowo statues in Lhasa, which his disciples later 

interpreted as indicating a premonition of his imminent death. Having imparted teachings and 

instructions to hundreds of disciples who had purposely gathered at his monastery of Ganden, he 

 
309. Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, Rje rin po che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 37. 

310. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 55.  
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then traveled to Lhasa and made extensive offerings to the Jowo statues there. At the invitation 

of Jamyang Chojé Tashi Palden (1379–1449) and his patron, the local ruler, Neupon Namkha 

Zangpo (14th–15th c.), he traveled to Drepung Monastery, where he gave extensive teachings, 

including on tantra. Then, Tsongkhapa visited Sera Choding (also known as Sera Tse) at the 

invitation of Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe (1354–1435), who he had advised to establish a tantric 

monastery, the first of its kind, where monastics could practice tantra with a focus on 

Guhyasamaja and Chakrasamvara systems.311 Accordingly, Shakya Yeshe established Sera 

Monastery in 1419.312  

To the selected audience mostly comprised of tantric practitioners at Sera Choding, 

Tsongkhapa taught some popular tantric texts. Concerned about the decline of tantra, he exhorted 

his disciples to work towards the revival of Tantra in Tibet and asked if anyone was willing to do 

that. Early writers maintain that Jey Sherab Senggé (1383–1445), a former disciple of Rongton 

Sheja Kunrik (1367–1449), turned to Tsongkhapa, made prostrations and vowed to uphold his 

exhortations. Despite being a disciple with unreserved access and privy to Tsongkhapa’s 

innermost tantric teachings, his outright heedfulness did not harmonize with his colleagues’ 

reticence. Nonetheless, Tsongkhapa expressed delight and gifted him with sacred objects to 

motivate him in his future endeavors. Sherab Senggé founded the Gyumé (rgyud smad) or the 

Lower Tantric Monastery in 1433 and his disciple, Gyuchen Kunga Dhondrub (1419–1486), 

founded the Gyuto (rgyud stod) or the Upper Tantric Monastery, which became the two premier 

centers for study and practice of Tantra in the Gelukpa tradition. 

In the year 1419, he was thus at Ganden and Drepung, and blessed the establishment of 

Sera, the three monasteries that later came to be known as ‘the three monastic seats’ (gdan sa 

 
311. Ibid, Vol. 1: 129–130.  

312. For a comprehensive history of Sera Monastery and for life and education of monastics in a Geluk 
monastery, see José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee, Sera Monastery (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 
2019).  
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gsum). Besides, granting his approval to Sherab Senggé became the impetus behind the founding 

of ‘the two tantric colleges’ (rgyud grwa gnyis). 

 In the winter of 1419, Tsongkhapa was back at Ganden Monastery. There, he visited 

Yangpachen chapel and observed elaborate tantric rituals. He concluded the rituals with an 

extensive Pure Land Prayer (Bde can zhing gi smon lam) and Prayer of Auspiciousness for the 

Spread of Dharma (Shis brjod), which were later read as prognosticative of his impending death. 

Upon completion of rituals, he is said to have retreated to his quarters in Ganden and sighed, 

“Aah! It is gratifying to be back at our monastery” (rang re’i dgon pa rang dbang thob pa ’dir slebs 

byung bas blo bde’o).313 That evening, he expressed a little uneasiness and a feeling of pain in 

some parts of his body. The entire monastic community observed rituals for his long life for two 

days.  

On the eve of his death, as close disciples and attendants gathered, he gave his final advice, 

“Listen! Cultivate Bodhicitta at all times…” Then, he undertook his final practice by arranging 

elaborate offerings for the Chakrasamvara tantric ritual. He then entered into a deep meditation, 

externally engaged in vajra mantra-recitation (vajrajapa, rdo rje bzlas) and became internally 

engrossed in the actualization of the Clear Light of Death (mṛtyu-prabhāsvara, ’chi ba ’od gsal), 

which corresponds to and is causative to the Truth Aspect (dharmakāya, chos sku) of the buddha. 

Then on the morning of the twenty-fifth day of the tenth lunar month of the Pig year, which 

corresponds to November 21, 1419 CE, Jey Tsongkhapa sat upright in full cross-legged Vajra 

meditative posture and entered deep thugs dam (sādhana, thugs dam) or retentive meditation,314 

 
313. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 132. 

314. Thugs dam, in general, is an honorific term used for the forms of Buddhist meditation such as 
concentration (dhyāna, bsam gtan), meditative absorption (samāpatti, snyoms ’jug), and meditative 
stabilization (sādhana, ting nge ’dzin). In the Tibetan Buddhist thanatological context, thugs dam is 
a preferred term for a meditative state that involves the actualization of the stages of dissolution of 
our psychophysical properties of life that eventually lead to the experience of the Clear Light of Death. 
When a practitioner remains in the actual, and not the similitude, state of thugs dam, he or she is said 
to experience the Clear Light of Death, which extends beyond the point when one is declared clinically 
dead.  
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which involves the process of the three-phase dissolution of life-sustaining psycho-physical 

properties and the ultimate experience of the Clear Light of Death. This final stage generally 

coincides with the discontinuation of the external breathing,315 which marks a person’s death from 

a clinical perspective. Furthermore, Tsongkhapa breathed his last the same morning. 

From the Mahayana Buddhist perspective, a spiritually realized practitioner with long 

experience of meditation on emptiness is able to prolong the experience of the Clear Light of Death 

and remain in the state after he or she is pronounced clinically dead. In other words, such a 

practitioner is able to stay in the death state for an extended duration. And, Tsongkhapa remained 

in a state of retentive meditation, “sitting in an upright position like a firm pillar for a long 

time.”316 

In Buddhism, the state of death or dying (maraṇabhava, ’chi srid), which marks the end of 

the pre-death state of life (pūrvakālabhava, sngon dus kyi srid pa), commences with the onset of 

the stages of dissolution and the experience of the Clear Light of Death. The termination of the 

experience of Clear Light of Death, which marks the end of the state of death or dying, coincides 

with the dawning of the post-death, intermediate state (antarabhava, bar do’i srid pa), where 

realized practitioners destined to attain buddhahood assume their Complete Beatific Aspect 

(sambhogakāya, longs spyod rdzogs pa’i sku). Followers of Tsongkhapa, though grief-stricken at 

the loss of their master, found solace in the belief that he attained the Truth Aspect and the 

Complete Beatific Aspect of a buddha during the final stages of death.317 

 
  For more on death, see Karma-gliṅ-pa, Padmasambhava, and Robert A. F. Thurman, The Tibetan 

Book of the Dead: The Great Book of Natural Liberation Through Understanding in the Between 
(New York, N.Y.: Bantam Books, 1994).  

315. In Buddhism, the stoppage of external breathing at the time of dying indicates the cessation of gross 
biological functions. The actual death coincides with the completion of the phase called the Clear 
Light of Death, which leads to complete withdrawal or cessation of inner subtle biological functions.  

316. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 137. 

317. Ibid, 135–136. 
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His disciples reported witnessing the effects of the meditative culmination that marks the 

final termination of the pre-death state of life (pūrvakālabhava, sngon dus kyi srid pa) and the 

transition into the post-death stages of the intermediate state (antarabhava, bar rdo). Many signs 

indicative of this transition were reportedly seen, and they include the sudden rejuvenation of the 

bodily appearance, regaining of a youthful facial glow, disappearance of blemishes and wrinkles, 

shrinking of the body, and other extra-personal signs such as the unusually clear sky indicating 

the workings of emptiness and raining of flowers.318  

 From the night of his death until the forty-ninth day (zhe dgu),319 monks lit lamps outside 

their quarters and recited prayers. The lighting of lamps was later observed across Tibet on the 

day commemorating Tsongkhapa’s death, which is popularly known as ‘Ganden Ngachö’ (dga’ 

ldan lnga mchod), ‘the [Twenty-]Fifth-Day Offering at Ganden.’ The solemn day is marked by 

prayers and good deeds, including giving of alms, making of offerings at temples, and lighting 

lamps around houses. Tibetans also partake of shell noodle soup,320 also called ‘the mourning 

soup’ (mya ngan thug pa), for supper. 

  

  

 
318. Ibid, 135–138. 

319. The forty-nine days is the maximum period a being remains in the intermediate state that precedes 
rebirth. 

320. Bag thug, also mgron bu thug pa, a cowrie-shaped noodle soup. The sweetened pasta version is served 
on auspicious days and festivals. 
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Of Absence 

After Tsongkhapa’s death, his disciples were overcome by intense grief over what in religious 

studies is termed as the ‘absence’ of his ‘presence’321—physical or otherwise, which includes his 

speech, intellection, ideation, guidance, interaction, etc., as well as the tradition that consequently 

evolved. The burden of absence was aptly enunciated by Khedrub Jey, who wrote, 

[This Moon,] Beaming forth a string of thousand white rays of excellent teachings, 
Is the sole friend that blossoms the lily of the Buddha’s doctrine. 
The sudden passing away into the realm of peaceful eternity 
Has cloaked the three realms of the world in all darkness. 
… 
Now, who do we—the ones seeking liberation—turn to for help? 322 

 

Of Presence 

Followers of religions have improvised different ways to overcome the absence through 

externalized replication or symbolism or internalized belief that he or she is only a prayer’s distant 

away. In the case of Tsongkhapa, a similitude of his physical presence is effected by way of 

preserving his body in the reliquary stupa. Similarly, his institutional legacy is sustained through 

the establishment of a line of Ganden Tripa or ‘the throne-holders of Ganden.’ Most importantly, 

his spiritual and intellectual legacy is preserved and continued through the printing of the 

Collected Works within a decade of his death. 

 

  

 
321. For the concept of absence and presence in the Buddhist Mahayana tradition, see Malcolm David 

Eckel, “The Power of the Buddha’s Absence: On the Foundations of Mahāyāna Buddhist Ritual,” 
Journal of Ritual Studies 4, No. 2 (1990): 61–95. www.jstor.org/stable/44368472 Accessed on 
December 24, 2019. 

322. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 138.  
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Interring of the Body in a Reliquary Stupa 

When the thugs dam or retentive meditation ended, indicating the departure of consciousness 

from the body323 or death, the disciples gathered to discuss the post-death rituals and handling of 

the body. Of the two viable options—cremation and interring the body in a reliquary stupa, the 

disciples agreed upon the latter for the perpetuation of his physical remains and for the good of 

his tradition and the dharma. With offerings received, his disciples headed by Gyeltsab Jey and 

Duldzin Drakpa Gyaltsen (1374–1434) built an exquisite silver reliquary (dngul gdung) stupa324 

called Thongwa Donden (mthong ba don ldan) or ‘Meaningful to Behold’ made from eighteen bre 

chen or large silver ingots, which is equal to thirty-six Yuanbaos (Ch. yuan bao, also Sysee, Ch. sai 

si, Tib. rta rmig ma) or 900 silver coins.325 The stupa was then studded and ornamented with a 

variety of precious stones of inestimable value. Today the remains no longer exist as it was burned 

to ashes by some devout monks in Tibet around 1969 to avoid it from being desecrated or 

exhumed impiously during the Cultural Revolution.326  

 

Establishment of Ganden Tripa Legacy 

After the death rituals, including the observance of the forty-nine-day prayers, were complete in 

around the spring of 1420, the disciples including Duldzin Drakpa Gyaltsen and Khedrub Gelek 

Pelzang entreated Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, one of the most revered of Tsongkhapa’s disciples, 

 
323. A realized practitioner may remain in thugs dam or retentive meditation, mostly in a seated position, 

even after he or she is declared clinically dead. In such cases, specific death rituals are observed until 
external signs such as the secretion of white fluid from the nose and red fluid or blood from the sexual 
organ, which effects the decomposition of the body.  

324. Ornated with gold plating, the stupa is also identified as a ‘golden reliquary’ (gser gdung) in many 
Tibetan sources. 

325. Bre chen or large ingot, a larger unit for measurement of silver, is equal to two regular rta rmig ma 
ingots (Ch. Yuanbao, also Sycee, Saisi). A rta rmig is equal to twenty-five silver coins, and bre chen, 
fifty. See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Gna’ rabs bod kyi ’jal gshor ’degs gsum gyi skor,” Dung dkar 
blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 93. 

326. Thupten Jinpa, Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows, xiii.  
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to assume the spiritual position of Tsongkhapa. Accordingly, Gyeltsab shifted to his teacher’s 

residence and presided over the monastery. In celebration of the enthronement ceremony, 

Khedrub Jey wrote a eulogy titled Brahma’s Speech with the following opening lines,  

 The embodiment of glorious qualities  
 Now enthroned on this invincible lion throne, 
 May you, my second unequaled master—  

Lord of Dharma, the Regent of the Second Buddha—prevail!327 
 
The expression “the Dharma-Lord Regent of the Second Buddha [i.e., Jey Tsongkhapa]” (rgyal ba 

gnyis pa’i rgyal tshab chos kyi rje) was later abbreviated variously and most succinctly as “Lord 

Regent of the Buddha” or Gyetsab Jey (rgyal tshab chos rje), which became a proper epithet for 

Dharma Rinchen and a common epithet for all successive Ganden Tripas or the throne-holders of 

the Ganden or Geluk School.  

 Tsongkhapa neither contrived nor anticipated the creation and perpetuation of his legacy 

in form and manner it posthumously ensued. Given Tsongkhapa’s contemporaneity with 

Karmapa Deshin Shekpa (1384–1415), who is the fifth in the line of the Karmapa reincarnations, 

and the new growth of Tulku or reincarnate lineages on the Tibetan plateau, he would have faced 

no opposition to establishing his own Tulku lineage. On the other hand, like the popular lay 

Tibetan priestly lineages, Tsongkhapa could have acquiesced to his disciples’ request to take a 

tantric consort,328 whereby he could bear a biological-cum-spiritual offspring to sustain his legacy. 

Both these systems were proven to be extremely useful in the consolidation of institutional power 

and the dissemination of the Dharma even during Tsongkhapa’s time. However, he showed no 

proclivity for either.  

 
327. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, “Dpal ldan bla ma dam pa’i bstod pa’i thigs su bcad pa tshangs pa’i 

dbyangs,” in Mkhas grub rje’i gsung ’bum, Old Tashi Lhunpo Edition (Reproduced in Delhi), 12 vols. 
(New Delhi: Ngagwang Gelek Demo, 1985–1985), Vol. 12: 305. 

328. Ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul 
rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod (1470),” Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 10.  
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 On the other hand, Tsongkhapa was aware of Buddha Shakyamuni’s bequeathing of his 

masterhood to Mahakashyapa during the final moments of his death as recounted in texts such 

as the Foundation of the Vinaya and Sutra of the Great Passing.329 However, he did not explicitly 

bequeath his mastership to any one single disciple or follower, not even Gyeltsab Jey who became 

his successor. Similarly, Tsongkhapa’s gifting of robes and articles has been retroactively 

interpreted as indicating his bequeathing of leadership in a manner that is viewed as the 

transference of patriarchal position330 between the Buddhist patriarchs in the Chinese Buddhist 

tradition as pithily captured in the episodes of Bodhidharma and Dazu Huike or Hongren and 

Huineng. For example, Desi Sangye Gyatso (1653–1705) interpreted Tsongkhapa’s gifting of a 

regular hat (dbu zhwa), a Pandita’s hat (paN zhwa) and a monastic cloak (ber) to Gyeltsab Jey as 

a sign of devolution of leadership.331 However, similar incidents have been reported in other cases, 

including Tsongkhapa’s gifting of a used monastic skirt (thang gos, antaravāsaka) to the First 

Dalai Lama Gedun Drub.332 Tsongkhapa did not appear to imply his gift to bear any symbolism of 

transference of power and position. It can be compared to the Buddha’s gifting of his robes to a 

laywoman in the Sutra of the Great Passing, where the women inherited no share of power or 

 
329. ’Dul ba gzhi (vinayavastu), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 3: 84. See also ’Phags pa yongs 

su mya ngan las ’das pa chen po’i mdo (Ārya-mahāparinirvāṇa-mahāyānasūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe 
bsdur ma edition, Vol. 54: 72. 

330. For the significance of the master’s giving of one’s belongings such as robes, bowl, staff, and fly-whisk 
in Buddhism and with emphasis on the East Asian Buddhist tradition, see Bernard Faure, “Quand 
l’habit fait le moine: The symbolism of the kāṣāya in Sōtō Zen,” Chan Buddhism in Ritual Context, 
Edited by Bernard Faure (New York: Routledge Curzon, 2003), 212–226. 

331.  Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung baiDUr+ya ser po (Pe cin: Krung go bod kyi 
shes rig dpe skrun khang, 1989), 73–74. 

332. Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Drin can rtsa ba'i bla ma ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho'i thun 
mong phyi'i rnam thar du kU la'i gos bzang glegs bam gsum pa'i 'phros bzhi pa, in Gsung ’bum: Ngag 
dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Vol. 8: 189. Written from 1695 through 1700, Desi Sangye Gyatso’s 
work described how the gifting of the cloak (thang gos) marked an auspicious sign predicting his 
contribution in the spread of the Vinaya. 
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position other than becoming a nun and cultivating Bodhicitta years later.333 Tsongkhapa was 

giving away things to disciples, aides, and followers in reciprocation to their offerings, as is 

indicated by exchanges such as giving of his “jade rosary” to Nyingma master Delek Gonpo334 and 

his “yellow Pandita hat that was worn for a long time” as “a token accompanying the reply” to 

Pongsho Nangpa.335  

Nonetheless, Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen’s assumption of ‘the throne of Ganden’ laid the 

foundation for the continuation of the institutional legacy of Tsongkhapa ensuring its continuity 

as the pontifical seat of all institutions and individuals that professed affiliation to the seat of 

Tsongkhapa—Ganden Monastery. Till today, the Geluk School, which has its base in the Ganden 

Monastery, considers the primacy of Jey Tsongkhapa’s leadership as honored and preserved in 

the succession of Ganden Tripa or ‘the throne-holder of Ganden,’ which begins with the first 

successor Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, followed by Khedrub Gelek Pelzang and the successive 

throne-holders. Today, Ganden Tripa Lobzang Tenzin (b.1935) is the 104th in the line of 

succession. Enthroned on the 24th of June 2017, he is expected to hold the office for a tenure of 

around seven years.  

 

Continuation of Spiritual and Intellectual Legacy 

In addition to the reliquary stupa and the position of Ganden Tripa, the crystalization of 

Tsongkapa’s thought as contained in his writings remain the most significant. According to 

Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé, Tsongkhapa’s disciple and one of the generous patrons, Neupon 

Namkha Zangpo, compiled all the writings of Tsongkhapa and published them as The Collected 

 
333. ’Phags pa yongs su mya ngan las ’das pa chen po’i mdo (Ārya-mahāparinirvāṇa-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, 

Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 52: 572. 

334. Ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, “Rje rin po che la mkhas btsun bzang gsum gyi yon tan mnga’ tshul 
rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod (1470),” Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 12. 

335. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Dge ba’i bshes gnyen chen po spong shod nang pa’i phyag tu phul 
ba,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 623. 
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Works at Ganden Monastery in Fire Horse year, i.e., 1426. This printing marked not only the 

beginning of large-scale xylographic publications on the Tibetan plateau but also the beginning of 

the crystallization of what would be known as the Tsongkhapa tradition (tsong kha pa’i ring lugs) 

and would be carried on through the next generations of Gelukpa followers. 

 

Tsongkhapa: How His Followers See Him 

It is fair for the Gelukpas to say that, on the world’s highest plateau, Tsongkhapa exemplifies, like 

no other, of what Buddha Shakyamuni had taught in India many centuries ago. Although having 

delineated the details of the life and works Tsongkhapa here and in the following, a cursory look 

into how his disciples and followers regard him may provide a helpful emic perspective to aid our 

understanding of the growth of his personality, the production of his writings, and their 

significance to the school. 

 Khedrub Jey, who is hailed as Tsongkhapa’s “sole spiritual disciple” (nang thugs kyi sras 

gcig pu) and was his first biographer, describes his teacher as someone who was endowed with all 

the qualities that define an ideal and reasonable scholar-practitioner in the Tibetan religious 

culture. His exhaustive score list of qualities include the following: “protected by a tutelary deity,” 

“guided by teachers who abide by the Mahayana principles,” “observing ethics and morality in 

action, speech and thought,” “considering reason as the preeminent criteria for any validation,” 

“dedicated to purificatory and reparational practices,” “interpreting the Buddha’s intent through 

an unbiased analytical study of the exegesis of authoritative scholars,” “composed many exegeses 

on Sutras and Tantras based on reason free from logical contradictions and discrepancies and not 

out of allegiance or partisanship favoring one’s own tradition or teachers,” “implementing all good 

knowledge and practising what one preaches,” “acquiring an exhaustive collection of initations, 

transmissions, and instructions,” “engaging in listening, contemplation and meditation,” 

“possessing erudition in speech, debate and writing,” “observing the rules of Vinaya by avoiding 

all forms of illicit behaviors and harmful actions even in the pretext of practising tantra,” 
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“prioritizing the study of Dharma as a means to attaining the unsurpassed state of buddhahood 

over the study of religious rituals and services for the mere sake of finding food or riches,” 

“expressing neither fascination for the comfort of a family nor denigrating laity,” “orderly 

observance of three-fold trainings—discipline, meditation, and wisdom,” and finally, that 

Tsongkhapa “showed no desire for wealth and riches.”336  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

Tsongkhapa’s life is a story of how a young boy from Amdo traveled to Central Tibet in a quest for 

spiritual training and education, eventually becoming the founding father of Tibet’s largest 

Buddhist school. Arriving in Central Tibet at the age of sixteen, Tsongkhapa had brought with him 

a versified text composed by his teacher Chojé Dondrub Rinchen which outlined the life-long plan 

for spiritual education and training centered on the classical Indian Buddhist scriptures and 

treatises. This counsel significantly contributed to shaping Tsongkhapa’s approach to life and 

study, inspiring Tsongkhapa to accord unequaled regard for the Indian Buddhist scriptures and 

classical treatises. It also positively impacted his spiritual and intellectual orientation as a monk 

in the course of his acquisition of knowledge and the exchanges of tantric initiations, philosophical 

teachings, and spiritual instructions. Later as a teacher, it will define the nature and content of 

his teachings. Tsongkhapa’s spiritual and intellectual substantially defined the nature and 

composition of his writings compiled in nineteen-volumes Collected Works, which provided the 

spiritual and intellectual underpinning for the formation and growth of the Geluk School. To this 

day, Gelukpa intellectualism is defined by its uncompromising regard for classical Indian 

scriptures and treatises and the unequaled reverence for the centrality of Tsongkhapa’s writings.  

 
336. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 143–146. 
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 The narration of his life, specifically those composed posthumously or in retrospection, 

have contributed towards the creation of the personality of Tsongkhapa as we perceive today. 

Regardless of the historical veracity, many of these narratives have deified Tsongkhapa to the 

extent of infusing a divine self or identifying him as a buddha or Bodhisattva. Consequently, the 

deification of Tsongkhapa favorably conditioned his followers' perception of his teachings, which 

constitute the spiritual and intellectual soul of the Geluk tradition.  
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Chapter 4: On Becoming a Spiritual Authority 

 

 

 

Some Highlights of Legacy: The Four Great Deeds  

During the early modern period in Tibet, a person’s birth or family, social standing, learning, 

character, and deeds, in order of priority, largely determined a person’s stature and respectability. 

For someone like Jey Tsongkhapa, whose birth into a respectable family and social standing in 

Tsongkha region of faraway Amdo hardly bore any significance in the realms of his operation in 

Central Tibet, his greatness was instead measured based on his knowledge, character, and deeds. 

Having elaborated these in the previous and later part of this dissertation, a cursory glance into 

his deeds will help understand how Tsongkhapa earned the charismatic factor of a religious 

leader. Aside from Tsongkhapa’s writings, teachings, and transmissions, which constitute some 

of his major contributions to Tibetan Buddhism, the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso 

(1617–1682) glorifies his deeds,337 in particular, the ‘Four Great Deeds’ (mdzad chen bzhi), which 

include: i. Restoration of the Maitreya Stupa at Dzingji, ii. The teaching of the Vinaya at Nyel, iii. 

Observance of the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa, and iv. The founding of Yangpachen Tantric 

Temple at Ganden Monastery near Lhasa. 

 

 
337. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, “Rgyal ba sku phreng lnga pa chen pos lha ldan cho ’phrul smon 

lam chen mo’i tshogs zhugs dge ’dun spyi la Lha sa smon lam chen mo’i tshe dge ’dun rnams kyi 
khrims su bca’ ba’i rim pa sogs,” Bca’ yig phyogs bsgrigs (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun 
khang, 2001), 18. 
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4.1 Restoration of Temples and Religious Artefacts: The Maitreya Statue at Dzingji  

In the summer of 1393,338 Jey Tsongkhapa traveled to Dzingji, a village about a hundred miles 

east of the Tibetan capital Lhasa. He said prayers and made offerings to a life-size idol of Buddha 

Maitreya that graced the old Dzingji temple founded by Garmi Yonten Yungdrung (10th–11th c.) 

and which Tsongkhapa referred to as Ganden Ling Temple.339 As a result, he experienced 

considerable advancement in his meditative practice, gained new spiritual insights, and, 

according to some biographers, had a vision of Buddha Maitreya.  

Deeply inspired, he composed Brahma’s Diadem: A Praise to Maitreya (Byams pa’i bstod 

pa tshangs pa’i cod paN), which is considered one of his Four Great Praises (bstod chen bzhi).340 

Of the several religious themes cited in the prayer, one theme concerns the alternate Bodhisattva 

attitude of outrunning other Bodhisattvas in the race for rendering service to the suffering beings. 

For instance, Brahma’s Diadem reads: 

When purifying negativity at the Aspirational Stage,341  
May I, from among the ordinary Bodhisattvas  
Of the past, present and future, 
Be like Mt. Meru [towering] on this golden earth. 
 

And, 

When training in the Exalted Bodhisattva Stage, 
May I, the Valorous Ones who have perfectly transcended 
In the past, present and future,  
Be like the Garuda [rising] amidst the winged creatures. 

 
338. Departing from Khedrub’s dating of Tsongkhapa’s first visit to Dzingji in 1393 and the restoration of 

the Maitreya idol in the Spring of 1394 and in 1395, Desi writes that Tsongkhapa undertook the 
Dzingji restoration at the age of 36, i.e., 1392. See Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, BaiDurya ser po, 
66.  

339. Tib. Dga’ ldan gling. The name is drawn from Tushita (‘the land of joy’), the predestined realm of 
activity or buddha-land of the Arya Maitreya.  

340. The other three of the Four Great Praises are Ocean of Praise to Manjushri’s Delight (’Jam dbyangs 
mneys par byed pa bstod sprin rgya mtsho), Essence of the Elegant Teachings: Praise to the [Nature 
of] Relativity (Rten ’brel bstod pa legs par bshad pa’i snying po), and Becoming Immortal: Praise to 
the Ushnishavijaya (Gtsug tor rnam rgyal ma’i bstod pa ’chi med grub pa).  

341.  Mos pa spyod pa’i sa (abhimukticaryābhūmiḥ). 
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Also,  

Blessed with divine vision, hearing, wisdom and so forth, 
May I, by virtue of my qualities, surpass all [Bodhisattvas].342 

 
Departing from the general Mahayana altruistic concepts such as “accepting defeat and offering 

victory” and “receiving pain and giving away happiness” or from striving for enlightenment to 

help other sentient beings in a non-competitive manner, Tsongkhapa emphasizes the need to 

outclass even one’s fellow Bodhisattvas when it comes to benefit sentient beings. The concepts 

cited in Brahma’s Diadem are deeply rooted in the Mahayana concept of Bodhicitta—genuine 

altruism aspiring for enlightenment to help all sentient beings unconditionally. Altruistic intent 

and intent for enlightenment relate to the accomplishment of personal and impersonal goals, and 

the two are the defining characteristics of the Mahayana thought or practice. However, the 

altruistic intent is always prioritized and considered as the ultimate goal and the pursuit or 

attainment of buddhahood as merely a means to accomplish the ultimate goal. The prioritization 

of the welfare of all sentient beings over one’s achievement of buddhahood or the perception of 

such attainment as being a mere means to accomplish the end goal of benefiting others is what 

distinguishes the Mahayana tradition.  

 The spiritual advancement made in the Spring of 1393, merely months before the Dzingji 

restoration, is one of the highlights of Tsongkhapa’s great deeds. In the winter of 1392 and the 

following spring, Tsongkhapa was at Olkha, where he undertook a rigorous purificatory practice, 

such as doing prostrations and offering Mandalas. Even the stone used as a mandala base was 

said to have been evidence of his success and have become leveled and smooth through 

 
342. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byams pa’i bstod pa tshangs pa’i cod paN, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 240–248. 
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Tsongkhapa’s repeated wiping with bare hands.343 This anecdote prompts the audience to imagine 

the condition of Tsongkhapa’s hand to gauge his enthusiasm and perseverance in practice.  

Tsongkhapa revisited the Maitreya temple in the Spring of 1394 and this time with a 

mission. Troubled by the discoloration and fading of the murals and the condition of the idols, in 

particular of Maitreya that was partially sullied with bird droppings, Tsongkhapa decided to 

undertake a complete restoration and renovation of the dilapidated building and the images. 

Khedrub Jey recounts that when Tsongkhapa and his disciples pooled their belongings, the 

aggregated sum amounted to only twelve Zhos.344 Running short of funds and resources, he 

approached the Taktse family of Olkha to repair the temple building. Tsongkhapa and his eleven 

monk companions and disciples, with offerings and donations from the locals and, later from as 

far as Amdo, paid for the sculptors and artists to retouch the paintings and the idols.345 

 
343. Olka Choling Monastery currently preserves a stone that Tsongkhapa is said to have used as the 

Mandala base. For video recordings of the stone, see Ashocka, 33, https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=fFFbzpFuIOw (at 32: 15 min). Accessed on July 6, 2019. 

344. The meaning of Zho (zho) in this story is shrouded by the ambiguity surrounding its usage in Tibetan, 
especially when not contextualized. The Tibetan Zho, during ancient times, is a unit of weight 
introduced by King Takbu Nyazig. See Wolfgang Bertsch, The Currency of Tibet (Dharamsala, India: 
Library of Tibetan Works & Archives, 2002), 3–4.  The Tibetan Zho is also a translation of ancient 
Indian units of currency, weight, and volume in Kanjur and Tanjur. See ’Phags pa langs dkar gshegs 
pa’ mdo (Āryalaṅkāvatāra-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 49: 167 and others. In the 
Dunhuang documents, Zho appears as a unit of currency loosely equivalent to Qian (Ch. qian) in the 
Chinese currency system.  See Pelliot Tibétain 1075. In the sixteenth century, Zho became a standard 
unit of Tibetan currency that is equal to a tenth of a Sang (srang). See Wolfgang Bertsch, The Currency 
of Tibet, 3–4. 

   The correspondence and equivalence of Zho with a non-Tibetan unit of measurement is equally 
confusing. Zho, on the one hand, translates for Sanskrit akṣa or karṣa, a weight equal to eight māṣaka, 
which is eight guñjas. Guñja as “the smallest of the jeweler’s weights” and weigh as much as Abrus 
precatorius, the berry after which it was thus named. However, zho is also used for Sanskrit droṇa, a 
unit of volume measuring corn that also applies to a unit of area as much as is required to grow a 
droṇa of corn. See Sir Monier Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 2008 Revision. Available at 
https://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de/monier/ Accessed on July 2, 2019. See also A lag sha 
ngag dbang bstan dar, “Zho srang gi tshad bshad pa,” Gsung ’bum (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe 
skrun khang, 2008), 433–439. 

  Confounded by these ambiguities, it is safest to suggest that Zho in the Tsongkhapa story is 
relatively small, as Khedrub wrote, “… the funds amounted to only 12 Zhos” (…zho bu gznyis las ma 
byung). See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 70. 

345. Ibid, Vol. 1: 69–70. 
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Scholars like the fourteenth century Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen have claimed that 

Tsongkhapa enjoyed a close teacher-disciple relation with Buddha Maitreya in his past lives.346 

On the other hand, Namkha Gyaltsen also wrote about a mystical dream that showed Tsongkhapa 

as a manifestation of Maitreya.347 Similarly, other later masters have written about his divine 

predestination to buddhahood either upon his death or through future encounters with 

Maitreya.348 Gelukpa writers have also drawn connections between Tsongkhapa and other 

buddhas, bodhisattvas, and divinities. Despite these later claims by his disciples, Tsongkhapa had 

neither expressed nor alluded in his writings to such relationships with Maitreya or the other 

divinities, including Manjushri, who is most frequently engaged and interactional with 

Tsongkhapa in the biographies.  

Considering that Buddha Shakyamuni generally graces the centerstage in Buddhist 

temples and monasteries, the mention of Buddha Maitreya can create a different picture of 

Tsongkhapa prioritizing Maitreya over the other buddhas and bodhisattvas. However, this was 

not the case since the sight of a dilapidated structure that made Tsongkhapa’s eyes well up with 

tears was a temple dedicated to Buddha Maitreya, whose life-size statue stood in for Buddha 

Shakyamuni at the centerstage.  

 

Significance of Buddha Maitreya to the Buddhists 

Maitreya’s relevance to the Buddhists cannot be underestimated, for the followers of the 

Mahayana tradition consider Maitreya as the next buddha who will appear in the human world 

after Shakyamuni’s teachings decline and disappear. In fact, Theravada Buddhists propose 

 
346. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul lho brag grub chen dang 

mjal tshul,” Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 216.  

347. Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, “Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul lho brag grub chen dang 
mjal tshul,” Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 216.  

348. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Gsang ba’i rnam thar gtam rin po che’i snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 175. 
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Buddha Shakyamuni’s teachings will endure for about 12,000 years, and the Mahayana texts set 

the life span of the teachings anywhere between the 5,300 years up to nineteen millennia in the 

‘world universe’ depending on whether the years are reckoned with regard to the subsistence of 

Dharma in the realm of the humans or the mystical Shambhala realm respectively. Moreover, in 

the Mahayana tradition, Maitreya is next in the line of buddhas to succeed Shakyamuni and is 

thus hailed as “the Future Buddha.”  

For Buddhists, in general, the relevance of the arrival of the Maitreya as the next buddha 

rests on the belief that those on the path to enlightenment must rely on as many buddhas as 

possible. Some Mahayana Buddhist texts and the Tantra system propose swifter means to 

achieving enlightenment in “one lifetime” (tshe gcig) or “one life and one body” (tshe gcig lus 

gcig),” these processes do not defy the traditional course of progression to enlightenment for 

which Buddha Shakyamuni spent three countless eons349 from the moment he had cultivated 

genuine Bodhicitta, the altruistic intent for enlightenment. Furthermore, naturally, it takes eons 

before a person develops genuine Bodhicitta. Texts such as the Fundamentals of Discipline states 

that Buddha Shakyamuni had relied on 227,000 buddhas in the span of three countless eons 

between the time he first cultivated a genuine Bodhicitta until his enlightenment.350 Given the 

probability of the rare appearances of buddhas and the pinball-like karmically-tossed rebirths in 

the trichiliocosmic world universes complete with stars, constellations and planets, each with 

innumerable microcosmic universes according to Buddhism,351 there is very little likelihood for a 

 
349. The word ‘countless’ (grangs med, asaṃkhyeya) in the Buddhist context can mean an infinite number 

or a finite numerical unit. As a numerical unit containing sixty digits, countless is the highest unit 
and remains the most popular expression for quantifying number and values that exceed sixty digits.  

350. ’Dul ba’i mdo (Vinayasūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 2, 641–642. 

351. While Buddhism generally talks about innumerable universes or multiverses, sometimes through 
expressions such as ‘the trichiliocosmic universe,’ each universe can have equally innumerable 
microcosmic universes as well. For example, a body of an ordinary Samsaric being, who has not 
perfected mental concentration (bsam gtan, dhyāna), is itself viewed as a universe for countless living 
microorganisms and non-physical living spirits or entities. Given the concept of multiverses within 
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sentient being to be born as a human being with preferred Buddhist characteristics in the same 

locality or “postal code” as a buddha. Given these beliefs, many Buddhists of the Mahayana 

tradition ardently worship Buddha Maitreya with the hope of a meritorious audience in the future 

lives.  

 The religious significance of Maitreya aside, the labor process in the restoration of the 

image was thorough in a different way according to what Khedrub Jey recounted in his biography. 

As for the artists, craftsmen, and other laborers, including the many volunteers from Yarlung, 

Tsongkhapa persuaded the lay workers to take lay vows (dge bsnyen, upāsaka) and the monastics 

to attend “Restoration and Purification” (gso sbyong, poṣadha) sessions in keeping with the 

project’s sanctity. Tibetans usually sang or chatted, or even danced when works warranted 

physical movements, to increase work output and ease strain and monotony, but Tsongkhapa 

inspired workers to instead chant verses from the scriptures. Similarly, Tsongkhapa not only 

conducted all necessary rituals at different times and stages of the construction of the building 

structures but even took great care in the creation and installation of sacred statues and paintings. 

He conducted appropriate rituals at different stages of painting of holy images, such as performing 

consecrations during the drawing of the base grid and outlining of the divinities and celestial 

realms and bestowing initiations in other cases.352 Jamyang Chojé Tashi Palden (1379–1449), 

one of Tsongkhapa’s disciples, wrote that when Tsongkhapa consecrated sacred objects, the 

Wisdom Beings (ye shes pa, jñānasattva) entered the Commitment Beings (dam tshig pa, 

samasattva).353 The restoration project also instilled the thought in people’s mind to upkeep and 

 
the trichiliocosmic universes and Buddha’s teachings to the non-humans, the idea of the probability 
of rebirth in the same place as the Buddha becomes epistemically and philosophically debatable.  

352. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 70.  

353. In normal consecration, a ritualist visualizes an image of Buddhas or divinities rising from within the 
object to be consecrated and also imagines the associated Buddhas or divinities descending from their 
respective celestial abodes, whereby the arisen and the descended are imagined as combining into 
one numinous entity and entering the objects. However, Chojé maintained that when Tsongkhapa 
consecrated sacred objects such as paintings or idols, the divinities or the numinous entities enter the 
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maintained temples from becoming run-down structures. The Dzingji restoration and the Great 

Prayer Festival that Tsongkhapa organized in 1409 introduced the practice of timely or periodical 

repair and renovation of temples and religious artifacts, including at run-down sites.  

 Later, Gelukpa writers narrate that Tsongkhapa undertook the restoration of the Maitreya 

statue at the personal behest of Lord Manjushri.354 This is interesting for the reason that the 

supposed Manjushri’s instruction took place two years after Tsongkhapa saw his mediator to 

Manjushri, Lama Umapa, depart from Lhasa for Kham. According to biographers, Tsongkhapa 

gained visions of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and Indian masters at around this time, and the 

instruction marks one of the earliest reported audiences between Tsongkhapa and his tutelary 

deity, Manjushri. However, despite the accounts and personal disclosure from Tsongkhapa 

presented by the Gelukpa biographers and scholars, Tsongkhapa himself did not allude to any 

mystical vision in his writings. Instead, he viewed his relation with Manjushri as being of an 

exclusively tutelary nature and less of an incarnation, emanation, or a manifestation. Nonetheless, 

for his followers, the years in Olkha and Nyel marked the beginning of Tsongkhapa’s interaction 

with buddha, bodhisattvas, and Indian Mahayana masters of the past. 

The restoration of the Maitreya temple and Tsongkhapa’s connection to the future Buddha 

Maitreya being important (to his followers), other mystical phenomena raised the event’s profile. 

For example, locals were said to have felt the days becoming longer than usual, so we may assume 

this was expressed after the summer solstice during the project, which ran for about a year from 

the Spring of 1394. Similarly, Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen claims to have seen the ‘Seven Patriarch 

 
objects. See ’Jam dbyangs chos rje bkra shis dpal ldan, Rje’i gsang ba’i rnam thar, in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 205. This raises the status of the objects somehere along the line 
of Kutsab (sku tshab) or ‘authorized proxy idols,’ which are commissioned by Buddhas or divinities 
and authorized to serve as proxies during their absence.  

354. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa dkon mchog ’jigs med dbang po, Dge ldan chos ’byung nor bu’i phreng ba 
rtsom ’phro, in The Collected Works of Dkon-mchog ’jigs-med-dbaṅ-po, the Second ’Jam-dbyaṅs-
bźad-pa of Bla-Braṅ Bkra-śis-’khyil (Reproduced from prints from the Bkra-śis-khyil blocks), 12 vols. 
(New Delhi: Ngawang Gelek Demo), 1971, Vol. 5: 598. 
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Buddhas’355 fly over his locality towards Dzingji to bless and consecrate the temples and images. 

Later, upon seeing Tsongkhapa, it was maintained that the sighting coincided with Tsongkhapa’s 

restoration of the Dzingji temple.  

 

4.2 Revival of the Buddhist Vinaya: The Great Sermon of Nyel (Gnyal gyi lung rwa 

chen mo) 

In the fall and winter of 1397, Tsongkhapa was in Nyel.356 After prayers and offerings at Serche 

Bumpa monastery of Senggé Dzong, he gave extensive teachings on Vinaya to a gathering of 

monastics, including his 30 itinerant monk companions. His instructions at Nyel, later 

incorporated into his writings on Vinaya, shows that Tsongkhapa was a highly qualified person to 

undertake the task of propagating Vinaya teachings within the monastic communities. 

In the eighteenth century, a Geluk scholar Jamyang Zhepa wrote that Tsongkhapa had a 

vision of the tutelary deity Manjushri, who encouraged him to propagate the teaching of Vinaya 

for the good of the Dharma.357 The positive impact of Tsongkhapa’s teachings at Nyel 

notwithstanding, Manjushri’s alleged inculcation adds the much-desired elements of divine 

intervention as a way of justification. 

The significance of the teachings at Nyel lies in the fact that Tsongkhapa worked to 

resituate the Vinaya at the center of the Buddhist systemic world. Many monastics in those days 

 
355. Vipashyi (vipaśyī, rnam par gzigs), Shikhin (śikhina, gtsug tor can), Vishvabhu (viśvabhū, thams cad 

skyobs), Krakuchanda (krakucchanda, ’khor ba ’jig), Kanakamuni (kanakamuni, gser thub), 
Kashyapa (kaśyapa, ’od srung) and Shakyamuni (śākyamuni, shAkya thub pa).  

356. Tsongkhapa gave Vinaya teaching at Nyel in the fall and winter of 1397, a year and a half after he met 
Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–1401) at Radrong in Lhodrak in the third month in the Spring of 
1396. Lhodrak, in his autobiography, recounts the meeting taking place in the seventieth year. See 
Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha 
pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 216. See also Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Gsang ba’i rnam thar log 
rtog mun sel, in Collected Writings of Lho brag grub chen nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Vol. 1: 90.  

357. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa dkon mchog ’jigs med dbang po, Dge ldan chos ’byung nor bu’i phreng ba 
rtsom ’phro, in The Collected Works of Dkon-mchog ’jigs-med-dbaṅ-po, the Second ’Jam-dbyaṅs-
bźad-pa of Bla-Braṅ Bkra-śis-’khyil, Vol. 5: 605. 



 

155 
 

lacked awareness of even the basic rules on the ‘thirteen provisions of a Bhikshu’ (dge slong gi yo 

byad bcu gsum),358 which pertains to their dress and daily accessories. With the rise of 

predilection of the Tantra tradition among lay practitioners, the Vinaya became its antithesis and 

a convenient adversary.  

Tsongkhapa, therefore, took upon himself the task of explicating the statutory codes of 

Buddhist Vinaya and exhorting monks to grasp the intricate ethical concepts and moral conduct 

that the Vinaya sought to teach. For example, he taught Vinaya and lived in strict observance of 

the minor codes of monastic discipline such as the use of ‘suitable water’ (rung chu),359 avoidance 

of meals after midday, and following proper sleeping habits.360 He persuaded the monks to wear 

their ‘upper patched robe’ (uttarāsaṅga, bla gos),361 carry an alms bowl, and strictly observe the 

codes of monastic discipline in conformity with the way of the monastics during the life of Buddha 

Shakyamuni many centuries ago. As a result, it is held that the mere sight of Tsongkhapa and his 

monk companions and disciples instilled renewed respect for the monastics wherever the group 

sojourned. 

 
358. Patched robe (saṃghāṭi, snam sbyar), upper patched robe (uttarāsaṃga, bla gos), lower robe 

(antaravāsakaṃ, mthang gos), lower frock (nivāsana, sham thabs), lower underclothing 
(pratinivāsana, sham thabs kyi zan), day-time sweat absorbent upper robe liner (saṃkakṣika, rngul 
zan), night-time sweat absorbent upper robe liner (prātiśaṃkakṣika, rngul zan gyi zan), wash cloth 
(mukhaproñchana, gdong phyi), injury bandage (kāyoddharṣana, rnag gzan), skin rash bandage (g-
yan pa dgab pa), shaving cloth (keśapratigṛhaṇa, skra gzed), cushion cloth (āstāraṇa, gding ba), and 
rain cloth (varṣaśāṭicivira, dbyar gyi gos ras chen).  

359. Rung chu or ‘suitable water’ is water suitable for drinking, cooking or for use as a liquid base or 
solvent in non-intoxicating beverages according to the monastic disciplinary code of Vinaya. The 
suitability is gauged based on potability determind more by the absence of living water creatures such 
as insects and germs than of pollutants such as silt, sediments, etc. The violations pertaining to use 
of water falls under the Vinaya classification of Ltung byed ’ba’ zhig pa, the ‘exclusive downfalls’ that 
are rectified by confession. 

360. Nub lhag ma nyal ba or ‘sleeping for excess number of days’ concerns rules on sleeping and restriction 
on number of days and ways of sleeping with unsuitable persons or with animals. This falls under the 
Vinaya classification of Ltung byed ’ba’ zhig pa (downfalls entailing confession). 

361. Bla gos (uttarāsaṅga) is a rectangular saffron patch robe, preferably of same size as snam sbyar 
(saṃghāṭī, patched robes), that monks and nuns drape around their body from over their shoulder. 
Bespoke and measured in cubits according to the wearer, bla gos is sewn from smaller saffron patches 
while snam sbyar are formed from bigger patches.  
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Tsongkhapa’s Background in Vinaya 

Tsongkhapa’s expository teachings and hands-on guidance on Vinaya at Nyel took place two 

decades after he received a complete first ‘explanatory transmission’ (bshad lung) of Vinaya, 

including Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Vinaya (’Dul ba’i mdo, Vinayasūtra), in the winter of 

1379. In fact, in the spring of 1379, Tsongkhapa had approached the renowned Lotsawa Jangchub 

Tsemo (1303–1379/80) at the Potala in Lhasa for teaching on Asangha’s Compendium of 

Metaphysics, which the master declined on the ground of old age and a prior decision to return to 

his monastery. This lack of success with Jangchub Tsemo, who died the same year or a year later, 

brought him to Kyormolung Monastery in the winter of 1379. There, he received Vinaya teachings 

and transmissions from Kazhipa Losel (Lodrö Selwa, also Lodrö Zangpo, 1326–1409), the abbot 

of the monastery and a transmitter in the lineage of the Lower Vinaya (smad ’dul) that took pride 

in masters like Balti Drachompa Sempa Gyaltsen (circa. 1130-d.1214) and Zhigpo Sherab Senggé 

(13th c.). In light of the absence of a date of Tsongkhapa’s ordination, his study of Vinaya texts, 

including the Fundamentals of Vinaya, is a reliable indicator that Tsongkhapa was a fully ordained 

monk by that time.  

 All events from Khedrup Je’s accounts of Tsongkhapa put the year of Tsongkhapa’s 

ordination at the latest in the Winter of 1379. They include the mention of “the nineteenth year 

[i.e. 1375–1376]” followed by hectic study-tours (grwa skor) in the monasteries of Ü and Tsang, 

his audience with Sazang Mati Panchen (1294–1376) and Nyawon Kunga Pelwa (1289–1379) in 

that year or the years before their respective deaths, and his meeting with Lochen Jangchub 

Tsemo (1303–1379/1380), and his study of Vinaya at Kyormolung after an unproductive meeting 

with Jangchub Tsemo.362 Again, in the Spring of 1380, Tsongkhapa received the complete 

transmission of Vinaya from Jetsun Rendawa in Sakya.  

 
362. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 24–32.  



 

157 
 

Through the course of the transmissions, teachings, and study that lasted for nearly a year, 

Tsongkhapa memorized 17 datse- or arrow-long folios of Vinaya scriptures each day. For instance, 

he had memorized more than 40 bam pos,363 which equals to approximately 12,000 quatrains, 

from Dharmamitra’s Extensive Explanation of “Vinaya Sutra” (’Dul ba mdo’i rgya cher ’grel pa, 

Vinayasūtra-ṭīka) alone.364 

Tsongkhapa being bequeathed with the Vinaya teachings and transmissions at the age of 

twenty-three in the winter of 1379 considerably dispels the ambiguities surrounding the year of 

his ordination as a Bhikshu or a Buddhist monk of the highest order who observes 253 rules. 

Given the convention that dissuades monastics from studying the Bhikshu Vinaya before actually 

receiving the vows, Tsongkhapa was already a Bhikshu or a fully ordained monk when he recieved 

the Vinaya teachings and transmissions. Given that Tsongkhapa did not pursue his study of 

Vinaya alongside other major fields of Buddhist studies from masters or during the monastic 

study tours (grwa skor) in the prior years, there is a greater likelihood that Tsongkhapa was 

ordained as a Bhikshu or fully ordained as a monk in the summer of 1379 at Namgyel Serkhang 

temple. 

The ordination group bestowing the vows include Kazhipa Tsultrim Rinchen as a 

preceptor (mkhan po), Sherab Gonpo as master of ceremony (las kyi slob dpon), Sonam Dorje as 

master overseeing confidentialities (gsang ston slob dpon), and other contemporary masters to 

fulfill the mandatory number of monastic officiants. The ordination that Tsongkhapa received fell 

under the Jedzing branch of the preceptorial lineages (mkhan brgyud) passed through Pandita 

Shakya Shribhadra (1127–1225).365  

 
363. Bam po is a unit of measurement in Tibetan writings. It is equal to 300 quatrains, where each quatrain 

are ideally 32-syllables long in keeping with the Sanskrit śloka system that is made of two padas of 
16 syllables each.  

364. Mkhas grub dge legs pdal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 32. 

365. Ibid, Vol. 1: 42. 
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From the time he received the Bhikshu ordination, he rigorously pursued the study of 

Vinaya as one of the four major fields for his Kazhipa degree, delving primarily in his study of 

Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Discipline and Commentary to the Fundamentals of Discipline, 

as well as Dharmamitra’s Extensive Explanation of “Vinaya Sutra.” In brief, Tsongkhapa had 

studied the ethical and moral codes of Vinaya for nearly two decades by the time he oversaw the 

famous Vinaya retreat at Nyel.  

In his Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential Revelation, Tsongkhapa 

wrote:  

Not reveling in the partial or the cursory,  
I studied the texts in their entirety and specificity.366 

In addition, Tsongkhapa was instrumental in prioritizing Vinaya in an uncompromising way that 

renders Vinaya as central to the Buddhist tradition. Tsongkhapa was thus a highly qualified 

person to undertake the task of propagating Vinaya teachings within the monastic communities. 

 

Socio-cultural Impacts of the Vinaya Teachings 

The event also reaffirms the orientation that emphasizes Vinaya as the basis of the Buddhist 

spiritual, religious and philosophical tradition in a spirit well encapsulated in the following lines 

by Arya Nagarjuna in his Epistle to a Friend (Bshes pa’i springs yig, Suhṛllekha):  

Just as the earth is to [all things—] the moveable and the immovables, 
Discipline, as was well said, is the foundation of all good qualities.367 

With the rising albeit marginal trend of non-monastic Tantric practitioners in Tibet, there was a 

proportional rise of the perception of the Tantra as being superior to the collection of the teachings 

of Sutra, Abhidharma, and Vinaya, to the extent of labeling them as inferior and dispensable based 

 
366. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rtogs brjod mdun legs ma, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 

edition, Vol. 2: 302. 

367. Nagarjuna, Bshes pa’i springs yig (Suhṛllekha), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 96: 670.  
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on some classical Indian treatises.368 The contrasting views and principles on practice and lifestyle 

between the Tantra and the Sutra, in particular of Vinaya, on issues related to sex, consumption 

of intoxicants, and appropriation of wealth have tempted prejudiced Tantric practitioners to 

describe these antinomian practices as salient characteristics of Tantra and themselves as capable 

of adopting antinomianism as a spiritual path. Such views, in the past, have persuaded monks to 

give up their monastic vows and justify their embrace of Tantra.  

 Similarly, some monastics advocating extreme puritanism entertained condescension 

towards Tantric practitioners for the antinomian behaviors such as indulgence in sex and 

consumption of intoxicants, which all amounted to ethical violations according to the Buddhist 

monastic code of discipline in Vinaya. They reduced Tantra to mere ritualism by portraying 

Tantric soteriology as lacking the substance of philosophy, logic, and ontology, thereby rendering 

Tantra as something worth entertaining only in leisure.  

 Tsongkhapa expressed his reservations towards these prejudicial views that held Sutra 

and Tantra to be mutually exclusive like the Tibetan proverbial ‘hot and cold’ and objected to 

monastics giving up vows for the sake of Tantra. His perspectives on Sutra and Tantra found 

resonance in the positive portrayal of monastics in the folios of Tantra texts. For instance, texts 

such as The Diamond Tent Tantra (Vajrapañjara-tantra, Rdo rje gur gyi rgyud) consider strict 

adherence to the monastic vows of Vinaya as one of the essential qualifications of a Vajra-master 

(vajrācārya, rdo rje slob dpon), the Tantric version of a root Guru who enjoys a position 

comparable to a buddha or the principal deity in Tantra.369 Similarly, the Diamond Rosary Tantra 

 
368. The idea that the Sutra is dispensible and that the Tantra alone can deliver a person to the state of 

enlightenment is drawn from rare scriptural allusions with unidentifiable sources. For example, one 
such stratification of the Sutra and Tantra is found in Aryadeva’s The Lamp: A Compendium on 
Practice: “Without entering the Highest Yoga Tantra such as the Guhyasamaja, one cannot 
understand the absolute reality of one’s own mind and also will not see the conventional reality even 
after as many as eons as the grains of sand on the Ganges River.” See Āryadeva, Spyod pa bsdus pa’i 
sgron ma (Cāryasamuccayapradīpa), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 18: 210.  

369. Mkha’ ’gro ma rdo rje ’phreng ba’i rgyud (Ḍākinī-vajra-pañjara-tantra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma 
edition, Vol. 80: 139.  
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(Rdo rje phreng ba’i rgyud, Vajramāla-tantra) considers a Bhikshu or a fully ordained monk, who 

is skilled in the twenty cardinal rituals (cho ga nyi shu), as “the most excellent of all beings” (’gro 

ba’i bla ma).370 The primacy of a Bhikshu lies in the fact that such a person can be a receptacle and 

bearer of all the three vows (sdom pa gsum)—the Bodhisattva vows, the Tantra vows, and the 

highest of the seven or eight Vinaya vows.  

 Tsongkhapa’s fundamental view on how the tradition of Sutra and Tantra are mutually 

conducive and must be co-assimilated by monastics is drawn from Tantra texts such as the 

Diamond Rosary Tantra (vajramāla-tantra, rdo rje phreng ba’i rgyud), which states: 

Inside, you cultivate sincere devotion to Guhayasamaja;  
Outside, you practice [the tradition of] the Shravaka. 371 

Tsongkhapa internalized this in his religious and spiritual life as was aptly eulogized by 

Gungthang Konchok Tenpé Dronmé, one of the leading Gelukpa Lamas from Amdo Labrang 

Monastery, in his Prayer for Flourishing of the Tradition of Lobzang [Drakpa]: 

Outside, you have a demeanor of serenity and humility of a Shravaka;  
Inside, you exude confidence in the two stages of Yoga.372 

He further encouraged monastics to practice Tantra whenever time and opportunities favored 

such practice instead of relegating Tantra to a later stage in spiritual training and practice. For 

Tsongkhapa, Sutra and Tantra are mutually complementary when practiced the right way. This 

having been said, for Tsongkhapa and the Geluk school that he founded in the ensuing years, 

Vinaya, however, remains the bedrock of the Buddhist monastic tradition. He advised that 

monastics guarded their vows ‘like their eyes’373 and not compromise it for anything, including 

 
370. Rdo rje ’phreng ba’i rgyud (Vajramāla-tantra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 861.  

371. Ibid, Vol. 81: 903. 

372. Dkon mchog bstan pa’i sgron me, “Dge ldan bstan pa rgyas pa’i smon lam sogs smon tshig gi skor 
drang srong chn po’i bden tshig (Blo bzang rgyal bstan ma),” in Gsung ’bum, 11 vols. (Pe cin: Mi rigs 
dpe skrun khang, 2003), Vol. 11: 193. 

373. “Like protecting one’s eyes” (mig ’bras ltar srung ba) is a recurrent Tibetan idiomatic expression 
drawn from how the hands reflexly rises to guard the eyes when something is hurled at the person. 
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Tantra, despite its alluring esotericism and the promised swiftness in effecting enlightenment. 

Vouching for the purity and probity of Tsongkhapa’s conduct and character, his disciples maintain 

that Tsongkhapa would not have violated any moral and ethical code of the Vinaya ‘even in 

dreams.’374 

 The teachings at Nyel solidified Tsongkhapa’s position on Vinaya. For example, for 

Tsongkhapa, the authority to bestow any forms of monastic ordination rests with the qualified 

monastics, not the lay practitioners, regardless of their status or spiritual realization. This ensured 

that monastics in the Gelukpa tradition perpetuated a Vinaya tradition that was not diluted 

through lay practitioners or ethically-challenged masters irrespective of his or her spiritual and 

social status. This affirmation is based on the Tantric injunction against lay masters from 

presiding over rituals in the presence of qualified monastic Tantric practitioners.375 In brief, 

Tsongkhapa’s emphases on Vinaya considerably remedied the declining attitude of the Tibetan 

populace towards the Buddhist monastics, in particular toward Bhiskhus, by restoring their 

respectable status once held within the Buddhist socio-religious hierarchy.  

 

4.3 The Great Prayer Festival of Lhasa 

In 1409, Tsongkhapa organized the Monlam Chenmo or the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa. 

Popularly called Chotrul Monlam Chenmo (cho[s] ’phrul smon lam chen mo), meaning ‘the great 

prayer festival of the Buddha’s Miracles,’ it is also called Lhaden376 Monlam Chenmo, ‘the great 

 
In a way, the expression reiterates the importance of the guarding the vows in accordance with the 
Vinaya. 

374. This idiom indicates the control of one’s conscious mind to the extent of impacting the subconscious 
mind.  

375. Bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgyal po dus kyi ’khor lo’i ’grel bshad rtsa ba’i rgyud kyi rjes su ’jug pa stong 
phrag bcu gnyis pa dri ma med pa’i ’od (’Grel chen dri med ’od), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, 
Vol. 99: 604. 

376. Lhaden (lha ldan), meaning ‘gods’ dwelling,’ is another name for Lhasa (lha sa), the ‘gods’ land.’ 
Among the earliest usage, the name can be sourced in the Tibetan translation of Manjushri Root 
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prayer festival of Lhasa’, due to its location, which is sometimes misread as provenance and thus 

ascribed to festivals outside of Lhasa. The festival commemorates Buddha Shakyamuni’s 

performance of miracles to pacify the six heretics, which constitutes one of the twelve ‘major 

deeds’ (mdzad pa, kārya, also kṛtya), marked in narratives of the Buddha’s life by the invitation of 

divinities, kings, landlords, and communities377 in India and held over fifteen consecutive days 

during the waxing phase of a Magha month (Skt. māgha) according to the Indian lunisolar Vikram 

calendar. Besides, Tsongkhapa also planned the integration of large-scale restoration and 

beautification projects aimed at reviving the glorious religious landscape of Tibet. The festival was 

held from the first through the fifteenth day378 of the Magha month, which corresponds to the 

Tibetan New Year month of the Hor calendar. Following the rise of the Fifth Dalai Lama to power 

and the subsequent introduction of official New Year events during the first three days of the 

Monlam Chenmo, remembering the long-lost glory of the Tibetan Yarlung Imperium, the Monlam 

festival was observed from the fourth through the fifteenth day of the month.  

 
Tantra, which is often cited for its prophetic reveleation on King Songtsen Gampo. The Tibetan text 
states, “Lha ldan yul zhes bya ba yi/ /gangs can ri yi nang gnas pa/.” See ’Phags pa ’jam dpal gyi rtsa 
ba’i rgyud (’Jam dpal rtsa rgyud, Ārya-mañjuśrīmūlatantra), Vol. 88: 884–885. However, the 
Sanskrit version reads, “Nepālamaṇḍale khyāte himādreḥ kukṣimāṣṛite/” See Mahamahopadhyaya 
T. Ganapathi Shastri, Ed. Arya Manjusrimulakalpa (Trivandrum: Government Press, 1925), 621. The 
discrepancy concerning the place (lha ldan/nepāla), person (mi yi lha/mānavendra), the reign 
(brgyad cu/aśīta), clan (licchavī), etc., notwithstanding, the coinage of Lhaden appears to be based 
on the pre-ninth century name Lhasa. 

377. Mdo mdzang blun (Dama-mūko-sūtra [sic.; a possible hybrid Sanskrit title]) states that, to pacify the 
six ‘heretic masters,’ Buddha Shakyamuni performed miracles for fifteen consecutive days at the 
invitation of the following patrons in sequential order—King Koshala (kośala, gsal rgyal), King 
Uttarayana (uttarayāna, u tra ya na), King Shunchida (śunacida), King Indra (indra, dbang po), King 
Brahmadatta (), Licchavi community, Shakya (śākya) community, God Shakra (śakra), God Brahma, 
the Four Guardian Kings, Landlord Anathapindika (anāthapiṇḍika, mgon med zas byin), Landlord 
Chinda (chinda, cun da), King Shunchida (second invitation), King Uttarayana (second invitation), 
and King Indrabhuti (indrabhūti). For complete accounts, see Mdo mdzang blun, in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe 
bsdur ma edition, Vol. 74: 475–486. Many writers, however, confused the Buddha’s miracle 
associated with the Prayer Festival in the Magha month with the miracle performed for the 
pacification of the Four Maras moments before attaining enlightenment in the month of Vaishakha. 

378. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 92. 
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In the winter of 1408, Tsongkhapa inspired Neu Pön Namkha Zangpo (late 14th–mid–

15th c.) to repair and restore temples and monasteries as well as to arrange provisions and 

contingencies for his proposed festival. Aside from making appeals to the public in the nearby 

regions, Tsongkhapa also enjoined another influential patron and supporter, Drakpa Gyaltsen 

(1385–1432), the fifth king of the Tibetan Phakmodru Dynasty, for contributions in the first two 

months of 1409.  

With more than 8,000 monks arriving in advance, the festival resulted in the most 

significant religious congregation on the Tibetan highland, which well reflects Tsongkhapa’s 

potentiality in social mobilization for spiritual purposes. Robert Thurman views the Monlam 

Festival as having been “designed to diminish the Tibetan tendency to sectarianism” and describes 

it from the perspective of Victor Turner’s “liminality.”379 While unsure of the reference to Turner’s 

limboid state or Tsongkhapa’s deliberation on non-sectarianism, it is true that Tsongkhapa 

solicited funds from the Kagyud Phakmodru king of Tibet, the ruler of Nedong, and parishioners 

of Drigung Monastery, which followed the Kagyud tradition, besides others. Consequently, the 

prayer festival was attended by monks of Sakya and Kadampa schools, at least during 

Tsongkhapa’s lifetime.  

The unprecedented wealth displayed at this event not only exhibited Tsongkhapa’s ability 

to generate funds but also the piety and charity of the everyday Tibetans. With considerable 

financial and material resources coming from Tsongkhapa and his leading disciples, the festival 

was an edifying display for monks on the ways of utilizing money and wealth received as offerings. 

It also inspired laypeople towards participating in these religious initiatives. The fifteen-day 

festival of offerings, prayer, and alms-giving begin with the joint hosting by Tsongkhapa and his 

 
379. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa and Robert A. F. Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: A Study 

and Translation of Jey Tsong Khapa’s Essence of True Eloquence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Library 
of Asian Translations, 1991), 86.  
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disciples and the Chen’nga masters of Drigung on the first day, followed by the wealthy rulers and 

chieftains subsequent days and a public prayer offering on the fifteenth day.380 

An extension of his successful restoration of Maitreya statue at Dzingji in 1399, the Prayer 

Festival was also the most extensive restoration and beautification project organized by a monk 

with funds from the general populace. He summoned scores of skilled artisans and workers and 

gathered materials such as paint, gold-leaf sheets, textiles, etc. With “saffron water” and “pure 

cleaning substances,” workers washed idols, some of which were said to be beyond recognition 

due to clumping of dirt and soot. While reviving images from their unidentifiable states is 

admirable, overdone modifications could have led to transfiguration and production of an object 

different from its original.  

Khedrub Jey, in his Way of the Faithful, described the ambiance and mood of Lhasa during 

the Prayer Festival. He wrote how temples were decorated with bells and tassels, trees were 

draped in colorful banners, walkways were adorned with parasols, and the town was bedecked 

with colorful streamers and prayer flags.381 Hundreds of butter lamps, including fathom-wide 

square butter lamps and earthen butter lamps with wicks as big as a person’s forearm, were lit all 

over Lhasa. Describing the nights’ illumination in the otherwise underlit town, Khedrub Jey 

wrote, “The young eucalyptus trees threw shadows like they would during the day. The night was 

no different than the daytime.”382 

Aside from many Monlam events such as the Shoton or Curd Feast, the annual divination 

by major oracles, etc., the debate examination for Geshe Lharampa (dge bshes lha rams pa), which 

is loosely equivalent to the Doctor of Philosophy, remains one of the important highlights of this 

 
380. Nor brang o rgyan, Nor brang o rgyan gyi gsung rtsom phyogs btus (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe 

skrun khang, 2006), 511. 

381. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 93. 

382. Ibid, Vol. 1: 91. 
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festival. The tradition began when the Fourth Panchen Lama Lbozang Chokyi Gyaltsen (1570–

1662) stood in for the Twenty-ninth Ganden Tripa Shenyen Drakpa (1545–1615) during the 

Tsangpa military assault on Lhasa in 1618 and also presided over the festival. At that time, he 

arranged a list of the sixteen best candidates from the three central Geluk monasteries to appear 

for their final debate exam.383 Conducted during the Monlam congregation in the presence of all 

the senior Gelukpa pontiffs in Lhasa, the degree thence awarded came to be known as Geshe 

Lharampa, an acronym of “Lha ldan rab ’byams pa” or “Lha ldan dka’ bzhi[/dka’ bcu] rab ’byams 

pa.”384  

Considered the highest degree in the Geluk monastic academia, it is pursued by high 

Gelukpa lamas and remains one of the many credentials for monks to rise within the Gelukpa 

ecclesiastical hierarchy. Since the time it was instituted, it became an annual inter-monastic 

curricular program and continued till 1959. After the Dalai Lama and thousands of Tibetans fled 

into exile in India, the tradition is followed by the major Geluk monasteries to this day. In Tibet, 

the tradition discontinued due to the imposition of new communist policies and the flight of 

monks into exile. It was reintroduced during the annual Monlam Festival of 2005, and the degree 

was subsequently awarded by the PRC-undertaken Buddhist Association of China. A deviation 

from the traditional conferring of Lharampa degree by the three central Geluk monasteries, this 

step is viewed as both ironic and progressive for a hardline communist regime to confer a religious 

degree.385 

 Started by Tsongkhapa and administered by the monasteries of Drepung and Sera, the 

Monlam Chenmo gradually became an important festival for the “Yellow” Geluk School. The 

 
383. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar tshig mdzod chen mo, 1648; Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin 

las, “Bod kyi slob gso’i rig pa gong ’phel ji ltar byung ba’i gtam gleng,” Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las 
kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 218. 

384. Lharampa (lha rams pa) is an acronym of Lhaden Rabjampa (lha ldan rab ’byams pa), meaning “the 
scholar certified in Lhasa [during Monlam Festival].”  

385. Michael Buckley, Tibet: The Bradt Travel Guide (Guilford, CT: The Globe Pequot Press, 2012), 29. 
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festival was, however, taken over by the “Red” Kagyud rulers for nineteen years during the turn 

of the sixteenth century and was banned continually by the government of the Communist 

People’s Republic of China during most of the latter half of the twentieth century following its 

occupation of Tibet in 1959.  

 The sixteenth-century religious rivalry had severe unforeseen socio-political 

ramifications, as the great Tibetologist Guiseppe Tucci (1894–1984) wrote,  

From this moment Tibetan history cannot be written without taking into account 
the contrast between the Red and Yellow sects, between tradition and reform; it 
becomes more and more acute and the nobility, little by little and almost without 
being aware of it, no longer fights for its own interests defending its own ambitions; 
it becomes rather an instrument of religious schools.386 

The largely Gelukpa-organized festival in Lhasa was disrupted on two occasions. When the pro-

Kagyud Tibetan Rinpung rulers Donyo Dorje (1463–1512) and Ngawang Namgyel (d.1544/1554) 

overtook Lhasa, the Geluk monks from the local Drepung and Sera monasteries were banned, and 

the festival was managed by Zhamar-led section of the Kagyud school with the participation of 

Sangpu monks for nineteen years from 1499 to 1517.387  

Detailing the events leading to the Rinpung seizure of the festival, Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa 

(1504–1564) recounts that Rinpung forces from Tsang entered Central Tibet and advanced 

towards Lhasa in the fall of 1498. Immediately, the Nelpa ruler Ngawang Lhunpo (d.u.) and the 

rulers of Taklung and Olkha approached the Fourth Zhamar Chodrak Yeshe (1453–1526) for 

intervention.388 An ardent supporter of Geluk Schook, the Kagyud Nelpa ruler, was able to secure 

the intervention of the Seventh Karmapa Chodrak Gyatso (1454–1506) through the Fourth 

 
386. Guiseppe Tucci, Tibetan Painted Scrolls (Rome: La Libreria Dello State, 1949), 30. 

387. Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Rje btsun thams cad mkhyen pa’i gsung ’bum thor bu las rje nyid kyi rnam thar 
(Rang rnam), in The Collected Works of the Second Dalai Lama Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Edited by 
Ngawang Lungtok, 6 vols. (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works & Archives, 2006), Vol. 1: 64. 

388. Dpa’ bo gtsug lag ’phreng ba, Chos ’byung mkhas pa’i mkha’ dga’ ston, Vol. 2: 1140. 
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Zhamar Rinpoche.389 As a result, Pawo wrote that “the monasteries of Drepung and Sera” as well 

as “Jokhang and Ramoche were left unspoiled,”390 thus implying that others were not as fortunate 

during the Rinpung incursion. Nonetheless, the Prayer Festival that Drepung and Sera had 

organized and coordinated for almost a century now fell into the hands of Karma Kagyud monks. 

The monks from Sera and Drepung were banned, and the participation was allowed for the 

Sangpu monks.391 While the Rinpung polity remained a powerful de-facto ruler of Central Tibet, 

its influence gradually declined, and the Second Dalai Lama Gedun Gyatso was able to reclaim 

the festival from the Kagyud. Around 1500 and 300 monks from Drepung and Sera monasteries, 

respectively, congregated for the Monlam festival upon its reclamation in 1499.392  

 Similarly, the Monlam was banned after China’s People’s Liberation Army took complete 

control of Lhasa in March 1959, following years of Tibetan armed resistance in the cultural 

Tibetan frontiers of Kham and Amdo from as early as 1956 and in Central Tibet in 1958 and 1959. 

During the Monlam Festival on the 23rd of February 1959, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin 

Gyatso, then 23, took his public debate examination for the degree of Geshe Lharampa. Describing 

the surveillance of machine-gun-toting soldiers on the roofs of adjacent buildings during the 

Monlam festival, he retells the observance of Monlam under the cast of imminent occupation,393 

which was marked by his flight from Lhasa two weeks later, the absence of a provisional Tibetan 

 
389. Si tu chos kyi ’byung gnas, ’Be tshe dbang kun khyab, et. al. Bka’ brgyud gser phreng. 2 vols. (Pe cin: 

Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2013), Vol. 2: 604–605. Concerning the current event under discussion, 
this text draws primarily from Dpa’ bo gtsug lag ’phreng ba’s Chos ’byung mkhas pa’i mkha’ dga’ ston 
and supplement it with additional details.  

390. Dpa’ bo gtsug lag ’phreng ba, Chos ’byung mkhas pa’i mkha’ dga’ ston, Vol. 2: 1140. 

391. Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Rje btsun thams cad mkhyen pa’i gsung ’bum thor bu las rje nyid kyi rnam thar 
(Rang rnam), in The Collected Works of the Second Dalai Lama Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Edited by 
Ngawang Lungtok, 6 vols. (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works & Archives, 2006), Vol. 1: 64. 

392. Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Rje btsun thams cad mkhyen pa’i gsung ’bum thor bu las rje nyid kyi rnam thar 
(Rang rnam), in The Collected Works of the Second Dalai Lama Dge ’dun rgya mtsho, Vol. 1: 64.  

393. Bstan ’dzin rgya mtsho, Dalai Lama XIV, Freedom in Exile: The Autobiography of the Dalai Lama 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1990), 129–133. 
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deputy in the Tibetan administrative capital of Lhasa, and the People Liberation Army’s final 

besiege. After the occupation, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) banned the Monlam festival 

from 1960. With the appointment of a Yi Chinese official Wu Jinghua (1931–2007) as the CCP 

Secretary in Lhasa in 1985, the CCP lifted the ban after twenty-six years. Tibetans once again 

observed the Monlam Festival in 1986.394  

As the lunisolar-based Monlam festival mostly fell on days leading to the Tibetan People’s 

Uprising Day, which commemorates the Tibetan freedom uprising and the flight of the Dalai 

Lama from Lhasa on the 10th March of 1959, the festival has the potentiality of becoming a highly 

charged public gathering for Tibetans to express opposition against the PRC. Such 

demonstrations occurred during the Monlam festivals of 1988 and the days leading to Monlam of 

1989, following the mysterious death of the Tenth Panchen Lama Chokyi Gyaltsen (1938–1989), 

one of Tibet’s most influential religious and political leaders. The CCP once again banned the 

Monlam Festival of 1989, followed by the imposition of the martial law in Lhasa395 several months 

before Deng Xiaoping’s reversal of his liberalization policy through his crackdown on the 

Tiananmen Square massacre. Fearing similar demonstrations, PRC banned the Monlam festival 

of 1990 and 1991.  

The Gelukpas observed Monlam in India in some form or fashion during the early years 

of their exile. In 1980, exile Tibetans observed Monlam in the small Mundgod township of South 

India in all glory and grandiosity that sought to rekindle the spirit of festivity once celebrated in 

faraway Lhasa.  

 

 
394. Colin P. Mackerras, People’s Republic of China: Background Paper on the Situation of the Tibetan 

Population, Report commissioned by United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Protection 
Information Section (DIP), 2005, 8. https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/423ea9094.pdf Accessed on 
May 24, 2019. 

395. David Holley, “Hope, Fear, Defiance Permeate Lhasa Monasteries: Tibet’s Monks Battle China’s 
Hold,” Los Angeles Times, Feb 19, 1989. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1989-02-19-
mn–418-story.html Accessed on May 24, 2019. 
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4.3.1 Re-Centering Buddhist Religiosity in Tibet: Tsongkhapa and the Jowo Crown 
 

Most estimable for Tsongkhapa’s followers yet objectionable to some post-Tsongkhapa non-

Gelukpa scholars is Tsongkhapa’s offering of rigs lnga, an ornamental headgear symbolizing [the 

Buddhas of] the Five Lineages,396 to Tibet’s two most-revered idols of Buddha Shakyamuni called 

Jowo Shakyamuni and Jowo Mikyö DorJey.397 This makeover is responsible for the 

transformation of Jowo, suggestively from its appearance as an Emanation Being (sprul pa’i sku, 

nirmāṇakāya) to a Complete Beatific Being,398 a process that is termed meritorious by the 

Gelukpas yet was decried as baleful to sentient beings and the Dharma by the non-Gelukpa critics.  

Anne-Marie Blondeau has very comprehensively explained the circumstances 

surrounding the crowning, the polemical attacks from the post-Tsongkhapa era non-Gelukpa 

scholars like Shakya Chokden (1428–1507) and Pema Lingpa (1450–1521), and the Gelukpa’s 

defense.399 Cameron David Warner’s exhaustive works complement Blondeau’s work in further 

 
396. Rigs lnga, meaning “[Buddhas of the] five lineages,” here refers to a headgear with frontal five petals, 

each bearing an image, symbol, or seed-mantra of the Buddhas of the five principl lineages—
Vairochana (rnam snang), Akshobhya (mi bskyod pa), Amitabha (’od dpag med), Ratnasambhava 
(rin ’byung), and Amoghasiddhi (don yod grub pa). In Tantric taxonomy, wherever phenomena such 
as colors, elements, aggregates, sense perceptions, etc., are classified into five-fold categories, the 
principal Buddhas represent the categories.  

397. For contemporary writings on Jowo Shakyamuni, see Gyurme Dorje, Bkra shis tshe ring, Heather 
Stoddard, and André Alexander, Jokhang Tibet’s Most Sacred Buddhist Temple (London: Edition 
Hansjorg Mayer, 2010). For Jowo Mikyo Dorje, see Dze smad blo bzang dpal ldan bstan ’dzin yar 
rgyas, “Jo bo mi bskyod rdo rje’i dkar chag,” Gsung ’bum, Edited by Thupten Jinpa, 6 vols. (Mundgod, 
Karnataka: Zemey Labrang, Ganden Shartse Monastic College, 1997), 477–528. 

398. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 93. Also sku, the Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit term kāya, is rendered here as ‘being’ instead 
of ‘body.’ 

399. Anne-Marie Blondeau, “Défense de Tsoṅ kha pa: A propos d’un texte polémique atrribué à Mkhas 
grub rje.” In Ernst Steinkellner, ed., Tibetan Studies (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 1995), 59–76. 
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delineating the mytho-historical origin and longstanding issues, including whether Tsongkhapa 

‘crowned’ or ‘recrowned’ the Jowo.400  

The polemical attacks stem from ambiguities on soteriology, philosophy, teleology, 

linguistics, and more. At the very outset, polemics alleged the inappropriateness of placing a rigs 

lnga ornamental headgear on an image of Buddha Shakyamuni based on the proposition that 

Buddha Shakyamuni was a monk and that monks do not sport ornamental headgear in 

compliance with the Vinaya proscriptions. Soteriological issues concern the psycho-noetic and 

physical changes on the person of Shakyamuni during the process of enlightenment and whether 

the process requires the monk Shakyamuni to simultaneously embark upon non-puritanical 

Tantric path while actualizing buddhahood under the famous Bodhi tree. Questions also pertain 

to the shifts in identity when Buddha Shakyamuni, according to the Mahayana tradition, assumed 

the forms of Shri Kalachakra at Mt. Dhanakatika and Shri Chakrasamvara at Bodh Gaya during 

the same lifetime. From a teleological perspective, the polemics and the defense pertain to an 

issue such as the very purpose behind actualization of the diverse appearances under the two-fold 

buddha bodies (sku, kāya) called Complete Beatific Being and Emanation Being. Linguistic issues 

were concerned with the willful use of diction to effect desired semantics as well as recounting or 

formulation of favorable narratives.  

In other words, contentions arise from lack of a shared approach to some basic questions 

pertaining to rigs lnga, the Jowos, and the buddha bodies, et cetera. What is a rigs lnga? Were the 

Jowos originally in the aspect of an Emanation Being or a Complete Beatific Being? Who should 

or should not wear a rigs lnga? The politics of hermeneutics and translation exacerbated by the 

religious and doctrinal tension between Tibetan Buddhist denominations play unforeseen roles 

in furthering the attack or justification of the offering of rigs lnga. Jowo being worshipped as the 

 
400. Cameron David Warner, “Re/Crowning The Jowo Śākyamuni: Texts, Photographs, and Memories,” 

History of Religion, Vol. 51, No.1, Aug 2011 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2011), 1–30. 
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most sacred image in Tibet, the offering of rigs lnga headggear to the image had wider socio-

cultural implications. Tsongkhapa, during his offering of the headgear, was only a respected 

itinerant monk who had generated adequate funds to organize a religious gathering. He was yet 

to establish his monastic base of Ganden at that time. 

 

The Non-Gelukpa’s Polemical Attacks and the Gelukpa’s Defense  

Before exploring this denominational difference of views surrounding Tsongkhapa’s offering of 

an ornamental rigs lnga headgear to the Jowos, a review of the mytho-historical narratives of the 

Jowo idols, without underemphasizing the smaller image that is popularly known by a confusing 

moniker—Jowo Mikyö DorJey, is imperative. 

Diverse Tibetan narratives ubiquitously contain origin stories of Buddha Shakyamuni 

commissioning representational idols of himself to serve as proxies in his absence, in particular 

after his death. The Vase-Pillar Testament mentions the commissioning of two statues standing 

as tall as when Buddha Shakyamuni was twelve- and eight-years-old, respectively.401 The bigger 

Jowo statue passed through the hands of God Indra, the kings of Magadha, and finally, the 

emperors of China. The smaller Jowo statue fell into the possession of the Naga kings, the Siddhas 

of Nepal, and finally, the kings of Nepal.402 When the Tibetan King Songtsen Gampo took a 

Nepalese princess Brikuti Devi and a Chinese princess Wencheng Gonzhu, as brides, they brought 

the statues with them to Tibet in around 632 and 641 CE, respectively. The Vase-Pillar Testament 

reveals that the two statues possess characteristics of both an Emanation Being and a Complete 

Beatific Being. In a slight divergence from this narrative, scholars also allude to stories of Buddha 

Shakyamuni commissioning three, and sometimes four, Jowo statues at that time. For instance, 

 
401. Following the casting of the two idols, Buddha Shakyamuni is alleged to have thus spoken, “For as 

long these [two] physical representations exist in this world, until then it is like I, Shakyamuni, am in 
this world.” See Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 27–30. 

402. Gyurme Dorje, Tashi Tsering, Heather Stoddard, and André Alexander, Jokhang: Tibet’s Most Sacred 
Buddhist Temple (London: Edition Hansjörg Mayer, 2010). 
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Chahar Chojé Lobzang Tsultrim (1740–1810) wrote that besides the two statues, Buddha 

Shakyamuni also commissioned a third statue and that all three were in the form of Emanation 

Beings. This third statue, known as Gangchen Tso (gangs can mtsho, Lit. ‘snowy ocean’), is said 

to be the tallest, standing at a height when Buddha Shakyamuni was twenty-five and that it was 

carried away and installed in the ‘Celestial Realm of the Thirty-Three Gods’ (trayastriṃśa, sum cu 

rtsa gsum). In addition to the three statues, Chahar Chojé claims that Shakyamuni also had 

Vishvakarma create a fourth statue, this time in the form of a Complete Beatific Being, which was 

taken to a non-human world.403 

However, the relative advantage of size, the perception generated in the course of long-

standing Sino-Tibetan tensions, the miracle stories produced over centuries, and the designation 

of the epithet “Jowo Rinpoche (the Precious Jowo)” have drawn the focus on the larger image of 

Shakyamuni. Despite both being images of Buddha Shakyamuni, the name Jowo Mikyoe DorJey, 

as opposed to Jowo Shakyamuni, has led to much confusion, sometimes with people mistaking 

the former for another Buddha. This bias is well reflected in the life stories of the majority of 

Tibetan Buddhist masters who made sure that their visit to Lhasa began with a trip to Jowo 

Shakyamuni, the larger of the two images. When Tsongkhapa offered rigs lnga, he commissioned 

the sculpting of a rigs lnga made of pure gold (gser bzang po), ‘the metal of the first degree (rin 

chen dang po),’ for Jowo Shakyamuni and of pure silver (dngul bzang po), which is called ‘the 

metal of the second degree (rin chen gnyis pa),’ for Jowo Mikyo DorJey.404  

  This having been said, the word ‘Jowo,’ unless specified, applies to both of the two most-

revered idols of Shakyamuni, which despite socio-cultural biases, were allegedly commissioned 

by Shakyamuni himself at the same time to fill his imminent absence with the idols’ numinous 

presence.  

 
403. Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 239–240.  

404. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 92. 
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The Non-Gelukpa Polemics 

Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé, a nineteenth-century Gelukpa scholar and the author of an 

extensive Tsongkhapa’s biography titled Incredible Jewel Rosary, the Sole Ornament Adorning 

the Buddha’s Doctrine, quoted one non-Gelukpa polemic found in an unsourced Terma prophecy 

that Gyalwang Chojé himself considered questionable and falsely attributed to Guru 

Padmasambhava. It read: 

Claim to be an incarnation of Avalokiteśvara, 
A rebirth of Sunakshatra405 will arrive from Dokham. 
Muddling the course of Dharma and confusing the realms of activities, 
He will adorn the Emanation Being with jewel ornaments. 

Unleashing the life-souls (srog snying) of oath-bound spirits (dam sri)  
From under the threshold by way of botched consecration of Shakyamuni, 
The sun and the moon will drop by a handspan and a cubit [respectively], 
The planets and stars will disarrange aimlessly from the original [positions], 
And continents will fall in disarray, making up to thirteen months a year.406 

Gyalwang Chojé also cites the following verses from the same Terma source alleging that 

Tsongkhapa was the vengeful Sunakshatra and his actions against the Buddha image was long 

premeditated.  

When this replica made to resemble you  
Brings excellent service to the sentient beings, 
May I deck [this mask] with faulty ornaments.407  
 

 
405. Sunakshatra (sunakṣatra, legs skar or Legs pa’i skar ma; also rendered as ‘skar bzang’) was one of the 

few individuals in the early Buddhist monastic history that were known for their lack of faith and 
regard for Buddha Shakyamuni despite their close association. See Eimer, Helmut and Pema Tsering, 
“Legs skar / Skar bzang / Sunakṣatra,” in The Buddhist Forum Volume III, 1991–1993, Papers in 
Honour and Appreciation of Professor David Seyfort Ruegg’s Contribution to Indology, Buddhist and 
Tibetan Studies, T. Skorupski and U. Pagel (ed.) (Tring and Berkeley: Institute of Buddhist Studies, 
2012), 1–10. 

406. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 
po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 353. 

407. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 
po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 353–354. 
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Chojé further quotes the following from a second source that focuses on the crowning besides 

other ornamentations:  

Placing prog zhu408 of Complete Beatific One on the head of an Emanation Being, 
The sun and the moon dropped by about a league.409 

Non-Gelukpa critics, citing prophetic literature,410 list some baneful consequences such as 

causing “malignant spirits to break loose in Tibet,” “the sun, the moon, and the stars to fall into 

disorder,” and “the sun and the moon to drop towards the earth’s surface by a handspan, cubit, or 

a league.” Further, invoking the Buddha’s emphasis on the Vinaya, refutations treated 

Tsongkhapa’s “adorning of the Emanation Being with ornaments of the Complete Beatific Being 

of the Buddha” as more a matter of infraction than of mere impropriety. 

The polemical attacks that were attributed to prophetic Terma texts, regardless of the 

veracity and the questionable mode of narration, were taken with some seriousness as the 

discoverers of the Termas implied their unspoken attribution to Guru Padmasambhava or his 

consort Yeshe Tsogyel. These were taken by the believers of the Terma as literally as could be 

comprehended. The “breaking out of the oath-bound malignant spirits” not only spells terror and 

destruction unleashed by the evil spirits that were once bound to oath by Guru Padmasambhava 

but also tempted readers to view the crowning event as undoing the honorable deeds of Guru 

Padmasambhava. “Disorderliness of the sun, the moon, and the star” indicate the disorderly 

influence on people’s life. The geocentric description of the sun falling towards the earth’s surface 

 
408. Prog zhu (also prog shu, Pron. tokshu) has no comprehensible etymological explanation in Tibetan is 

possibly a Chinese loan-word tóu shì, which means ‘head ornament.’ If in case it is adopted, then the 
preference for tóu shì over other words such as wáng guān, huáng guān, or guān zi, which can all 
apply to a crown, will help develop new perspectives to understanding the Jowo event. This term was 
also used by Tokden Jampel Gyatso for Jowo’s head ornament. See Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, 
Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 164. 

409. Rgyal dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen 
po’i rnam par thar pa thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba, 354. 

410. Blondeau, “Défense de Tsoṅ kha pa,” 60–61. 
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draws on Buddhist apocalypses described in the Abhidharma literature, which mentions of the 

world’s end as being caused by the gradual increase of the number of suns or the intensity of the 

sun’s heat, from one to seven times.411 Following this view, The Testament of Padma (Padma bka’ 

thang), attributed to Guru Padmasambhava and discovered by Terton Ogyen Lingpa, reads: “The 

closing of the distance between the earth and the sun will dry up the moisture and wetness. The 

sun will become seven times hotter; nature will lose its warmth; and the plants, trees, and forest 

shall all then be consumed.”412 The act is thus interpreted as having pushed humanity closer to 

doomsday by as much time as it takes for the sun to drop by a league. 

 

The Gelukpa Defense  

Gelukapas and Tsongkhapa apologists, on the other hand, consider the Jowo event as a significant 

milestone in the history of Buddhism and an impactful iconographic shift in the depiction of the 

Buddha that later inspired replications on several culturally or historically prominent images. 

They lauded the deed as favorable to the perpetuation of Dharma.  

 In addition to other sources, the Tsongkhapa apologists cite The Vase-Pillar Testament 

(Bka’ chems ka khol ma), a text attributed to Songtsen Gampo and purportedly discovered by 

Atisha Dipamkara from a vase-shaped pillar of Tsuklak Khang in Lhasa,413 prophesying the Jowo 

event in a positive light.  

 
411. Vasubandhu, Chos mngon pa’i mdzod kyi bshad pa (Abhidharmakoṣabhāṣya), in Btsan ’gyur, Dpe 

bsdur ma edition, Vol. 79: 384. 

412. O rgyan gling pa, “Rgyal po’i bka’ thang,” Bka’ thang sde lnga (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1986), 
99. 

413. The Tibetan title Bka’ chems ka khol ma, also aberrantly rendered Bka’ chems ka khol ma in the text, 
translates as Vase-Pillar Testament, suggestively meaning a bka’ chems or a testament drawn from 
inside of a ka [ba] khol ma [can] or ‘a pillar with vase motif.’ More commonly referred to as ka ba 
bum pa can in non-titular descriptions, the pillar is also said to bear a lion head and is listed as one 
of the four prominent pillars of Tsuklak Khang. See Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana, Srong btsan sgam po. 
Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 4 and 240. Also bearing other titles such as Golden Rosary Testament (Bka’ 
chems gser gyi phreng ba) and Refined Gold Testament (Bka’ chems gser gyi yang zhun), this self-
referential Vase-Pillar Testament claims to be one of the two testaments inscribed inside the tomb of 
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The bodhisattva-monk born in the East 
Upholds the Tantra and is a great Yogi. 
This great being, who bears the surname ‘Nyingpo,’ 
Will transform its appearance and make sublime offerings.  
Those [others] who make splendid offerings 
Are all realized beings (’phags pa, ārya) in the form of Bhikshus.414  

Also, Chahar Lobzang Tsultrim cites a stanza, which Guru Padmasambhava purportedly conveyed 

to King Tri Songdetsen about the future coming of Tsongkhapa. 

There shall appear in the East near to China, 
A Shakya Bhikshu by the name of ‘Lobzang.’ 
This Bodhisattva, bearing the surname ‘Drakpa,’ 
Will transform Shakyaraja415 into a Complete Beatific Being.416  

Thus, having cited the verb ‘transform,’ a loose English equivalent of the Tibetan word ‘bsgyur,’ 

requires conscious consideration of the politics of Tibetan semantics given the denominational 

contentions. It begs readers to look at the object prior and after the said transformation. Besides, 

Gelukpa writers emphasize the authors of these stanzas—King Songtsen Gampo and Guru 

Padmasambhava—as much as the import themselves in their defense. 

 The first line of defense is built on a mythohistorical origin story of the Jowo statues 

narrated in the Vase-Pillar Testament. The text states that Buddha Shakyamuni commissioned 

 
King Songtsen Gampo, the other testament being Divine Vision Testament (Bka’ chems mtho mthong 
ma). See Ibid, 309, 314. 

414. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 287. Khedrub Je was 
the first to cite this text attributed to King Songtsen Gampo and Atisha and draw a connection with 
Tsongkhapa. The above stanza is said to be missing in the testament portions cited in Pawo Tsuglak 
Trengwa’s Chos ’byung mkhas pa’i dga’ ston (Blondeau, “Défense de Tsoṅ kha pa,” 66) or in the Tog 
edition of the testament (Cameron David Warner, “Re/Crowning the Jowo Śākyamuni,” 9). However, 
the version published by Kan su’u mi rigs dpe skrun khang, which is based on Beijing and Labrang 
versions of Bka’ chems ka khol ma, contain the said stanza. Falling in with the publisher’s prefatory 
disclaimer about how this text, suggestively dated the seventh century and unearthed in the eleventh 
century, is subjected to prejudiced interpretations by the Tibetan religious schools, its susceptibility 
to ommissions and commissions at the hand of sectarian editors and printeries cannot be ruled out. 

415. Shakyaraja (śākyarāja, shAkya’i rgyal po), meaning “the King of Shakyas” is an epithet of Buddha 
Shakyamuni, who was born in the ancient Shakya clan.  

416. This stanza, sourced from Pad ma’i bskul byang, is cited in Chahar Geshe’s biography of Tsongkhapa. 
See Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 18–19. 
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the divine sculptor Vishvakarma to cast two idols of himself so that they will serve as proxies in 

his absence. Because of this imbued numinous power, the text states that the “two idols [therefore] 

possess the complete attributes of [the three buddha bodies—] an Emanation Being, a Complete 

Beatific Being, and a Dharma Being.”417 In particular, the conflation of the two Form Bodies—the 

Complete Beatific Being and the Emanation Being, which are conceptually and substantially 

distinct, raises questions on their identification. Regardless of how the attributes are listed, this 

line of defense maintains that the two images themselves originally possessed the characteristics 

of all three buddha bodies before the two images were brought to Tibet from China and Nepal by 

Wencheng Gongzhu and Brikuti Devi. And, that Tsongkhapa’s offering of rigs lnga was a form of 

restoration of the original image.  

 The second line of defense follows the traditional Tantric soteriology that, while in the 

final phases of his enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, the monk Shakyamuni simultaneously 

embarked upon the Completion Stage of the Tantric paths to actualize complete enlightenment.418 

Even if the life of Buddha Shakyamuni is spiritual enactment, Buddha Shakyamuni is viewed as 

possessing the Emanation Aspect in the form of a monk and also the Complete Beatific aspect that 

involved consummation of enlightenment through Tantric practice. 

 Then the third line of defense can be found in Tokden Jampel Gyatso’s (1356–1428) 

apologia to Jey Tsongkhapa’s episode and refutation of the polemical attacks newly stemming 

from a couple of years around Tsongkhapa’s death. In his biography of Tsongkhapa written in 

circa 1422, Tokden wrote: 

At that time, it was maintained that Shakya Senggé, the proxy of the Buddha, was 
made as Sambhogakaya. And, before, when the Jowo arrived in Odiyana and was 
leaving for India, it is held that the head ornament was left behind as an 
inspirational memorial [(mos rten) in Odiyana]. To match up with the previous 

 
417. “Chos sku longs sku sprul sku gsum ga’i cha lugs tshang ba gnyis bzhengs so.” See Atisha 

Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 28.  

418. Tshogs drug rang grol, Dag snang sprul pa’i glegs bam, in Gsung ’bum, 10 vols. (Zi ling: Mtsho sngon 
mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2002), Vol. 8: 535–536. 
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image that sported a head-ornament and also for several auspicious reasons, a 
Trokshu prog zhu cast from smelted gold was offered, which is of an unmatched 
means of benefitting the Dharma and sentient beings. 419  

Further responding to the critics, Tokden writes, 

However, some ignorant ones, in unison, allege that this is inappropriate for the 
reason of their claim that an Emanation Being was transformed into a Complete 
Beatific Being. Not knowing even what is known as the Complete Beatific Being is 
is, in fact, a matter of utter foolishness. Some mention that iron nails seem to be 
used to attach [the head ornament] to the head. If asked, even a blind resident of 
Lhasa can tell if this is true. 420   

For Tokden, the statues of Jowos were and have always been in the form of a Complete Beatific 

Being, and accessories like the head ornament do not alter the nature of the image.  

 Then, there is the Khedrup’s position on the episode. Either unaware of the polemical 

attacks or unfazed to overwhelm himself with preparing his usual, incisive rebuttals, Khedrub 

Gelek Pelzang treats the episode in a very unadorned, nonchalant manner. Author of two essential 

biographies written in the first four years after Tsongkhapa’s death, Khedrub’s writing does not 

show any sign of inhibition towards the offering of rigs lnga. Unlike the Vase-Pillar Testament, 

Khedrub Jey considered the two Jowos as Emanation Beings appearing in the form of 

Shakyamuni as a monk, and uninhibitedly extolled Tsongkhapa’s offering of the head ornament. 

In his Way of the Faithful, Khedrub Jey retells the event:  

From the first to the fifteenth day of the first month of Ox year (1409), he [i.e., Jey 
Tsongkhapa] extended the actual offerings of the ‘Prayer Festival of Great 
Miracles.’ To Jowo Rinpoche, he offered a head ornament (dbu rgyan), which bore 
[images of] the Five Lineage Buddhas (rgyal ba rigs lnga) that were miraculously 
acquired. Made of pure gold and complete with tassels, the head ornament is 
beautifully ornated with studs of precious ruby, pearl, turquoise, etc. To Jowo 
Mikyopa and the Eleven-Faced One [i.e., Avalokiteshvara], he offered excellent 
head ornaments made of pure silver.421 

 
419. Rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya mtsho, Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun ’dus, in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 163–164. 

420. Ibid, Vol. 1: 164. 

421. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 92.  
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Khedrub Jey further writes, 

To all cast images of Emanation Buddhas, primarily the two Jo[wo] 
Shak[muni]s422 and Buddha Gangchen Tso (*himasāgara),423 he offered [monastic 
attires—] upper patched robes (uttarasaṃga, bla gos) and [outer upper] patched 
robes (saṁghāṭī, snam sbyar)424 made from fine cloth.425  

Contrary to many others, Khedrub Jey identified the two Jowo idols as cast in the form of 

Emanation Bodies and did not appear to bother with the offering of head ornaments and also a 

set of monk’s robe each. His view well accords with the prophecy in the Vase-Pillar Testament, 

which, considering that the text is not altered and the name ‘Nyingpo’ does apply to Tsongkhapa, 

refers to the Jowo transformation into a Complete Beatific Form undertaken by a ‘Bodhisattva.’ 

In stark contrast to the characterization of the Jowo’s transformation by some critics, the 

Testament describes the accompanying ceremonial offerings as “sublime.”426 

Disciples of Tsongkhapa and Gelukpa apologists interpret these lines from the section on 

prophecy attributed to the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo as referring to the founder of their 

school. Furthermore, they interpret “[the one] bearing the surname Nyingpo” as denoting 

Tsongkhapa’s Upasaka (lay vow-holder) name ‘Kunga Nyingpo,’ which he received from Karmapa 

Rolpé Dorje at the age of four.   

Despite the above lines of defense by named and unnamed Gelukpas, Tsongkhapa’s 

personal view on the images of Jowo, however, remains elusive. Given the inconclusive and 

multivalent readings in the Buddha’s discourses as well as the diverse and, sometimes, 

 
422. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 27–30. 

423. Thub pa gangs can mtsho is used as an appellation for Buddha Vairochana.  

424. Bla gos (uttarāsaṅga) and snam sbyar are rectangular saffron patch robes, preferably of similar sizes, 
that monks and nuns drape around their body from over their shoulder. Bespoke and measured in 
cubits according to the wearer, bla gos is sewn from smaller saffron patches while snam sbyar are 
made from bigger patches.  

425. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 93. 

426. Atisha Dipamkarasrijñana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 287. 
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contradicting nature in the Indian and Tibetan commentarial treatises about the buddha bodies, 

a polemical attack or defense against such attack both fall ploy to an unfruitful political bedlam 

for the Buddhists of the Tibetan tradition.  

 

4.3.2 Unsettled Premises and Prejudiced Views 
 

These polemical attacks and the defense stem from the difference in the perception and treatment 

of what is known in the Mahayana Buddhism as the buddha bodies,427 which constitute the modes 

of identification of an enlightened being on the basis of corporeal, psycho-noetic, and ontological 

characteristics. In a Buddhist dialectical debate, one may go as far as to conflate or extricate claim 

the individual characteristics themselves as disparate buddha entities. Classified in a finite two-, 

three-, or four-fold Bodies with relative certainty, diverse authoritative interpretations of these 

Bodies provide infinite space for philosophical uncertainties.  

 The polemics are built on the premise that it is incorrect to adorn an Emanation Being 

with a rigs lnga which is thought to be unique to a Complete Beatific Being. This is further based 

on two suppositions—that Tibet’s most-sacred image of Jowo Shakyamuni in Lhasa is 

representational of the Emanation Being in the form of the monk Shakyamuni and that an offering 

of rigs lnga or the head ornament to a monk disregards some rule of the Buddhist Vinaya. 

Therefore, the critics allege that it is inappropriate to embellish a monk with an ornamental 

accessory.  

A cursory look into the concept of buddha bodies, according to Mahayana tradition, may 

shed some light on this persisting debate on the crowning of Jowo that could significantly impact 

how Tsongkhapa is viewed in the Tibetan Buddhist world. Mahayana tradition enumerates four-

 
427. Maitreyanatha, Shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan 

(Abhisamayālaṃkāra-nāma-prajñapāramitopadeśaśāstra, also Mngon rtogs rgyan), in Bstan ’Gyur, 
Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 49: 3–32. 
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fold buddha-bodies—Nature Being (rang bzhin nyid sku, svabhāvakāya), Wisdom Being (ye shes 

chos sku, jñānakāya), Complete Beatific Being (longs sku, saṃbhogakāya), and Emanation Being 

(sprul sku, nirmāṇakāya). The two former are non-corporeal and are together called the Truth 

Being (chos sku, dharmakāya), and the two latter are corporeal and are called the Form Being 

(gzugs sku, rūpakāya), thus forming a two-fold classification. The Form Being, when enumerated 

separately, allows for a three-fold classification.  

According to the Mahayana tradition, the Nature Being broadly refers to the nature aspect 

of an enlightened mind that is primordially pure as well as free of adventitious mental afflictions 

that superficially stain this otherwise innately pure mind. The Wisdom Being, on the other hand, 

refers to the noetic aspect of an enlightened mind, which upon eradication of all mental 

obstructions, possesses a direct, infinite awareness of all phenomena in light of their two-fold 

existential realities—conventional and absolute. Furthermore, an enlightened being, who upon 

actualizing the Truth Being is identified based on unique bodily features such as the thirty-two 

signs (mtshan, lakṣaṇa) and eighty marks (dpe byad, anuvyañjana) and the acts of exclusively 

expounding the Mahayana teachings in the buddha-realms, is called the Complete Beatific Being. 

After that, to accomplish the seminal altruistic goal, the Complete Beatific Buddha emanates into 

or manifests different forms called the Emanation Beings to alleviate the sufferings of all sentient 

beings. 

The non-Gelukpa polemics stem from the lack of clarity on issues about the nature, 

appearance, function, and space of operation of the two Form Bodies—Complete Beatific Being 

and Emanation Being. The hermeneutical dissonance among scholars and the unclear teleology 

behind the concept of buddha-bodies further exacerbate the contentions surrounding 

Tsongkhapa’s first Monlam event. Likewise, the Gelukpa’s defense also rides the alternative waves 

of hermeneutical dissonance and teleological unclarity.  

The name ‘Complete Beatific’ can be confusing as the name is held to have etymologically 

derived from the bliss experienced on possessing ‘the definitive qualities’ (nges pa), which are 
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variously numbered as two,428 three,429 four,430 five and six431 according to Maitreyanath’s 

Ornament of Clear Realization (mngon par rtogs pai rgyan, abhisamayālaṃkāra), Atisha’s Lamp 

Illumination the Condensed Meaning (don bsdus sgron ma, piṇḍārthapradīpa), and 

Maitreyanath’s Ornament of Sutra (Mdo sde rgyan, Sūtrālaṃkāra). Similarly, some sources view 

the complete bliss as an experience of the ultimate bliss and emptiness by way of sexual union, 

living a life akin to that of a Universal monarch, etc. The views on whether a Complete Beatific 

being must possess one or more of the above sources of bliss are varied. Buddhas such as the Five 

Principal Buddhas—Vairochana, Akshobhya, Amitabha, Ratnasambhava, and Amoghasiddhi, 

who are portrayed in sexual union within the spheres of the celestial mandalas, are considered 

Complete Beatific Buddhas. Upon attaining the Complete Beatific Being, buddhas, driven by the 

initial altruism that motivated their enlightenment, emanate into different forms to benefit 

sentient beings, thus giving rise to the Emanated Being. 

Furthermore, the question of whether a buddha’s emanation shares the same singular, 

linear continuum as the Complete Beatific Being wherefrom it emanated or whether multiple 

Emanated Bodies can exist disparately from and simultaneously with the Complete Beatific Being, 

where they are conceptually different yet essential same as implied by expressions like ‘three 

bodies with one taste’ (sku gsum ro gcig pa), etc., may elude a finite answer regarding the nature 

of the psycho-physical relation between these buddha-bodies. Buddha Shakyamuni, who was 

 
428. The bliss derived from i. the exclusive expounding of the Mahayana teachings and ii. the possessing 

of the signs and marks. Ibid, Vol. 49: 27. 

429. Ibid. 

430. Atisha’s Lamp Illuminating the Condensed Meaning mentions excludes the excellent quality of the 
Buddha pertaining to time. See Shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa don bsdus sgron ma (Prajñapāramita-
piṇḍārthapradīpa), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 53: 1339. 

431. Maitreyanath’s Ornament of Sutra lists nine defining criteria, which include six unique qualities 
pertaining to retinue, place, name, body, teachings, deeds, spontaneous accomplishments, and non-
diversified nature. See Maitreyanath, Theg pa chen po mdo sde’i rgyan [mahāyāna-sutrālaṃkāra], in 
Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 70: 827. See also Mdo sde’i rgyan gyi bshad pa [sutrālaṃkāra-
vyākhya], in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 70: 1207. 
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born a prince and became a monk 2500 years ago, is considered an Emanated Being of the highest 

level. Longchen Rabjampa Drimé Wozer (1308–1364) wrote, “There are two: The Complete 

Beatific Being that is complete with Five Defining Qualities, and the Emanation Beings that are 

various and lack the Defining Qualities.”432 However, given that Buddhist canons ubiquitously 

contain a description of the monk Buddha Shakyamuni possessing the thirty-two signs and eighty 

marks, he is referred to as the Pre-eminent Emanation Being (mchog gi sprul sku) as a way of 

differentiating from other forms of Emanation Beings. Shakyamuni was also believed to have 

transformed himself into various Tantric deities, including Chakrasamvara and Kalachakra, 

which were referred to as kinds of Complete Beatific Beings, during the same lifetime, according 

to the Vajrayana tradition. The ambiguity surrounding the nature and sphere of operation of these 

different types of buddha-bodies provided the space for the non-Gelukpa critics of Tsongkhapa to 

question the propriety behind the offering of a ‘Five-Buddha headgear,’ supposedly reserved for a 

Complete Beatific Being, to the Emanated Buddha Shakyamuni. 

The fluid semantics and altered diction employed in the description of the buddha-bodies, 

compounded by a need to conform to a finite teleological or typological framework, leaves readers 

with a limited clarity and ample room for arbitrary interpretations. For example, the Vase-Pillar 

Testament states: “[The buddhas] perform their deeds by appearing as a Complete Beatific Being 

to those who are ideally tamed by a Complete Beatific Being and as an Emanation Being to those 

who are ideally tamed by an Emanation Being.”433 A statement such as this illustrates the two 

bodies as being physically and substantially distinct and disparate. At the same time, the 

attribution of the thirty-two signs and eighty marks to both Complete Beatific Being and 

Emanation Being makes the two physically indistinguishable. The question of whether a Complete 

 
432. Nges pa lnga ldan longs spyod rdzogs pa dang/ nges med sna tshogs sprul pa’i sku rnam gnyis/ See 

Dri med ’od zer, “Gzhi lam ‘bras bu’i gnas gsal ba,” in Snying thig ya bzhi, 13 vols. (Delhi: Sherab 
Gyaltsen Lama, 1975), 321. 

433. Atisha Dipamkarasrijnana and Srong btsan sgam po, Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 8. 
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Beatific Being ever comes in contact with an ordinary sinful mortal and whether Emanation 

Beings are found in the buddha-realms further complicates their identity. The question of whether 

a buddha’s perceptibility to ordinary sinful mortals makes buddhas ordinary or vice-versa is an 

extension of this uncertainty.  

The polemical attacks from non-Gelukpa critics and the Gelukpa’s defense 

notwithstanding, there are some fundamental questions and inconsistencies that the doggedly-

pursuing parties could have addressed at the very outset. Since these exchanges began with 

Tsongkhapa offering a rigs lnga to the Jowo Shakyamuni statue, it merits answers to some basic 

questions such as “what is a rigs lnga?” Is rigs lnga a regal crown, a ritual accouterment, a 

ceremonial accessory, symbolic headgear, or something else? What was Tsongkhapa’s 

understanding of a rigs lnga? How different was his understanding rigs lnga from those of his 

critics? Any attempt to describe or translate Rigs lnga will affect the otherwise unsullied, neutral, 

non-contextualized meaning, if any, and will preclude its denotation of the multiple alternative 

contextualized semantics. Is it permissible for an Emanated Being, who has appeared as a monk, 

to wear a rigs lnga, when it is an ornamental crown as opposed to a ritual accouterment, etc., or 

vice versa? Is rigs lnga exclusive to the Complete Beatific Being, who are scripturally defined by 

the Five Definitive Qualities and the clarity and completeness (gsal la rdzogs pa) of the thirty-two 

major signs and eighty minor marks rather than by their attires or accessories? Given that 

Shakyamuni is considered a Pre-eminent Emanated Being (mchog gi sprul sku, uttama-

nirmāṇakāya), how does his appearance concur with or differ from that of a Complete Beatific 

Being?  

 As far as the buddha-bodies are concerned, one may define or characterize them on the 

basis of their readings of the scriptures and commentaries. However, the possibility of multiple 

and diverse interpretations and views make any polemical attack or apologetic defense look 

presumptuous. For example, Panchen Shakya Chokden, arguing how a Buddha should be 

regarded in the event of the Buddha’s external transformations, writes the following in his 
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Definitive Clarity on the Refutations and Responses for Elimination of Misconceptions (’Khrul 

spong gi brgal lan).  

 
If something is spoken by Shakyamuni, it does not necessarily follow that it is spoken by 
the Emanation Being, because, at the time when Shakyamuni transformed and presented 
himself as a Universal Monarch at the center of a mandala, he must be considered as a 
Complete Beatific Being.434  
 

Although Shakya Chokden might not propose the above statement in a seemingly arbitrary 

manner, for example, he draws these conclusions: i. That which emanates as a Universal Monarch 

at the center of a Mandala from an Emanation Being, who is an ordained monk, must be a 

Complete Beatific Being; ii. Complete Beatific Beings emanate from Emanation Beings; iii. the 

continuum of the Emanation Being, upon its transformation into a Universal Monarch, is 

interrupted and interspersed by a period as a Complete Beatific Being, and iv. it is admissible for 

an Emanation Being like the monk Shakyamuni to temporarily interpose his monkhood by 

intermittently transforming into deities like Shri Kalachakra or Shri Chakrasamvara who engage 

in sexual practices. At the same time, it is inappropriate to offer Rigs lnga head ornament to the 

statue of the same Buddha Shakyamuni, who is here assumed to be in the aspect of an Emanation 

Being.  

 

4.4 Establishment of Yangpachen Tantra Temple at Ganden Monastery 

The Fourth Great Deed celebrates Jey Tsongkhapa’s significant initiatives for the preservation 

and dissemination of Tantra, which culminated in the building of Gaden Yangpachen Temple for 

Tantric rites, rituals, and meditation in 1417.435  

 
434. ShAkya mchog ldan, ’Khrul spong gi brgal lan rnam par nges pa’i rab gsal, in Complete Works (Gsuṅ 

’bum) of Gser-mdog pan-chen śākya-mchog-ldan (New Delhi: Ngawang Topgyel, 1995), Vol. 23: 
152–153. 

435. I am thankful to Professor Robert Thurman for rendering helpful corrections and directing me to the 
event surrounding the construction of the three-dimensional mandala at Gaden Yangpachen Temple. 
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Yangpachen Temple: The Tantric Residence and Residents  

According to his disciple Khedrub Jey, Tsongkhapa undertook some important Tantric initiatives 

at Ganden Monastery in 1413 and 1414. Jey Tsongkhapa edited his tantric commentaries—

Detailed Explanation of the Hidden Meaning of the Abridged Samvara Tantra,436 Blossoms of 

Blessings: Exposition on the Completion Stages of Samvara Tantra According to Luipa 

Tradition,437 Brief Explanation on the Completion Stages of Samvara Tantra According to Luipa 

Tradition,438 and Expressing Great Bliss: Bhagavan Chakrasamvara Sadhana According to Luipa 

Tradition.439 He also composed two texts on the Guhyasamaja Tantra, namely Illuminating the 

Essential Meaning of the Guhyasamaja Tantra: An Exposition on “The Stages of Presentation”440 

and The Difficult Points of Guhyasamaja Tantra.441 At the same time, he also copy-edited the 

Guhyasamaja Root Tantra and Bright Lamp, which he produced in xylographic prints in 1419.442  

 In these two years, Tsongkhapa gave teachings on all major texts from the four classes of 

Tantra. Khedrub wrote: “At a time when these essential teachings of the Precious Buddha have 

 
436. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa sbas pa’i don 

kun gsal ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 8: 379–854. 

437. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u i pa’i lugs kyi bde mchog rdzogs rim 
gyi rnam bshad dngos grub snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol.9: 693–816. 

438. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u’i pa’i lugs kyi bde mchog gi rdzogs 
rim rnal ’byor chen po’i khrid kyi rim pa mdor bsdus pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 10: 629–664 

439. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u i pa’i lugs kyi bcom ldan ’das ’khor 
lo sdom pa’i sgrub thabs bde chen gsal ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol.9: 595–
668. 

440. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rnam gzhag rim pa’i rnam bshad dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i gnad don 
gsal ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 7: 689–742. 

441. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Gsang ’dus dka’ gnas zin bris, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol.5: 761–806. 

442. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 106. 
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declined and when even mere words of Dharma eluded us, he revived and restored them ground 

up. He was, therefore, kinder than the Buddha!”443 

 Tsongkhapa performed numerous rituals, including Guhyasamaja, Chakrasamvara, 

Vajrabhairava, Kalachakra, and Vajrapani, in the prayer hall of Ganden Monastery.444 He noticed 

that the elaborate Tantric mandalas modeled for esoteric rituals were displayed within sight of 

monks, who were not initiated in the related tantras. Concerned by this exposure, which amounts 

to a violation of tantric rules and proscriptions, he conceived the plan of building a separate 

temple for Tantric rites and rituals. Tsongkhapa laid the foundation of the temple in the summer 

of 1415. With offerings and donations, including materials such as copper from Nyel, Tsongkhapa 

built a two-storied temple with a courtyard and an inner chapel, which all stood on seventy-two 

pillars.445 The building structure was completed at the end of 1416 and was named Yangpachen.  

In the Spring of 1417, Jey Tsongkhapa gathered sculptors, artists, and painters to create 

statues for the temple. He installed images of Buddha Shakyamuni, the thirty-two Guhyasamaja 

deities, and the sixty-two Chakrasamvara deities, as well as Vajradhatu mandala. The mandalas 

and several models were made of copper, plated with gold, and studded with precious stones. 

Similarly, he also commissioned the creation of several silver statues, which included Manjushri, 

Amitayu, Maitreya, and Vajrabhairava. Golden statues include Ushnisha-Vijaya and Ushnisha 

Sitatapatra.446 

The sculptors followed strict iconometric and iconographic principles prescribed in the 

tantras, including Chakrasamvara, Red Yamantaka, and Black Yamantaka. The statues were said 

 
443. Ibid, 107. 

444.   Bod kyi srol rgyun dus chen skal bzang mig gi dga’ ston (Zi ling: Mtsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 
2012),  

445. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 107. 

446. Ibid, 107–108. 
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to have shown extraordinary signs, such as emitting five-colored hues or bearing natural 

smoothness of the product. The construction of Yangpachen temple and installation of religious 

statues and images were completed before the end of 1417. 

 

Ganden Ritual Festival 

In 1418 and 1419, the temple served as a place for all essential tantric rituals, including the annual 

monastic rituals that were observed in the early months of the year. After Tsongkhapa died in 

1419, his successors continued the tradition, which was known as Gaden Drubchö (dga’ ldan 

sgrub mchod) or Gaden Ritual Festival. When Taktsepa Lhagyel Rabten (circa 1645–1720) served 

as a regent for the Dzungar Khanate’s three-year rule in Tibet from 1717 to 1720,447 the Ganden 

Ritual Festival is said to have discontinued. Taktsepa provided funding and revived the festival, 

and the festival also came to be known as Taktse Drubchö (stag rtse sgrub mchod). After Taktse’s 

death, the festival discontinued, not long before it was once again revived by Wang Gyurme 

Namgyel (r. 1747–1750).448  

The festival takes place from the third to the fifteenth day of the second month of the Hor 

lunar calendar. At the beginning of the festival, monks from Ganden Jangtse monastic college 

chanted prayer while drawing the sand mandala of Guhyasamaja Akshobhaya. Then the monks 

of Ganden Shartse college chanted prayers to create the Thirteen-deity Vajrabhairava sand 

mandala. These were followed by drawing of a sand mandala of Chakrasamvara by the monastic 

sections of Lhopa, Thewo, and Ngari. 

 

 
447. Mdo mkhar ba tshe ring dbang rgyal, Mi dbang rtogs brjod (Khreng tu’u: Si khron mi rigs dpe skrun 

khang, 1981), 331–399. See also “Stag rtse mi dbang lha rgyal rab brtan,” Stag rtse rdzong (Lha sa: 
Grong khyer lha sa’i gzhung, 1994), 76–76. 

448.  ’Jigs med bsam grub, “Gong ma bdag po chen po nas wang ’gyur med rnam rgyal la pha shul bu ’dzin 
du bod kyi ’go ’dzin du bskos pa,”  Gong sa tA la’i bla ma sku phreng rim byon gyi chos srid mdzad 
rnam (Pe cin: mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2000), 423. 
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4.5 Conclusion 

The Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) highlights four deeds that he 

considered as crucial in the narration of Tsongkhapa’s life and works. They include the restoration 

of the Maitreya Stupa at Dzingji, the teaching of the Vinaya at Nyel, the observance of the Great 

Prayer Festival in Lhasa, and the founding of Ganden Monastery near Lhasa. 449 Each of these 

deeds is recounted by the Gelukpa as a way of showing the Tsongkhapa’s greatness. The 

restoration of Dzingji marks a renewed movement that not involved physically restoring of 

religious structures that have fallen in ruins, but also of revival and reinvigoration of devotion and 

deference towards places and objects of worship. The Vinaya retreat at Nyel facilitated the 

participating monks to reorient themselves with the tradition of ethics and morality. It provided 

an opportunity for personal introspection and external training for the monks to look into the life 

and expectations of monastic. The retreat was in response to the deteriorating conditions of the 

monastics and their devaluation of the Vinaya, which Tsongkhapa sees as the lifeline of the 

Buddhist tradition. The Great Prayer Festival facilitated the congregation of people from all walks 

of life and served to revive the lost glory of ancient Tibet. Finally, the founding of the Ganden 

Monastery is seen as crucial in the development of institutions and institutional networks. It was 

through the establishment of Ganden that a centralized Gelukpa monastic system headed by the 

Ganden Tripa or the Throne Holder of Ganden took form to make Geluk a living religious tradition 

to this day.  

 
449.  Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, “Rgyal ba sku phreng lnga pa chen pos lha ldan cho ’phrul smon 

lam chen mo’i tshogs zhugs dge ’dun spyi la Lha sa smon lam chen mo’i tshe dge ’dun rnams kyi 
khrims su bca’ ba’i rim pa sogs,” Bca’ yig phyogs bsgrigs (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun 
khang, 2001), 18. 
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Chapter 5: The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa 

 

The Geluk School was founded around the person and teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa. He was 

widely revered for possessing qualities that characterize an ideal spiritual practitioner described 

in the pages of Vinaya, the Buddhist corpus on discipline. His teachings present a renewed 

elucidation of the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni based on the treatises of the Indian masters 

such as Nagarjuna and Asanga, thereby laying the spiritual and intellectual basis for the founding 

of the Geluk School. Technically, a rejection of the centrality of the either—the person or the 

teachings—constitute a person’s lack of one of the two criteria of school membership from a 

doxographical perspective. 

It is fair to say that the school was primarily founded on the teachings than around the 

personality cult of Tsongkhapa as an incarnated or manifested image in the way it was majorly 

constructed in the aftermath of his death. Unlike in monotheistic religions, Buddhism embraces 

a rich pantheon of divinities, including buddhas and bodhisattvas, whose infinite incarnations 

and manifestations appear in the Buddhist trichiliocosmic universes. In Tibet alone, scores of 

Tibetan spiritual personalities identified as incarnations of these divinities have appeared before 

the arrival of Tsongkhapa, and no Tibetan school was formed based on personality-driven 

religious fervor. So was the case with Tsongkhapa, who, throughout his life, was known for his 

spirituality, practice, and intellectual and philosophical erudition than of association with 

divinities, which were largely constructed posthumously. 

Gelukpa’s regard for the person of Tsongkhapa as a divine incarnation who is authorized 

to unravel the core meaning of intent of Buddha Shakyamuni’s teachings fulfills a membership 

criterion. Though such affiliation could as decried as a personality-based cult, a close study of the 

life and teachings demonstrates how the teachings of Tsongkhapa take priority over his other 

deeds as a deified being. Tsongkhapa’s teachings compiled in around nineteen Tibetan-style 

volumes of The Collected Works of Jey [Tsongkhapa] (rje[ tsong kha pa]’i gsung ’bum) remain the 
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central texts for the study of religion, spirituality, philosophy, meditation, and practice in the 

Gelukpa academia.  

 

5.1 The Collected Works in the Gelukpa Monastic Academia 

After Tsongkhapa passed away in 1419, the disciples undertook some significant steps that 

ensured the continuation of his personal and intellectual legacy. These include the preservation 

of his body in a reliquary stupa, the establishment of the position of Ganden Tripa (dga’ ldan khri 

pa) or ‘the Throne-holder of Ganden,’ and, the broadening of personal and institutional networks. 

Most noteworthy of all is the printing of his oeuvre under the title Collected Works of Jey 

[Tsongkhapa] (rje’i bka’ ’bum) at Ganden Monastery in 1426. This collection was later 

supplemented with an additional volume titled Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa: 

Miscellaneous Writings (Rje’i gsung ’bum thor bu), which also bears Classified Writings (Gsung 

’bum bka’ rgya ma) as a subtitle. The rise in the popularity of printing led to further dissemination 

of his writings across Tibet and beyond.450 

A year before his death in 1432, Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, the successor to Tsongkhapa, 

devolved his position to Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, who thus became the third Ganden Tripa or 

‘throne-holder of Ganden.’ With funds offered by a Gelukpa patron Neupon Namkha Zangpo, 

Khedrub Jey re-printed The Collected Works of Tsongkhapa. At the same time, he also published 

The Collected Works of Gyeltsab Jey (Rgyal tshab rje’i gsung ’bum) and the growing collection of 

his writings. Later, these three complete sets of Collected Works attributed to the first three 

Throne-holders of Ganden Monastery came to be known as The Collected Works of the Glorious 

Spiritual Father and the Sons (Rje yab sras kyi gsung ’bum). Since then, The Collected Works of 

 
450. For a comprehensive study on the culture of bookmaking, see Kurtis R. Schaeffer, The Culture of the 

Book in Tibet (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), i-xiii+244 pp. 
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Jey Tsongkhapa was published in numerous handwritten and print editions, including at least ten 

extant editions.  

Regardless of the variants of editions, The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa remains 

the central text for the Geluk School. Although monasteries may have developed their collection 

of curricular texts, preferably those attributed to the monastery founders or affiliate scholars, all 

texts invariably rely on The Collected Works from hermeneutical and exegetical standpoints. 

Despite the interpretational differences on a collegiate level, no Gelukpa writings to date broadly 

question the veracity of Tsongkhapa’s religious and philosophical thoughts and teachings.  

The centrality of Jey Tsongkhapa’s thought encapsulated and explicated in The Collected 

Works can be inferred from its role in determining a person’s membership or affiliation to the 

school. A Gelukpa or a member of the Geluk School is a person who reveres Tsongkhapa as the 

most excellent guide after Buddha Shakyamuni and his teachings as the authoritative 

interpretation of the teachings of the Buddha. Even the two prominent disciples, Gyeltsab and 

Khedrub, who were sometimes revered alongside Tsongkhapa or reverentially hailed collectively 

as Jey Yabsey Sum (rje yab sras gsum) or ‘the Triad of Spiritual Father and Sons,’ earned the 

school’s deference based mainly on their substantiation and propagation of Tsongkapa’s thoughts 

and teachings.451 An explicit rejection of Jey Tsongkhapa’s teachings, aside from his personhood, 

amounts to an outright annulment or disqualification of membership to the school, which is not 

the case as far as writings of other masters including his two principal disciples, whose writings 

are by large based on Tsongkhapa’s teachings, are concerned.  

The Collected Works, in brief, embodies the spirit of Jey Tsongkhapa and his tradition. 

 

 

 
451. Svasti [, who I suppose is Zhalu Lekpé Gyaltsen (1375–1450), the third Throne-holder of Ganden 

and Khedrub Je’s successor] praises Khedrub Je’s writings for “upholding all sublime thoughts of 
Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa and not otherwise….” See Svasti, Mkhas grub thams cad mkhyen pa’i 
rnam thar mkhas pa’i yid ’phrog, in Gsung ’bum: Mkhas grub rje, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 27. 
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5.2 The Printing of The Collected Works 

 

Historical Background 

Based on oral narratives, Tibetans were writing on paper not long after the creation of the 

standard Tibetan script and the advent of Buddhism under the reign of King Songtsen Gampo (c. 

607–650) in the mid-seventh century.452 The earliest Tibetan records on the use of paper are 

found in the Tibetan royal annals and other documents recovered from the caves of Dunhuang in 

the twentieth century. In 744 CE, the Tibetan King Tri Detsuktsen (r.712–755) sent a royal order 

according to which the senior minister Chungzang and minister Kyezang held a winter session on 

military matters at Kyisho Mara and ‘copied records from red gridded tablets (khram dmar po) 

on to yellow papers (shog shog ser po).’453 Then, under King Tri Songdetsen (739/742–797) in 

circa. 812/824 CE, Tibetan translator Lotsawa Kawa Peltsek, Khon Luyi Wangpo, and others 

 
452. Early Tibetan history dates the arrival of Buddhist scriptures in Sanskrit, including Za ma tog bkod 

pa’i mdo (Kāraṇḍavyūha-sūtra), Dpang skong phyag brgya pa’i mdo (Sakṣi-pūraṇaśudraka-sūtra), 
Dkon mchog sprin gyi mdo (Ratna-megha-sūtra) during the reign of King Tori Nyentsen in the fifth 
century CE. See Bu ston rin chen grub, Bde bar gshegs pa’i bstan pa’i gsal byed chos kyi ’byung gnas 
gsung rab rin po che’i mdzod, in Gsung ’bum: Bu ston rin chen grub, Zhol edition, 28 vols. (Lhasa: 
Zhol hol par khang, 2000), Vol. 24: 862. Subsequently, it was with the devising of the Tibetan script 
by Thonmi Sambhota under the patronage of King Songtsen Gampo was said to have composed eight 
fundamental works on grammar and linguistic and translated the Buddhist texts that arrived during 
the reign of King Thori Nyentsen. See Bu ston rin chen grub, Ibid., Vol. 24: 863. 

  For a comprehensive study on the genealogy and history of Tibetan kings of the Yarlung Dynasty, 
see Erik Haarh, The Yar-lun Dynasty: A Study with particular regard to the contribution by myths 
and legends to the history of ancient Tibet and the origin and nature of its kings (Copenhagen: G. E. 
C. Gad, 1969).  

453. The Tibetan annal reads: “dmag myí mkhos chen po bgyíste / btsan po bkas khram dmar po shog 
shog ser po la spos par lo chíg /,” see J. Bacot and F. W. Thomas, “Annales (650–747),” Documents 
de Touen-Houang relatifs a l’Histoire du Tibet, Edited by J. Bacot, F. W. Thomas and Ch. Toussaint 
(Paris: Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1940), 26. (Pelliot Tibétain 1288: 296–299.) My reading 
of “khram dmar po shog shog ser po la spos par” differs from Bacot et al’s translation: “a levy(?) of 
the four horns was made.” (Ibid., 62)  

  The royal commands directing the use of paper in the military outposts must have supervened its 
use among the intellectual circle at the royal court of Drakmar by a few decades. Rediscovery of 
Dunhuang collections shows the concurrent use of wooden tablets and papers during the early years.
 Even shog shog, the Tibetan onomatopoeic name imitating the rustling sound for paper, in the 
Dunhuang documents implies antiquity.  
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compiled the first Tibetan catalog listing all Kanjur or ‘the translations of the Buddha’s discourses’ 

on Sutra and Tantra that were preserved at Denkar (also Lhenkar) Palace. It was thus called 

Denkarma Catalog (Dkar chag ldan dkar ma). This prototypal catalog laid out the first seminal 

works that would provide the constitutional template for all later catalogs including Chimpuma 

Catalog (Dkar chag mchims phu ma) and Phangthangma Catalog (Dkar chag ’phang thang ma) as 

well as the genealogical blueprint for the classification of the entire corpora of Indian and Tibet 

treatises and commentaries that would exponentially proliferate.454  

Having conquered considerable territories including the region of Dunhuang, which was 

administered by the Tibetan empire as early as in the eighth and ninth centuries, Tibetan kings 

received as tributes rolls of writing paper and colored-paper sheets in varying shades, besides 

other valuable items as well as items of entertainment such Go (dmyig mang, also mig mang, Ch. 

weiqi) board games.455 By the twelfth century, Tibetans were comparing and extolling the qualities 

and local provenance of the paper on which they were writing.456  

The first Tibetan works printed from wooden blocks were of a small prayer produced in 

Khara Koto in 1153.457 In 1273, the Sakya Lama Phakpa Lodro Gyaltsen (1235–1280), who was 

the most distinguished Tibetan priest at the court of the Mongol Khan, carved xylographic blocks 

 
454. The University of Wien lists at least 50 different collections of Kanjur in its very comprehensive web 

resources on Kanjur. See https://www.istb.univie.ac.at/kanjur/rktsneu/sub/index.php, accessed on 
January 1, 2020. The chronology of the three catalogs is described in Tselpa Kunga Dorje’s Red Annal. 
See Deb ther dmar po, Edited by Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrung khang, 
1981), 331. 

455. Marcelle Lalou, Inventaire des manuscrits tibétains de Touen-houang conservés à la Bibliothèque 
nationale (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 1961), p.64. (Pelliot Tibétain 1120: r9, r12, r20.)  

456. Lhag pa bkra shis and Gzhon nu nor bzang, Bod kyi par skrun bya gzhag gi ’phel ’gyur (Lhasa: Bod 
ljongs bud yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 2016), 31–33. 

457. Shen Weirong, “Kh. Tib. 67: A Preliminary Survey of a Tibetan Manuscript of the 12th Century from 
Khara Khoto in the St. Petursburg Col1ection,” paper delivered at the Center National de la Recherche 
Scientifique, Paris, May 29, 2008. Cited in Kurtis R. Schaeffer, The Culture of the Book in Tibet (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 165–166. 
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of his works on the Hevajra Tantra in Lintao.458 Writing about Qisha Canon, Lucille Chia, citing 

Kan’ichi Ogawa, wrote that Shaluoba’s Chinese translation of Phakpa’s Illumination of Knowledge 

(shes bya rab gsal, Ch. zhang suo zhi lun), was incorporated into Puning Canon in 1310 and 1313. 

She further wrote that the translation was also later incorporated into Qisha canon.459 These 

mark the first printing of a Chinese translation of Buddhist text by Tibetan master and its 

incorporation into Chinese canons. 

 In 1312, Chim Jampel Yang (also Jamgag Pakshi, 13th–14th c.), a disciple of the Chomden 

Rikpé Reldri (1227–1305), traveled to Nanjing at the invitation of Yuan Emperor Renzong 

(1228–1320). From there, he sent gifts ‘of ink, paper, bamboo stylus, and other materials from 

China’ to his teacher Chomden Rikpe Reldri, who he had once offended beyond rapprochement 

by playing a scary prank. With the generous gifts as a token of goodwill, Chomden Rigpe Reldri 

worked with Üpa Losel Jangchub Yeshe, Lotsawa Sonam Wozer, Gyangro Jangchub Bum, and 

others undertook to complete Tibet’s first large-scale writing project at the Narthang 

Monastery.460 It resulted in the production of a 100-volume Kanjur of the Narthang Edition (Snar 

thang bka’ ’gyur), which was later augmented with two volumes—supplementary scriptures (kha 

skong) and catalog (dkar chag). While Kanjur texts existed individually in different forms and 

sizes in the past, Narthang publication resulted in the creation of earliest uniformly hand-written 

volumes in standard Tibetan Uchen (dbu can) script. 

 
458. Kurtis R. Schaeffer, The Culture of the Book in Tibet, 10.  

459.  Lucille Chia, “The Life and Afterlife of Qisha Canon,” in Spreading Buddha’s Word in East Asia: The 
Formation and Transformation of the Chinese Buddhist Canon, edited by Jiang Wu and Lucille Chia 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 189. 

460. Tshal pa kun dga’ rdo rje, Deb ther dmar po, Edited by Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las (Pe cin: Mi rigs 
dpe skrung khang, 1981), 331. Also, see Helmut Eimer, “A Note on the History of the Tibetan Kanjur,” 
Central Asiatic Journal 32, No. 1/2 (1988): 64–72. www.jstor.org/ stable/41927600 
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In 1410, Emperor Yongle of the Chinese Ming Dynasty commissioned the printing of 

Kanjur in Nanjing.461 It was the first printed edition of the Tibetan Kanjur and came to be widely 

known as Yongle Kanjur (yong le/g-yung lo bka’ ’gyur). Hongwu Emperor (1328–1398), who was 

himself a Buddhist monk for a brief time, had sent envoy Zongle (1327–1407) on a mission to 

collect Tibetan Buddhist texts between 1378 and 1382.462 However, no details are available on 

whether Kanjur manuscripts were procured during the mission. 

In the winter of 1414, Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe traveled to the court of the Yongle 

Emperor (1360–1424) of Ming Dynasty as Jey Tsongkhapa’s emissary.463 Tsongkhapa had 

refused an earlier invitation from Yongle Emperor in 1408. However, when he received an 

invitation in 1413, he sent Shakya Yeshe as his emissary.464 Traveling from Lhasa en route 

Lithang, Shakya Yeshe reached the capital of Beijing in February of 1415. When he left China for 

Tibet in 1416, Yongle Emperor gifted him with a complete set of Kanjur. The set was brought and 

preserved at his residence at Sera Choding, which later became the Sera Monastery. Given the 

accessibility to various printing technologies in China for ages, the spiritual exchanges between 

the Chinese and Tibetans during the Yuan and the early Ming periods, and the extent of the project 

 
461. Most scholars consider the Yongle Kanjur as a xylographic edition. However, a fifteenth-century 

scholar Zangzang Nering describes it as ‘rdo par,’ meaning ‘stone-print’ or ‘lithographic’ and 
suggestively printed from stone or ceramic. See Zang zang ne rings pa ’chi med rab rgyas, Rje rin po 
che’i rnam thar nor bu’i bang mdzod sogs, 17. Helmut Eimer writes that the ceramic printing of the 
moveable type “was obviously not used for disseminating Tibetan texts” for reasons, such as the 
unique Pothi format of Tibetan books and the peculiarities of the Tibetan script. See Helmut Eimer, 
“A Note on the History of the Tibetan Kanjur,” Zentralasiatische Studien 36 (2007): 39. In addition, 
a recent study on the history of printing and dissemination of Buddhist texts in East Asia shows how 
all major Buddhist canons in Chinese produced during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were 
all printed from woodblocks. See Jiang Wu and Lucille Chia (eds.), Spreading Buddha’s Word in East 
Asia: The Formation and Transformation of the Chinese Buddhist Canon, 2016. 

462. Kazuo Enoki, “Tsung le’s Mission to the Western Regions in 1378–1382,” Oriens Extremus XIX 
(1972), 47–53. Available at http://oriens-extremus.org/archive. Accessed on May 24, 2020. 

463. For an overview of the social and political significance of the visits and activities of Tibetan Buddhists 
in China, see Gray Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern China (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2007). 

464. Tokden Jampel Gyatso in his biography of Tsongkhapa, which is an appendage to the first biography 
by Khedrub Je, wrote that Tsongkhapa had received invitations on several occasions. 
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that involves the creation of woodcut blocks for approximately 66,449 Tibetan pages excluding 

the corpus of Kalachakra teachings,465 it is more likely that the project completed in 1410, as dated 

in the postscript, could have begun years prior, possibly from the years of Emperor Hongwu 

(1328–1398). In 1692, Emperor Kangxi (1654–1722) of the Chinese Qing Dynasty commissioned 

the recarving466 of the entire woodcut blocks for 106-volume Kanjur with assistance from Tibetan 

editors and proofreaders headed by Kanjurwa Jinpa Gyatso.467 The Kanjur editions printed under 

the Ming and Qing dynasties in China came to be known as the Kanjur of the Peking Edition (Pe 

cin bka’ ’gyur). 

Historical writings mention of Tsongkhapa receiving a complete set of the new Kanjur as 

a gift from the Ming Emperor Yongle, who also presented a collection each to Karmpa Deshin 

Shekpa (1384–1415) and Phakdru [Drakpa Gyaltsen, 1374–1432].468 If this event holds, then 

Tsongkhapa must have received a Kanjur set through the Chinese imperial envoys in 1413 or 

1416.469  

 
465. D. Philip Stanley, “The Tibetan Buddhist Canon: The Kangyur (Bka’ ’gyur) and Tengyur 

(Bstan ’gyur),” The Tibetan and Himalayan Library, 2005, accessed January 2, 2020 http://www. 
thlib.org/encyclopedias/literary/canons/ index.php#!essay=/stanley/tibcanons# ixzz6A5MSC2uq. 

466. A colophon in the Kangxi edition of the Peking Kanjur titled “Mdzad byang slar zhu ba’i yi ge,” in Bka’ 
’gyur, Pe cing edition, TBRC No. W1PD96684, 106 vols. (Pe cin: Pe cing pho brang], [n.d.].  

467. See Ta’i ming rgyal pos mdzad pa’i bka’ ’gyur la bstod pa/ Ta’i ming rgyal pos mdzad pa’i bka’ ’gyur 
la bstod pa phyi ma, in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 1: 826–829. See also Albert Grünwedel 
(1856–1935), Mythologie des Buddhismus in Tibet und der Mongolei (Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 
1900), 74, and Jonathan Silk (ed.), “Introduction to Alexander von Staël-Holstein’s Article “On a 
Peking Edition of the Tibetan Kanjur Which Seems to be Unknown in the West, Journal of the 
International Association of Buddhist Studies 22/1: 216. 

468. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs (Pe 
cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang, 1997), 411. Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé considers the 
sets of volumes gifted to the Tibetan Lamas as the first reprint of the Kanjur, which was printed in 
1410. 

469. Tsongkhapa, in his letter to Emperor Yongle dated July 21, 1408 (the nineteenth day of the sixth 
month of Rat year), expresses his inability to honor the invitation to China on health ground. There, 
he thanks Yongle Emperor for the gifts, specifying details such as “one bolt each of red and green 
cloth bearing fine flower and cloud patterns, one bolt of red cloth without flower pattern… three hand 
towels,” etc. However, Tsongkapa makes no mention of Kanjur. See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, 
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Scholars, translators, and scribes have produced at least two manuscript editions of 

Kanjur—Narthang and Tselpa—and three manuscript sets of Tenjur—Zhalu, Karmapa, and 

Neudong—in Tibet before the fifteenth century.470 Similarly, Tibetan prints, including Kanjur 

have appeared outside Tibet since the mid-twelfth through the early fifteenth century. However, 

it was Jey Tsongkhapa’s printing of the earliest xylographic texts in 1419 and the posthumous 

printing of The Collected Works that ushered a new era of printing on the Tibetan plateau. 

 

Tsongkhapa’s Writings Before the Introduction of Printing Era 

Having studied Tibetan poetry and poetics in his late teen and composition drills being an 

essential study component during his early years in Central Tibet, Tsongkhapa will have 

composed poems during those years. However, his actual writing career began at the age of 29 in 

1385 with the composition of the Golden Rosary of Excellent Teachings (Legs bshad gser phreng), 

which he completed in 1387. Since then, he continued writing regularly. In the final years of his 

death, Tsongkhapa oversaw and completed the carving of xylographic blocks and printing of Śrī 

Guhyasamāja Root Tantra (Gsang ’dus rtsa rgyud)471 and An Annotated Exposition to “Bright 

Lamp: An Extensive Commentary to Śrī Guhyasamāja Root Tantra” (Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad 

pa sgron ma gsal ba’i mchan’ grel),472 which are among the earliest block prints to be produced in 

Tibet. In 1419, barely months before he died, he completed his last major work, Extensive 

 
“’Jam mgon tsong kha pa chen pos gong ma ta ming rgyal por stsal ba’i chab shog,” in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 737. 

470. Lobsang Shastri, “The Transmission of Buddhist Canonical Literature in Tibet,” The Tibet Journal 
32, No. 3 (2007): 23–47, accessed on January 2, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/ 43301010. See 
also Kurtis R. Schaeffer and Leonard W. J. van der Kuijp, An Early Tibetan Survey of Buddhist 
Literature: The Bstan Pa Rgyas Pa Rgyan Gyi Nyi ’od of Bcom Idan Ral Gri (Department of Sanskrit 
and Indian Studies, Harvard University, 2009). 

471. Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa zhes bya ba rgyud kyi rgyal po chen po (Śrī-guhyasamāja-mahā-tantra-rāja), 
in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 442–583. 

472. Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron ma gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel, in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 4: 3–954. 
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Commentary to “the Abridged Samvara Tantra” (Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad 

pa).473 

Before Tsongkhapa first undertook the printing of one of his texts from xylographic blocks 

in 1418 and 1419, all his writings existed as hand-written manuscripts. Historical accounts on 

the practice of bookmaking in the pre-fifteenth-century Tibet uniformly describe all texts as being 

laboriously copied by hand. Each manuscript was unique, at least in form or content. 

Furthermore, no one deliberated on the advantages of producing facsimiles. 

 During the pre-printing era, scholars rigorously trained in penmanship during their 

childhood or had the service of yi ge pas at their disposal.474 Identified collectively for their roles, 

yi ge pas include professionals with diverse sets of skills and knowledge identified with scribes, 

copyists, and calligraphers.475  

 Although biographical writings recount the forms of training that Jey Tsongkhapa 

underwent in the acquisition of knowledge, rationality, and erudition, no physical traces of his 

writings have survived to infer the level of his penmanship. From the point of the roles of scribes, 

the writings fall in three kinds—i. Texts by Tsongkhapa, ii. Texts by Tsongkapa with scribal 

assistance, and iii. Texts containing Tsongkhapa’s sermons or counsels transcribed by his 

disciples and authorship attributed subsequently. 

 The utilization of the kinds of scribal services—transcribing, editing, and calligraphy—is 

determined by the nature of the demand for the writings. A text produced to install on a temple 

altar as an object of worship may be written ornately in precious metals and gems by those with 

 
473. Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa sbas pa’i don kun gsal ba (also Bde mchog nyung 

ngu’i rgyud kyi ’grel pa), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 8: 379–854. See also Rgyud 
kyi rgyal po bde mchog nyung ngu, in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 77: 604–689.  

474. For scribal and copying works, see George N Roerich, Trans., The Blue Annals (New Delhi: Motilal 
Baranasidass, 1974). Relevant information cited in Kurtis R. Schaeffer, The Culture of the Book in 
Tibet (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 7–8.  

475. The service of these professionals is not exclusive to hand-written manuscripts alone, since they play 
equally important roles in the publication of printed texts as well.  
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high penmanship. In contrast, a text written for study purposes may factor aspects such as 

legibility, user-friendliness, and production cost. For example, after the passage of two hundred 

years and printing of three editions of Kanjur, the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso 

(1617–1682) commissioned the writing of an entire Kanjur with pure gold and intricately 

designed sandalwood covers with ivory inlays to be placed in the Kanjur temple of Drepung 

Monastery.476 Contrarily, when Tsongkhapa was writing his Great Treatise on the Stages of the 

Path to Enlightenment, he had assigned his disciple Sonam Pel Zangpo as his scribe. Upon its 

completion during a teaching session at Reting in 1402, Tsongkhapa had copyists produce 

advance copies as well. At the end of the teaching, when Kyabchok Pelzang, one of the four masters 

who urged Tsongkhapa to compose the text, left for Tsang, he already had a copy to read on his 

journey back to his monastery. These two anecdotes indicate how the nature of the demand for 

supplies effect the fluid role of writers, scribes, and other professionals in the field of publications 

in the Tibetan culture. 

 For his oeuvre published with scribal assistance, Tsongkhapa relied on at least eighteen 

disciples who demonstrated excellent proficiency in language and composition erudition in 

religion and philosophy. The scribes credited in the writings of Tsongkhapa are Dharma Rinchen 

(1364–1432), Khedrub Gelek Pelzang (1385–1438), Kazhipa Rinchen Pel (14th–15th c.), Yakdé 

Sonam Pelzang (14th–15th c.), Shakya Pel Zangpo (14th–15th c.), Zangkyong (also Bhadrapala, 

14th–15th c.), Horton Namkha Pel (1373–1447), Rinchen Gyaltsen (14th–15th c.), Drakpa 

Lodro (14th–15th c.), Tsako Ngawang Drakpa (14th–15th c.), Nyetangpa Gunashri (14th–15th 

c.), Dharma Zangpo (14th–15th c.), Sonam Lodro (14th–15th c.), Yonten Senggé (14th–15th c.), 

Dorje Rinchen (14th–15th c.), Zopa Pel (14th–15th c.), Dongton Yeshe Pel (also Jñanashri, 14th–

15th c.), and Lobzang Drakpa (referred to as ‘the namesake,’ 14th–15th c.). These disciples have 

assisted Tsongkhapa in all aspects of the publications, including transcribing, copyediting, and 

 
476. Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 441–442. 
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proofreading. Besides, there were other professionals, including editors and proofreaders, who 

have lent their invaluable skills and knowledge in the production of Tsongkhapa’s writings.  

Furthermore, the social, economic, and intellectual significance, as well as the technology 

of book production and scribal service in Tibetan culture, constitute essential aspects in 

understanding the history of knowledge in the Tibetan context477 both before and after the advent 

of printing in Tibet.  

The growth in popularity of traditional printing technology in Tibet since its inception up 

to the twentieth century the In the recent centuries, the increase in popularity of printing 

technologies have been found inversely proportional to the decrease in their hand-written 

variants when observed in a linear chronology through the recent centuries.  

 

Printing of Tsongkhapa’s Oeuvre—The Collected Works  

The growth of printing works in Tibet happened at the same time as the revolutionary era of 

printing that began with Johannes Gutenberg’s (1400–1468) invention of movable printing type 

in 1439. Like in Tibet, where early printing was limited to production of individual folios of 

mantras or dharanis, the books in the pre-Gutenberg West were laboriously copied by hand. The 

Gutenburg edition of the Bible in 1455 was the first significant book project undertaken at that 

time. Historians today credit Gutenburg’s printing for the wide circulation of indulgences by the 

regional archdiocese as well as of Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses that led to the founding of 

the Christian Protestantism as a variation from the Catholicism. While Jey Tsongkhapa’s printing 

initiatives during his final years and the posthumous printing of The Collected of Works of 

Tsongkhapa did not instigate a split or a reformation comparable to Martin Luther, it nonetheless 

 
477. For bookmaking in Tibetan culture, see Kurtis R. Schaeffer, The Culture of the Book in Tibet (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 244 pp. See also Agnieszka Helman-Ważny, The 
Archaeology of Tibetan Books (Leiden/Boston: 2014), 312 pp. For resource in the Tibetan language, 
see Lhag pa bkra shis and Gzhon nu nor bzang, Bod kyi par skrun bya gzhag gi ’phel ’gyur (Lhasa: 
Bod ljongs bud yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 2016), 1–168. 
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spurred the pace and growth of intellectualism in Tibet. Moreover, for the Tibetans to have 

undertaken such projects is deemed noteworthy.478  

 

Early Printing of Tsongkhapa’s Writings 

In 1418 and 1419, Tsongkhapa commissioned the carving of xylographic blocks and printing of 

Guhyasamāja Root Tantra and Annotated Exposition to “Bright Lamp: An Extensive Commentary 

to Śrī Guhyasamāja Root Tantra”479 at Ganden Monastery. Scholars regard these texts to be 

among the earliest printed works produced on Tibetan soil. 

A decade ago, Tsongkhapa wrote a letter to Lama Umapa Tsondru Senggé, who had by 

then returned to Kham. In his letter, he wrote, “Seeing that my revealing of secret instructions 

will be subjected to reifications and repudiations and do more harm than good, I have only ’debs 

pa [Great Treatise on] the Stages of the Path and did not commit to teaching it on its own.480 While 

’debs pa can mean ‘to begin’ or ‘to establish,’ such as of Lamrim tradition, it also literally means 

 
478. Without quantifying with numerical specificity, Samdhong Rinpoche Lobzang Tenzin (b.1939) 

maintains that Tibet has produced the greatest amount of literature per capita in the entire world 
during the height of its literary period. For his proposition, he factors the entire course of Tibet’s 
relatively brief history of about 1100 years and its estimate population of six million [according to the 
denominational sextet-, century-, myriarchy-, and chiliarchy-based Mongol census of the 13th 
century or 5.7 million according to the 2010 ethnic census of the People’s Republic of China] in 
comparison to the number of scholars and translators and their publications. See Prof. Samdhong 
Rinpoche, Preservation of Tibetan Language and Culture, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n-
SXhStJLAc&t=3014s (at 44: 15), accessed on January 2, 2020. 

479. Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa zhes bya ba rgyud kyi rgyal po chen po (Śrī-guhyasamāja-mahā-tantra-rāja), 
in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 442–583, and Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron ma 
gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 4: 3–954. See Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha 
pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 111. 

480. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Bla ma dbu ma pa la mdo khams su phul ba,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 
kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 336. 
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‘to print’ a text. If the latter, then his letter implies that he printed the Great Treatise after he 

completed his work in 1402 and before he taught the text publicly at Olkha Jamapaling in 1404.481 

Although Tsongkhapa had overseen construction and restoration works on temples, 

monasteries, and religious arts at Dzingji and Ganden in 1393 and 1409 as well as during the 

Great Prayer Festival or Monlam Chenmo in Lhasa in 1409, xylographic printing technology was 

new to the Tibetans in Tibet. The printing process, such as editing manuscripts, selecting wood 

and paper, carving woodcut blocks, printing, post-print editing and proofreading, and 

distribution, will have laid the operational framework for future publication enterprises in Tibet. 

Given that Guhyasamāja Root Tantra and An Annotated Exposition to “Bright Lamp: An 

Extensive Commentary to Guhyasamāja Root Tantra” run in 116 and 1046 pages according to the 

Derge edition, the groundwork preparation of woodcut blocks, carving and printing, editing and 

proofreading, sorting and handling of finished prints, and storage of carved woodcut blocks will 

have led to the establishment of the first Tibetan printery at Ganden Monastery that later came to 

be known as Ganden Printery (dga’ ldan par khang). 

Although printing technology required considerable resources, including materials and 

human, it had considerable advantages over hand-written manuscripts. In printing, a single 

woodcut block allows the printing of many facsimile pages for swift dissemination of its contents 

in less time. Printed works bore inherent features such as uniformity and consistency of 

traditional page format, typeface,482 and pagination. While it is possible to produce these features 

in manuscripts, no such effort was made for no known reasons.  

 

 
481. Khedrub Je’s biography dates the earliest teaching as taking place in the fall and winter of 1404. 

Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 98. 

482. While handwriting is unique to a person, Tibetan scribes, calligraphers and copyists put great care 
and effort in maintaing uniformity of the appearance of script, by adoptiong different forms and sizes 
for title, heading, body text, and interstitial notes and comments from cover to cover, much in the 
manner of a typeface.  
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Printing of The Collected Works 

The year 1426483 saw the printing of all extant manuscripts of Tsongkhapa’s writings. At the 

urging of Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen and Tokden Jampel Gyatso and with the support of Miwang 

Drakpa Gyaltsen (1385–1432), the Tibetan king of Phakdru Dynasty, the printing of The 

Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa, the first large-scale xylographic printing undertaking, was 

completed in 1426 at Ganden Monastery.484 Panchen Sonam Drakpa (1478–1554), however, 

wrote that it was Anak Zhidzom (14th–15th c.), the governor of Gongkar, who oversaw the 

printing at the behest of Drakpa Gyaltsen.485 Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen (1713–1793), on the other 

hand, accredits Drakpa Gyaltsen and Sherab Senggé instead. In his biography of Jey Sherab 

Senggé, Kachen narrates that Miwang Drakpa Gyaltsen wrote to Sherab Senggé expressing his 

desire to support the printing of Tsongkhapa’s oeuvre. Delighted and grateful, Sherab Senggé was 

said to have traveled to Miwang’s palace at Nedong and received the funds, at which point the 

Collected Works was printed.486 Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé (1927–1997) adds Neudong Namkha 

Zangpo487 to Panchen’s list of Phaktru and Gongkar as patrons. 

 
483. Though unsourced, this date was proposed by Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé. See Dung dkar blo bzang 

’phrin las, Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 421. Based on the works 
of the early master like Panchen Sonam Drakpa (1478–1554) and Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen (1713–
1793), the first printing of The Collected Works was completed during the reign of Phakdru Drakpa 
Gyaltsen, i.e., not later than 1432. 

484. David P. Jackson, “The Earliest Prints of Tsong-kha-pa’s Works: The Old Dga’-ldan Editions,” in 
Reflections on Tibetan Culture: Essays in Memory of Turrell V. Wylie, Studies in Asian Thought and 
Religion Vol. 12 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1990): 107–116.  

485. Bsod nams grags pa, Rgyal rabs ’phrul gyi lde mig gam deb ther dmar po’i deb gsar ma, in Collected 
Works (Gsung ’bum) of Pan-chen-bsod-nams-grags-pa, 12 vols. (Mundgod: Drepung Loseling 
Library Society, 1982–1990), Vol. 11: 66b. 

486. Dka’ chen ye shes rgyal mtshan, Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar, Vol. 2: 300r. 

487. Dungkar Lobzang Tsultrim writes that the printing was funded by the governors of Neudong and 
Gongkar and that the complete sets were previously preserved in the Potala Palace, the monasteries 
of Sera and Drepung, the lama estates of Wön Gyalse and Kundeling, and other places. See Dung dkar 
blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 421.  
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Tsongkhapa’s printing of the two texts on Guahyasamaja Tantra seven years prior in 1418 

and 1419 marked the beginning of printing technology in Tibet, and the printing of The Collected 

Works inspired all future projects including of the numerous multi-volume collections that grace 

the stacks of libraries and the altars of temples and households across the globe. The printing 

marked not only the beginning of large-scale xylographic publications on the Tibetan plateau but 

also the crystallization of the spiritual and intellectual tradition of Tsongkhapa or the Gelukpas. 

 Tsongkhapa himself was aware of the usefulness of ‘Collected Works’ (gsung ’bum, bka’ 

’bum) as a comprehensive systematic classification and compilation of an author’s writings. In his 

Collected Works, he mentions studying the collected works of Phakmo Drupa Dorje Gyalpo 

(1110–1170), Drigung Kyobpa Jigten Gonpo (1143–1217), Chen’nga Lodro Gyaltsen (1390–

1448), and the Sakya patriarchs. A methodical writer, Tsongkhapa preserved copies of his writings 

and classified them in a manner that later served as the archetypal edition for the printing of The 

Collected Works.  

Before the printing of The Collected Works, Tsongkhapa’s writings existed in hand-written 

versions. Given that Tsongkhapa was writing his Expository Commentary to “the Abridged 

Samvara Tantra” (Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa) just months before his 

death in November of 1419, his Collected Works was until that time a cumulating project. 

Nonetheless, many hand-written were available. 

For example, Ser gtsug nang bstan dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs bsgrigs khang, in the 

front matter of The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa (Rje tsong kha pa’i gsung ’bum) published 

in 2012, had access to at least four different hand-written editions and one print edition of The 

Collected Works that survived the destruction of Buddhist texts during the Cultural Revolution 

and are currently preserved in the Potala Palace.488 Also, two centuries after the first printing of 

 
488. Rje tsong kha pa’i gsung ’bum, Ser gtsung Edition (Ser gtsug nang bstan dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs 

brgrigs khang), 18 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go bod rig pa’i dpe skrun khang, 2012), iv. 
  The captions to the images read: Manuscript of The Collected Works of Je [Tsongkhapa] in Potala 

(po tA lar bzhugs pa’i rje’i gsung ’bum bris ma), Fifteenth-century manuscript of The Collected Works 
of Je in Potala (po tA lar bzhugs pa’i dus rabs bco lnga pa’i nang gi rje’i gsung ’bum bris ma), 
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The Collected Works in 1926, the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) 

mentions of his production of one golden edition (gser chos) and two regular editions (skya pod) 

of Tsongkhapa’s oeuvres.489 He also mentions of receiving several sets of Ganden Phuntsok Ling 

print editions.  

Similarly, Chahar Geshe Lobzang Tsultrim (1740–1810), for example, mentions of the 

existence in the Lama Temple (bla ma lha khang) of Ganden Monastery, a sixteen-volume sealed 

edition of The Collected Works of Tsongkhapa,490 a number that suggests neither a connection to 

any known editions nor its provenance to any early Tibetan printery. The significance of this seal-

bearing sixteen-volume edition at one of the sacred monastic temples of Ganden even as late as 

the nineteenth century, when there existed multiple hand-written and print editions of 

Tsongkhapa’s works remains unknown. This relatively lesser volumes prompt one to conjecture 

the edition as an incomplete compilation of hand-written works of Tsongkhapa from the pre-

printing years 1426.  

 

The Many Editions of The Collected Works 

Tibet scholar Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé considers Ganden Parnying (dga’ ldan par rnying) or the 

Old Ganden edition, which is also called the Ganden Parma edition (dga’ ldan par ma) or the 

Ganden edition, to be the oldest xylographic print of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works. This edition 

could be confused with its namesake Ganden Phuntsok Ling Parnying (dga’ ldan phun tshogs 

 
Manuscript of Collected Works of Je in Potala (po tA lar bzhugs pa’i rje’i gsung ’bum bris ma), 
Fifteenth-century xylographic print of The Collected Works of Je in Potala (po tA lar bzhugs pa’i dus 
rabs bco lnga pa’i nang gi rje’i gsung ’bum bris ma), and Ganden Phuntsok Ling edition of the 
Collected Works of Je in Potala (po tA lar bzhugs pa’i dga’ ldan phun tshogs gling gi rje’i gsung ’bum 
par ma). 

489. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Rgyal dbang lnga pa mchog gi mdzad rnam rags bsdus, in Gsung 
’bum: Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, 28 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 
2009), Vol. 8: 257. 

490. Cha har blo bzang tshul khrims, Rje tsong kha pa’i rnam thar chen mo, 346. 
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gling par rnying) or ‘the Old Zhol Edition.’ Dungkar also mentioned that the edition was printed 

from the woodblocks that were preserved at Zhungchu House (zung chu khams tshan) of Ganden 

Monastery until the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). Extolling the apparent superior 

penmanship and artistry, he describes how the frontispiece and fonts of the edition were different 

from and superior to all the later editions of The Collected Works.491 Dungkar, however, writes 

that this edition was published by Khedrub Jey and Neupon Namkha Zangpo after the former was 

enthroned as the Third Ganden Tripa or ‘the throne-holder of Ganden’ in 1431. However, 

Dungkar makes no mention of xylographic editions of Tsongkhapa’s oeuvre before 1431. 

 After Khedrub Jey became the third throne-holder of the Ganden or Geluk School in 1431 

to succeed Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, who died a year later in 1432, he produced the second print 

edition of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works with the support of Neupon Namkha Zangpo, patron of 

both Tsongkhapa and Khedrub Jey. The Fifth Dalai Lama writes how his teacher Khonton Peljor 

Lhundrub (1561–1637) considered Khedrub Jey as instrumental in the publication of The 

Collected Works. The Fifth Dalai Lama reminisced that when he was receiving a transmission of 

Khedrub’s Twenty-one Synopses (Yig chung nyer gcig),492 from Khonton, Khonton narrated how 

Khedrub undertook the publication initiative to prevent the teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa from 

being lost forever. Khonton shed tears out of appreciation and gratitude, so much so that he was 

unable to continue the transmission.493 It is most likely that this edition published under the aegis 

of Khedrub Jey was favored over the earlier edition and remained the master for most of the later 

editions. In fact, no print editions published before 1432 are extant today. 

 
491. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 421.  

492. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Yig chung nyer gcig rnams, in Gsung ’bum: Mkhas grub rje, Bkras 
lhun par rnying edition, 10 vols. (Dharamsala: Sherig Parkhang, 1997), Vol. 10: 623–662. 

493. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Khyab bdag ’khor lo’i dbang phyug dpal ’byor lhun grub kyi rnam 
thar skal bzang dad pa’i shing rta, in Gsung ’bum: Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, 28 vols. (Pe cin: 
Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 11: 467. 
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 One prime indicator of the timeline is the colophon to Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen’s 

transcription of Tsongkhapa’s public teaching given at Namtsedeng in 1402. Classified invariably 

in the first volume under the Vinaya category, the transcribed text is titled Sermon at 

Namtsedeng: An Advice for Bhikshus (Dge slong gi blsab bya gnam rtse ldeng ma). The postdated 

colophon of the text reads: “This was transcribed by the omniscient regent of the Buddha—

Dharma Rinchen, the one who has passed from here to the Blissful Land of this universe.”494 The 

Tibetan word ’di nas, translated as ‘from here’ implies temporal immediacy as well as spatial 

proximity. The implied closeness of time suggests that the colophon was written not long after 

Gyeltsab’s death in 1432 and during Khedrub tenure as the third Ganden Tripa. 495 Furthermore, 

the spatial implication of the word ‘from here’ suggests that the colophon was written at the same 

place as Gyeltsab’s death, i.e., at Ganden Monastery.  

It is evident that all popular editions of The Collected Works, including the Zhol, Old Tashi 

Lhunpo, Kumbum, Derge, and Labrang, postdate Gyeltsab’s death, and none of these are 

impressions or reproduction of the first edition of 1426.  

The following are scanned images of xylographic folios containing the mention of 

Gyeltsab’s death in the colophon of the Sermon at Namtsedeng. While these may not be the 

earliest prints, the images nonetheless reflect the differences in their general physical 

specifications. It also shows certain similarities, such as how the Derge edition is an exact 

reproduction of the Kumbum edition. 

 

 
494. “Rgyal tshab thams cad mkhyen pa dar ma rin chen… ’di nas ’jig rten gyi khams bde ba can du gshegs 

pa de nyid kyis zin bris su mdzad pa’o/” See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Dge slong gi bslab bya 
gnam rtsed ldeng ma, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 876.  

495. Unlike this colophon, no texts transcribed by Gyeltsab mentions his death. This isolated mentioning 
of death in a post-dated colophon of a text transcribed three decades before suggests that the text was 
either a later inclusion or the text previously failed to acknowledge scribal assistance. 
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a. Old Tashi Lhunpo Edition (circa 18th c.) 496 

b. Labrang Edition (circa 1800) 497 

  

 
496. Reproduced from the Old Tashi Lhunpo edition (bkra shis lhun po par rnying). See TBRC W22109 

(Delhi Reprint), W29193 (Dharamsala Reprint), Vol. 1: 918. The third volume of the collection 
contains a title, Rje thams cad mkhyen pa tsong kha pa chen po blo bzang grags pa’i dpal gyi bka’ 
’bum. Dungkar Lobzang Trinley mentions that old Tashi Lhunpo editions were first published during 
the years of the Fifth Panchen Lama Lobzang Yeshe (1663–1737). See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin 
las, “Bod kyi par skrun,” See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi par skrun,” in Mkhas dbang 
dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung ’bum (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang, 
2004), Vol. 2: 140. 

497. The Labrang edition does not have a collection title. It is possible that titles such as Rje’i bka’ ’bum or 
Rje’i gsung ’bum is written on Dongzar (gdong ’dzar, front lapel). See Labrang edition, TBRC 
W22273, Vol. 1: 934. Dungkar Lobzang Trinley mentions that Labrang printery began publishing 
works of prominent Gelukpa masters during the years of the Second Jamyang Zhepa Konchok Jigme 
Wangpo (1728–1791). See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi par skrun,” in Mkhas dbang dung 
dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung ’bum, Vol. 2: 142. 
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c. Zhol Edition (1897) 498 

d. Kumbum Edition (1827–1832) 499 

e. Derge Edition (circa. 1900) 500 

Figure 1. Colophons of some popular editions of The Collected Works 

 

Another inconspicuous indicator of the changes in the publication of The Collected Works 

concerns the reclassification of volumes in the extant and extinct editions. One such example is 

 
498. Reproduced from a set of prints from the 1897 Lhasa Old zhol (dga’ ldan phun tshogs gling). See 

TBRC W635, Vol. 1: 876). The earliest Lhasa Zhol edition appeared under the aegis of Desi Sangye 
Gyatso in the seventeenth century. 

499. Reproduced from blocks preserved at Kumbum Jampa Ling (sku ’bum byams pa gling) Monastery in 
Amdo. See TBRC W22272, Vol. 1: 876. The carving of Kumbum xylographic blocks began in 1827 
under the editorship of the Third Akya Yongdzin Yangchen Gawé Lodro and was completed in six 
years. The edition contains volume contents but no title page. The collection title Rje gsung ’bum is 
marked on the Dongzar (gdong ’dzar) or volume lapel, the Tibetan equivalent of title on bookspine. 

500. Reproduced from an original volume impressed from blocks carved during the reign of Derge King 
Aja Dorje Sengge (a ja rdo rje sengge, 1865–1919) and preserved at Derge Monastery (sde dge dgon 
chen). See TBRC W22274, Vol. 1: 971. The printing of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works was undertaken 
at the behest of Amdo Geshe Jampel Rolpé Lodro (also Jamrol Rolpé Dorje, 1888–1936) and it is 
evident that the Derge block carvings were modeled on Kumbum edition of the collection.  
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Tsongkhapa’s Golden Rosary of Excellent Teachings, a commentary to Ornament of Clear 

Realization. Printed on 734 double-sided folios in the Kumbum edition, Golden Rosary is among 

the most exhaustive of Tsongkhapa’s writings. Although Tsongkhapa had written this as a single 

text with a colophon at the end, the publishers and printeries have split the text into chapters or 

bstod cha and smad cha, the upper and lower volumes. Editions like Kumbum not only split the 

text into five chapters but also assign them each a separate text title before binding them in two 

different volumes. The splitting of a single text into multiple sections assigned with its text title or 

in volumes signifies this division as a pre-existing division. This single text, which would have 

grown into a cumbersome volume in the thick Tibetan handmade paper, was published in 

anywhere between two to four volumes depending on editions.  
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5.3 Contents of The Collected Works 

As a prolific writer, Jey Tsongkhapa wrote around 313 titles.501 His extensive oeuvre was 

published as The Collected Works of Jey [Tsongkhapa] in various editions comprising anywhere 

from 16 to 38 volumes.  

His works ranged anywhere between two folios, which include epistles composed in 

beautiful poetic meter, and thousand-folio works such as the Lucid Literal Commentary to the 

Annotations on ‘Bright Lamp’ of the Guhyasamāja Tantra (Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron 

ma gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel). His works such as Phonological 

Ornament on Mind Training: A Poem (Snyan ngag blo sbyong sgra rgyan),502 Iconometry of 

Divinities (lha sku’i phyag tshad),503 the abecedarian poems, including some with fixed or 

patterned vowels,504 reveal Tsongkhapa’s penchant for poetry and fine arts.  

 

Kumbum (Sku ’bum) Edition 
 

Authors Vols. Titles Folios Citation 
Jey 
Tsongkhapa 
Lobzang 
Drakpa 
(1357–1419) 

19 175 
(incl. 6 biographies by 
other authors and 6 texts 
from Kanjur and Tenjur. 
Thor bu or 
Miscellaneous Writings 
are collectively compiled 
under one title in Vol. 2 
of the Kumbum edition) 

8473 ff  
(16946 
pages) 

Blo bzang grags pa, Tsong kha pa. 
Rje gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa 
(TBRC Entry - Gsung ’bum/_tsong 
kha pa/ TBRC W22272), Sku ’bum 
Edition [First printed in 1827], 19 
vols, Sku ’bum Monastery: Sku 
’bum byams pa gling par khang, 
[199-?]. 

 

 
501. Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works in the Zhol edition (TBRC W635) contains 313 titles including 

biographies, epistolary texts, and commentaries of tother writers and a few texts from Kanjur and 
Tenjur. The title entries in volume contents vary by edition, and the number differ on how titles are 
identified. 

502. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Tshig sbyor phun sum tshogs pa’i snyan ngag gi lam nas drangs pa’i 
blo sbyong, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 15: 771–776. 

503. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lha sku’i phyag tshad, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 11: 674–716. 

504. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Ja yig dbyangs ngas bya dka’i tshul dag tu legs par bsdebs,” in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 590–591. 
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SKU ’BUM EDITION (Vol. Ka-Dza, 19 Vols.) 505 
 
1 (KA) 494 pages  
1. The Way of the Faithful: The Incredible Biography of the Great Jetsun Lama 

Tsongkhapa (Rje btsun bla ma tsong kha pa chen po’i ngo mtshar smad du byung 
ba’i rnam par thar pa dad pa’i ’jug ngogs), au. Khedrub Gelek Pelzang 

74 

2. Compendium of Excellent Accounts: A Supplement to “‘the Extensive 
Biography” (Rnam thar chen mo’i zur ’debs legs bshad kun btus), au. Jampel 
Gyatso  

13 

3. Ears of Grains of Elegant Teachings: A Secret Biography (Gsang ba’i rnam thar 
rin chen snye ma), au. Khedrub Gelek Pelzang 

18 

4. Prayer on the Esoteric Life (Gsang ba’i rnam thar gsol ’debs), au. Tashi Pelden 6 
5. An Audience with Lodrak Drubchen and Apropos Granting a Tooth to Khedrub 

Jey (Lho brag grub chen dang mjal tshul/ mkhas grub rje la tshems gnang ba’i 
skor); au. Lhodrak Drubchen Namkha Gyaltsen and Sangye Rinchen 

5 

6. Tsongkhapa’s Personal Transmission of the Profound and Unique Guru Yoga to 
the All-Knowing [Khedrub Je] (Bla ma’i rnal ’byor zab khyad can chos kyi rgyal 
po tsong kha pa chen pos mkhas grub thams cad mkhyen pa la gcig brgyud kyi 
tshul du gnang ba), au. Dorje Lodro Rinchen 

4 

7. Jey Rinpoche’s Personal Transmission of Guru Yoga to Baso Chojé (Rje rin po 
ches ba so chos rje la gcig brgyud kyi tshul du gnang ba’i bla ma’i rnal ’byor) 

3 

8. Register of Teachings Received by Jey Rinpoche Lobzang Drakpa (Rje rin po che 
blo bzang grags pa’i dpal gyi gsan yig) 

32 

9. Garland of the Essence of the Supreme Medicine: A Reply (Zhu lan sman mchog 
bdud rtsi’i phreng ba)  

16 

10. Fulfilling the Disciples’ Wishes: Exposition on “the Fifty Stanzas on Spiritual 
Teacher” (Bla ma lnga bcu pa’i rnam bshad slob ma’i re ba kun skong)  

30 

11. Ears of Grains of Blessings: Exposition on the Tantric Discipline (Gsang sngags 
kyi tshul khrims kyi rnam bshad dngos grub snye ma)  

80 

12. Highway to Enlightenment: Exposition on the Bodhisattva Discipline (Byang 
chub sems dpa’i tshul khrims kyi rnam bshad byang chub gzhung lam) 

118 

13. Namtse Dengma: An Advice to the Fully Ordained Monks (Dge slong gi bslab 
bya gnam rtsed ldeng mar grags pa)  

86 

14. Namtse Dengma: An Advice to the Novice Monks (Dge tshul gyi bslab bya rnam 
rtsed ldeng ma)  

9 

    
2 (KHA) 475 pages  
1. Collected Works of the Omniscient [Tsongkhapa]: Miscellaneous Writings (Rje 

thams cad mkhyen pa tsong kha pa chen po’i bka’ ’bum thor bu)506  
316 

2. The Difficult Points of “the Fundamentals of Discipline”: Manuscripts in the 
Handwriting of Jey [Tsongkhapa] (’Dul ba mdo rtsa ba’i dka’ gnad kyi zin bris 
rje nyid kyi phyag bris su mdzad pa)  

114 

 
505. The nineteen volumes of the Kumbum edition, whose scanned copies are available at the Tibetan 

Buddhist Resource Center/Buddhist Digital Resource Library (TBRC W22272), has two-faced folios 
bearing the volume title and a two-faced folio containing the volume contents. 

506. This volume contains numerous miscellaneous writings compiled together with other writings in 
popular editions such as Zhol, Tashi Lhunpo, Kumbum, and Labrang. However, given that this 
collection is titled Bka’ ’bum thor bu or Collected Works: Miscellaneous Writings, the term bka’ ’bum 
is ascribed to a text or a collection of texts that that make up a volume or volumes, there is a greater 
likelihood that The Collected Works: Miscellaneous Writings was formerly published as a separate 
volume.  
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3. Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Manuscript on Vajrashekhara (Rdo rje rtse mo’i zin bris rje 
nyid kyis gnang ba)  

18 

4. Jñana-dakini Propitiation, Transference of Consciousness, and Protection-
blessing (Ye shes mkha’ ’gro’i sgrub thabs/ ’pho ba/ bka’ bsgo bcas)  

5 

5. Kurava Longevity Rituals (Sgra mi snyan gyi tshe sgrub) 5 
6. Confession Practices of the Two Higher Vows According to Jey [Tsongkhapa] 

(Sdom pa gong ma gnyis kyi phyir bcos byed tshul rje’i phyag len bzhin bkod pa)  
6 

7. Steps for the Hundred-Fold Torma Offerings According to the Practice of the 
Incomparable Jey Lobzang Drakpa (Gtor ma brgya rtsa’i rim pa mtshungs med 
chos kyi rje blo bzang grags pa’i phyag len)  

11 

   
3 (GA) 497 pages  
1. Elucidating the Essential Points of Secrets of the Mantra: The Stages of the Path 

of the Victorious Universal Lord, the Great Vajradhara (Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo 
rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba 
[=The Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra, sngags rim chen mo]) 

497 

   
4 (NGA) 521 pages  
1.  An Annotated Commentary to “The Bright Lamp, A Detailed Explanation on 

Guhyasamaja, the King of All Tantras” (Rgyud thams cad kyi rgyal po gsang ba 
’dus pa’i rgya cher bshad pa sgrol ma gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin ’byed pa’i mchan 
gyi ’grel pa)  

521 

   
5 (CA) 561 pages  
1. Root Tantra of Guhyasamaja, the King of all Tantras and Supplementary Tantra 

(Rgyud thams cad kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rtsa ba’i rgyud phyi ma 
dang bcas pa), Edited by Tsongkhapa, Source: Kanjur 

102 

2. Synopsis and Outline of the Detailed Explanation of “Bright Lamp” (Sgron gsal 
rgya cher bshad pas ’chad pa’i sa bcad bsdus don)  

31 

3. The Precious Sapling: Analysis on the Difficult Points from the Detailed 
Explanation of “Bright Lamp” (Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rgya 
cher bshad pa sgron ma gsal ba’i dka’ ba’i gnad kyi mtha’ gcod rin chen myu gu) 

151 

4. Questions of the Four Goddesses (Lha mo bzhis zhus), Edited by Tsongkhapa, 
Source: Kanjur 

7 

5. Elucidation of the Suchness of Life Exertion from the Detailed Explanation on 
“the Questions of the Four Goddesses” of the Guhyasamaja Tantra (’Dus pa’i 
bshad rgyud lha mo bzhis zhus kyi rgya cher bshad pa srog rtsol gyi de kho na 
nyid gsal ba) 

52 

6. Compendium of the Diamond Wisdom (Ye shes rdo rje kun las btus pa), Edited 
by Tsongkhapa, Source: Kanjur  

7 

7. Commentary to “The Compendium of Diamond Wisdom,” the Explanatory 
Tantra of the Guhyasamaja (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bshad rgyud ye shes rdo rje 
kun las btus pa’i Ṭikka)  

67 

8. Clear Elucidation of the Suchness: Rites of Mandala and Significance of 
Initiations of Guhyasamaja-Akshobhyavajra (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa mi bskyod 
rdo rje’i dkyil ’khor gyi cho ga dbang gi don de nyid rab tu gsal ba) 

78 

9. Baser Kachupa’s Manuscript Containing Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Teachings on the 
Generation Stage of the Guhyasamaja Tantra (’Ba’ ser bka’ bcu pas rje la gsan 
pa’i gsang ’dus bskyed rim zin bris) 

40 

10. Manuscript of “The Difficult Points of Guhyasamaja Tantra” (Gsang ’dus dka’ 
gnas zin bris)  

26 

   
6 (CHA)  322 pages  
1. Illuminating the Essential Meaning of the Guhyasamaja Tantra: An Exposition 87 
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on “The Stages of Presentation” (Rnam gzhag rim pa’i rnam bshad dpal gsang 
ba ’dus pa’i gnad don gsal ba)  

2. Manuscript on “Vajramala: An Explanatory Tantra” (Bshad rgyud rdo rje’i 
phreng ba’i zin bris)  

6 

3. Manuscript on Vajra Recitation (Rdo rje bzlas pa’i zin bris)  89 
4. Manuscript on “The Stages of the Unequaled Intent” (Dgongs pa bla na med pa’i 

rim pa’i zin bris)  
32 

5. Ultimate Instruction on Self-Blessing (Man ngag gi mthar thug bdag byin rlabs)  12 
6. Explanation on the Ultimate Instruction on the Stages of Enlightenment (Man 

ngag gi mthar thug mngon par byang chub pa’i rim pa’i bshad pa)  
15 

7. Manuscript on “The Summary of the Five Stages” (Rim lnga bsdus pa’i zin bris)  25 
8. The Stages of the Four Yogas (Rnal ’byor bzhi rim)  15 
9. Commentary on the Stages of the Four Yogas (Rnal ’byor bzhi’i rim gyi Ṭikka)  5 
10. Manuscript on the Difficult Points of Guhyasamaja Tantra (’Dus pa’i dka’ gnas 

kyi zin bris)  
2 

11. Manuscript on the First Chapter of Vijayadatta’s “Guhyasamaja Tantra” (Rgyal 
bas byin gyis mdzad pa’i gsang ’dus le’u dang po’i ’grel pa’i zin bris)  

8 

12. Manuscript on the Ten Wrathful Ones (Khro bcu’i zin bris)  5 
13. Explaining the Meaning of “One Superior Deity” (Lhag pa yi ni lha gcig nyid ces 

pa’i don bshad pa)  
3 

14. Addendum to the Mandala Rites of Guhyasamaja Tantra (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i 
dkyil ’khor gyi cho ga’i ngag ’don lhan thabs)  

18 

   
7 (JA)  426 pages  
1. Lamp Thoroughly Illuminating “The Five Stages of Guhyasamaja, the King of 

Tantras” (Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rim lnga rab tu gsal ba’i 
sgron me)  

341 

2. Stages of the Sublime Yoga: A Guhysamaja Sadhana (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i 
sgrub thabs rnal ’byor dag pa’i rim pa) 

31 

3. Supplement to the Meditative Concentration, Qualificands in the Secret Mantra, 
and Location of the Eight Mahasiddhas (Bsam gtan phyi ma/ gsang ba khyad 
gzhi/ grub chen brgyad kyi bzhugs tshul rnams)  

3 

4. Clear Elucidation of Points that Delights the Youthful Bees: The Generation 
Stage of Guhyasamaja Tantra (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bskyed rim blo gsal bung 
ba’i re skong gnad don gsal ba)  

30 

5. Manuscript on “The Four Hunder and Fifty Stanzas” (Bzhi brgya lnga bcu pa’i 
skor gyi zin bris gnang ba)  

7 

6. Collection of Ultimate and Provisional Mantras and Rites of Blessings: 
Manuscript According to Je’s Teachings from “Vajramala” (Dpal rdo rje ’phreng 
ba las gsungs pa’i drang nges kyi sngags btu zhing byin gyis rlabs pa’i cho ga rje’i 
gsung bzhin zin bris su bkod pa) 

14 

   
8 (NYA)  503 pages  
1. Detailed Explanation of the Hidden Meaning of the Abridged Samvara Tantra 

(Bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa sbas pa’i don kun gsal ba)  
254 

2. “The Abridged Samvara Tantra,” the Highest Yoga Tantra that is the Supreme of 
All Tantras” of Chakrasamvara, the One Acclaimed as the King of the Blood-
Drinking Deities (Dpal khrag ’thung gi rgyal po ’khor lo sdom par brjod pa rnal 
’byor ma bla na med pa rgyud thams cad kyi bla ma bde mchog bsdus pa), Edited 
by Tsongkhapa, Source: Kanjur 

48 

3. Ways of Training in the Path for Attaining the State of Vajradhara (Rdo rje ’chang 
gi go ’phang rnyed par byed pa’i lam la slob pa’i tshul)  

20 

4. Essential Transcription of Oral Instructions (Zhal shes gnad kyi them yig)  25 
5. Layers of Inner Meanings of Vajradhara Appeasement Rites in the Guhyasamaja 13 
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Tantra (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rdo rje sems dpa’ mnyes par byed pa’i cho ga’i 
ngag ’don gyi rim pa)  

6. Unraveling Manjushri’s Intent: Sadhana Ritual of Manjushri Vajra (’Jam dpal 
rdo rje’i sgrub thabs ’jam dbyangs dgongs gsal)  

23 

7. Identifying the Scriptural Sources of the Twenty Rituals (Cho ga nyi shu’i khungs 
dgod pa)  

9 

8. Sthavira Sadhubhadra’s Manuscript of Tsongkhapa’s Instructions on the 
Meditation in the Two Stages (Rje’i zhal gyi gdams pa rim gnyis sgom tshul sthA 
bi ra sA dhu bha dra’i zin bris su bkod pa)  

14 

9. Experiential Instructions on the Complete Underpinning of the Five Stages of 
the Completion Stage of Guhyasamaja Tantra, the King of Tantras (Rgyud kyi 
rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rdzogs rim rim lnga gdan rdzogs kyi dmar khrid)  

63 

10. [Tsongkhapa’s] Manuscript of “Extensive Consecration Rituals” (Rab gnas rgyas 
pa’i zin bris)  

34 

   
9 (TA)  370 pages  
1. The Grantor of Wish: Detailed Explanation on the Paths of the Glorious Lord 

Chakrasamvara (Bcom ldan ’das dpal ’khor lo bde mchog gi mngon par rtogs pa’i 
rgya cher bshad pa ’dod pa ’jo ba) 

197 

2. Three Reasons for Faith: Order of Instructions According to the Six Doctrines of 
Naropa (Zab lam nā ro’i chos drug gi sgo nas ’khrid pa’i rim pa yid ches gsum 
ldan)  

66 

3. Abridged Ways of Practising the Cycle of Visualitzation of the Six Doctrines of 
Naropa: Mahasattva Kunzang’s Masnucript of Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Teachings 
(Nā ro’i chos drug gi dmigs skor lag tu len tshul bsdus pa rje’i gsung bzhin sems 
dpa’ chen po kun bzang bas bkod pa) 

20 

4. Order of Recitation Rituals for Realization of the Glorious Chakrasamvara 
According to Luipa (Dpal ’khor lo bde mchog l’u i pa’i mngon rtogs ngag ’don gyi 
cho ga’i rim pa)  

15 

5. Extracts from “Clear Distinction: The Commentary on ‘the Clear Realization’,” 
(Dpal mngon par rtogs pa’i ’grel pa khyad par gsal byed las zur du phyung ba), 
Edited by Tsongkhapa, Source: Tenjur  

7 

6. Ocean of Dakinis: Tsongkhapa’s Manuscript (Mkha’ ’gro rgya mtsho’i skor gyi 
zin bris rje nyid kyi gnang ba)  

11 

7. Expressing Great Bliss: Bhagavan Chakrasamvara Sadhana According to 
Mahayogi Luipa Tradition (Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u i pa’i lugs kyi bcom 
ldan ’das ’khor lo sdom pa’i sgrub thabs bde chen gsal ba)  

41 

8. Addendum According to Ghanta Tradition (Dril bu lus dkyil gyi lhan thabs)  13 
   
10 (THA)  351 pages  
1. Precious Garland of Rituals: Sadhana for Initiation into the Thirteen Deities of 

Yamantaka Mandala (Dpal gshin rje gshed lha bcu gsum ma rnams kyi dkyil 
’khor du dbang bskur ba sgrub pa’i thabs kyi cho ga rin po che phreng ba)  

53 

2. Thorough Revelation of the Intent: Clear Realization of the Samvara Body 
Mandala According to the Excellent Yogi Ghanta (Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug 
dril bu pa’i lugs kyi bde mchog lus dkyil gyi mngon rtogs dgongs pa rab gsal) 

28 

3. Treasury of Jewels: Rites of Samvara Initation and Body Mandala According to 
Ghanta (Dril bu lugs kyi bde mchog lus dkyil dbang chog rin po che’i bang 
mdzod)  

29 

4. Opening the Eyes to See the Hidden Meaning of “the Commentary on ‘the Five 
Stages of Samvara Tantra’” (Bde mchog rim lnga’i bshad pa sbas don lta ba’i mig 
rnam par ’byed pa)  

37 

5. Oral Instructions on the Five Stages of Ghanta Tradition: Cheton Kunga 
Zangpo’s Composition Based on Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Teachings (Dril bu rim 

13 
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lnga’i khrid yig rje’i gsung bzhin sems dpa’ chen po lce ston kun dga’ bzang pos 
mdzad pa) 

6. Red Khechari Sadhana (Mkha’ spyod dmar mo’i sgrub thabs)  3 
7. Manuscript on “the Commentary to ‘Vajradakini’” (Rdo rje mkha’ ’gro’i ’grel pa’i 

zin bris)  
3 

8. Some Comments on Vajrayogini: Darika’s Manuscript on the Tenth-Day 
Offering Ritual (Rdo rje rnal ’byor ma’i ’grel pa tshes bcu’i mchod pa’i rtog pa’i 
cho ga da ri ka pas mdzad pa’i zin bris)  

3 

9. Manuscript on “Blossom of Instructions” (Man ngag snye ma’i zin bris) 24 
10. Annotated Edition of “Thorough Purging of the Hell” (Ngan song sbyong rgyud 

mchan dang bcas pa)  
100 

11. Manuscript on Sarvavida Ritual (Kun rig cho ga’i zin bris)  4 
12. Basket of Sadhanas on the Thirteen Deities of Vajrabhairava (Rdo rje ’jigs byed 

lha bcu gsum ma’i sgrub thabs za ma tog bkod pa) 
17 

13. Victory from Evils: Vajrabhairava Sadhana (Rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi sgrub thabs 
bdud las rnam rgyal) 

17 

14. Blazing Jewel: Black Yamantaka Sadhana (Gshin rje gshed nag sgrub thabs rin 
chen ’bar ba)  

18 

   
11 (DA)  402 pages  
1. Ocean of Blessing: Bhairava Homa Rites (’Jigs byed sbyin sreg dngos grub rgya 

mtsho)  
31 

2. Manuscript on “the Forty-Nine” (Zhe dgu ma’i zin bris)  6 
3. Protection Ritual of the Peaceful and Wrathful Manjushri (’Jam dpal zhi drag gi 

srung ba)  
3 

4. Manuscript on the Description of the Symbols and Emblems of Bhairava (’Jigs 
byed kyi phyag mtshan sogs kyi bshad pa’i zin bris)  

10 

5. The Purification of the Inner Chapter of the Kalachakra Tantra: Unfinished 
Manuscript Transcribed by Khedrub Jey (Dus kyi ’khor lo’i nang le’i rnam par 
dag pa mkhas grub rje’i zin bris su btab pa ’phro can)  

66 

6. Seven Sections According to Achalagarbha (A tsa la garb+has don tshan bdun 
du byed pa) 

3 

7. Manuscript on the “The Second Segment of the Hevajra Tantra” (Rgyud brtag 
pa gnyis pa’i zin bris)  

82 

8. Manuscript on “Vajra Verses on Six Practices” of Kalachakra Tantra and 
Commentary; Manuscript on the Realization and Initiation of Kalachakra 
Tantra; Manuscript on Daily Guide to Six Practices; and Examining the 
Remaining Years in One’s Life (Sbyor drug rdo rje’i tshig bcad/ de’i bshad pa dus 
’khor gyi zin bris/ dus ’khor mngon rtogs dang/ dbang gi zin bris/ sbyor drug 
nyer mkho’i zin bris ’chi zhag dang/ tshe lhag ji tsam yod pa dpyad pa rnams) 

23 

9. Summary of the Essential Points on the Completion Stages of the Six Practices 
(Sbyor drug gi rdzogs rim gyi gnad bsdus rje’i gsung bzhin rgyal stengs pas 
mdzad pa)  

24 

10. In Reply to the Questions on the Smallest Unit of Form and Shortest Unit of 
Time (Gzugs kyi chung mtha’ dang/ dus kyi mthung mtha’ sogs las brtsams pa’i 
dris lan) 

3 

11. Manuscript on Shriparam[adhya] (Dpal mchog gi zin bris)  19 
12. Manuscript on “Hevajra Tantra” and “Compendium of Suchness” (Kyee rdor 

rgyud kyi zin bris dang/ de nyid kyi zin bris)  
8 

13. Manuscript on the Sadhana of Nairyatma Mandala (Rje btsun bdag med pa’i 
dkyil ’khor sgrub thabs zin bris)  

6 

14. Manuscript on “The Invincible Treatise: A Commentary to Buddhakapala 
Tantra” (Sangs rgyas thod pa’i mi ’jigs gzhung ’grel sogs kyi zin bris) 

9 

15. Root Text of Consciousness Transference: On the Third Chapter of the Eighth 4 
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Segment (’Pho khrid kyi rtsa tshig brtag pa brgyad pa’i rab ’byed gsum pa)  
16. Opening the Golden Door: A Detailed Explanation on the Transference of 

Consciousness to the Higher States (Rnam shes gong du ’pho ba’i rgya cher 
bshad pa gser gyi sgo ’byed)  

29 

17. Understanding the Mahachakra: Manuscript of Tsongkhapa’s Teaching (’Khor 
lo chen po’i mngon rtogs rje’i gsung bzhin zin bris su bkod pa)  

11 

18. Mahabala Rain Harvesting Ritual: Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Oral Instructions (Stobs 
po che la brten pa’i char ’bebs rje’i man ngag zhal shes)  

4 

19. Cloud Clearing Ritual and Hayagriva Ritual of the Four Svanas (Sprin bral ba’i 
man ngag dang/ rta mgrin sha NA bzhi bskor)  

4 

20. Jey Rinpoche’s Parnasahavari Sadhana (Ri khrod lo ma can gyi sgrub thabs rje 
rin po ches gnang ba)  

2 

21. Tsongkhapa’s Goddess Sarasvati Sadhana and Imprimatur Sarasvati Sadhana 
(Lha mo dbyangs can ma’i sgrub thabs rje tsong kha bas mdzad pa dang/ 
dbyangs can ma’i sgrub thabs rjes gnang) 

4 

22. Bhagavan Ucchushma Sadhana and Imprimatur Sarasvati Sadhana (Bcom ldan 
’das sme brtsegs kyi sgrub thabs rjes gnang ba)  

3 

23. Ways of Invoking the Thirty-Five Buddhas and Iconometry of Deities (Sangs 
rgyas so lnga’i mngon rtogs dang/ lha sku’i phyag tshad) 

25 

24. Manuscript of a Commentary on “Compendium on Suchness” and an 
Imprimatur (De nyid bsdus pa’i ’grel pa’i zin bris rjes gnang ba)  

4 

25. Vajradhatu Rituals: Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Manuscript (Rdo rje dbyings kyi cho ga’i 
zin bris rje nyid kyi gnang ba)  

4 

26. Stages of Vajradhatu Chakravartina Accustomization Ritual: Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s 
Manuscript (Rdo rje dbyings kyi ’khor bsgyur gyi bsnyen pa’i rim pa sogs rje nyid 
kyi zin bris su gnang ba)  

15 

   
12 (NA)  311 pages  
1. Discerning the Difficult Points of “The Vimalaprabha in Twelve Thousand 

Stanzas”: As Received by Khedrub Jey from Tsongkhapa (Stong phrag bcu gnyis 
pa dri ma med pa ’od kyi dka’ ba’i gnad rnam par ’byed pa brjed byang gi yi ge 
mkhas grub chos rjes rje la gsan dus mdzad pa)  

108 

2. Special Instructions on the Teachings of Manjushri: As Composed by Jetsun 
Tsongkhapa and Offered to Jey Rendawa (Rje btsun ’jam dpal dbyangs kyi gsung 
rje btsun tsong kha pas yi ger mdzad nas rje re ’da’ ba la phul ba’i man ngag thun 
mong ma yin pa)  

8 

3. Supplement to Guhyasamaja Sadhana (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i sgrub thabs kyi 
lhan thabs) 

17 

4. Realization and Meditation of the Glorious Guhyasamaja: The Chanting 
Supplements for Propitiation Ritual (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i mngon rtogs dang 
bsam gtan gyi sgrub mchod ngag tu ’don pa’i lhan thabs)  

13 

5. Ritual Dance for the Site Consecration for All Mandalas According to “The 
Rosary”: Transcribed by Kazhipa Drakpa Gyaltsen According to Tsongkhapa’s 
Instructions (Dkyil ’khor kun gyi sa chog gi skabs kyi gar ’phreng ba’i dgongs pa 
bzhin rje’i zhal snga nas gsungs pa bka’ bzhi pa grags pa rgyal mtshan gyi bkod 
pa) 

8 

6. Song of the Spring Queen: Outer Ritual of the Glorious Chakrasamvara (Dpal 
’khor lo sdom pa’i phyi rol gyi cho ga lag mchod dang dpyid kyi rgyal mo’i glu 
dang bcas pa)  

15 

7. Bhairava Purification Ritual (’Jigs byed kyi dag sbyor) 4 
8. Brief Literal Explanation of “The Excellent Sadhanas”: Gyeltsab Chojé’s Notes 

of Tsongkhapa’s Teaching (Rje’i gsung bzhin du sgrub thabs kun tu bzang po’i 
tshig gi don cung zad bkod pa rgyal tshab chos rjes brjed byang du mdzad pa)  

37 

9. Elucidating the Meaning of the Tantra: The Glorious Vairochana Rituals for 68 
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Thorough Purging of the Lesser Realms (Dpal rnam par snang mdzad kyi sgo 
nas ngan song thams cad yongs su sbyong ba’i dkyil ’khor gyi cho ga rgyud don 
gsal ba) 

10. General Presentation of the Rituals of Kriya and Charya Tantras and Their 
Correspondence to the Three Lineages: Based on Tsongkhapa’s Practice (Bya 
spyod spyi’i cho ga’i rnam par gzhag pa rigs gsum la sbyor tshul rje’i phyag bzhes 
bzhin ’dul ba ’dzin pa’i bkod pa)  

30 

11. Marichi Sadhana: Based on Tsongkhapa’s Practice (’Od zer can gyi sgrub thabs 
rje’i thugs bzhed ltar yi ger bkod pa)  

3 

   
13 (PA)  529 pages  
1. The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment by the 

Incomparable Tsongkhapa (Mnyam med tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i 
byang chub lam rim che ba)  

529 

   
14 (PHA)  486 pages  
1. Stages of the Path to Enlightenment: Establishing the Essential Points of All 

Teachings of the Buddha (Rgyal ba’i gsung rab thams cad kyi gnad bsdus te gtan 
la phab pa byang chub lam gyi rim pa) 

220 

2. The Essence of the Excellent Teachings: Treatise Distinguishing the meanings 
of the Provisional and the Ultimate (Drang ba dang nges pa’i don rnam par ’byed 
pa’i bstan bcos legs bshad snying po)  

124 

3. Instruction Outline of “The Stages of Path to Enlightenment” (Byang chub lam 
gyi rim pa’i khrid kyi sa bcad) 

15 

4. Explaining the Correct Meaning of the Buddha’s Teachings on Meditative 
Quiescence and Special Insight (Gzhi lhag gnyis kyi dka’ ba’i gnas la rgyal ba’i 
dgongs pa phyin ci ma log par bshad pa)  

5 

5. Essential Points of the Paths of Lord Manjushri: An Epistle to Jey Rendawa (Rje 
btsun ’jam dpal dbyangs kyi lam gyi gnad rje re ’da’ ba la shog dril du phul ba)  

6 

6. On “Compendium of Training”: Jey Rinpoche’s Teachings at Reting as 
Transcribed by Jamyang Chojé (Rje rin po ches rwa sgreng du bslab btus rgyas 
par gsung dus ’jam dbyangs chos rjes zin bris su mdzad pa) 

20 

7. Manuscript on “the Chapter on Wisdom”: As Received by Gyeltsab Chojé from 
Tsongkhapa (Rgyal tshab chos rjes rjes drung du gsan pa’i shes rab le’u’i zin bris)  

49 

8. Extensive Notes on Logic: As Received by Gyeltsab Chojé from Tsongkhapa 
(Rgyal tshab chos rjes rje’i drung du gsan pa’i tshad ma’i brjed byang chen mo)  

47 

   
15 (BA)  428 pages  
1. Ocean of Reasoning: A Detailed Explanation of “Wisdom: Stanzas on the 

Fundamental of the Middle Way” (Dbu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab 
ces bya ba’i rnam bshad rigs pa’i rgya mtsho)  

272 

2. Manuscript on the Eight Difficult Points: Tsongkhapa’s Notes (Dka’ gnad brgyad 
kyi zin bris rje’i gsung bzhin brjed byang du bkod pa) 

18 

3. Manuscript on “The Sixty [Stanzas on] Reasoning”: Gyeltsab Chojé’s 
Transcription of Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s Teachings (Rigs pa drug cu pa’i zin bris rje’i 
gsung bzhin rgyal tshab chos rje’i bkod pa)  

14 

4. Notes on ‘the Chapter on Direct Perception’: As Received by Gyeltsab Chojé from 
Jey [Tsongkhapa] (Rgyal tshab chos rjes rje’i drung du gsan pa’i mngon sum 
le’u’i brjed byang) 

56 

5. Instructions on the Equiponderant View of Samsara and Nirvana (Srid zhi 
mnyam nyid kyi lta ba’i khrid yig)  

26 

6. Mind Training: A Poetic Composition of Excellent Expressions (Tshig sbyor 
phun sum tshogs pa’i snyan ngag gi lam nas drang pa’i blo sbyong) 

4 

7. Apropos “Ornament of the Middle Way Philosophy”: Jey [Tsongkhapa]’s 18 
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Manuscript (Dbu ma rgyan gyi zin bris rje rang nyid kyi gnang ba)  
   
16 (MA)  487 pages  
1. Thorough Elucidation of the Intent of the Great Treatise Called “The 

Supplement to ‘the Middle Way’” (Bstan bcos chen mo dbu ma la ’jug pa’i dgongs 
pa rab tu gsal ba)  

303 

2. Notes on “Ornament of the Middle Way Philosophy”: Based on Teachings 
Received by Gyeltsab Chojé from Tsongkhapa (Rgyal tshab chos rjes rje la gsan 
pa’i dbu ma rgyan gyi brjed byang) 

13 

3. Commentary to the Chapter on “Direct Cognition”: Based on Teachings Received 
by Khedrub Chojé from Tsongkhapa (Mngon sum le’u’i Ṭikka rje’i gsung bzhin 
mkhas grub chos rjes mdzad pa)  

103 

4. Knowledge for the Learned: Commentary to the Wisdom Chapter of “Engaging 
in the Bodhisattva Practices (Spyod ’jug shes rab le’u’i Ṭikka blo gsal ba zhes bya 
ba) 

37 

5. Delineation of Soteriology in Logic: The Teaching of Tsongkhapa (Rje nyid kyi 
mdzad pa’i tshad ma’i lam bsgrigs)  

31 

   
17 (TSA)  437 pages  
1. Golden Rosary of Sublime Teachings: Explaining the Commentary to “the 

Ornament of Clear Realization,” a Treatise on the Instruction on “the Perfection 
of Wisdom” (Chapter on ‘Omniscience’) (Shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i man 
ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa dang bcas pa’i rgya cher 
bshad pa legs bshad gser gyi phreng ba las rnam pa thams cad mkhyen pa nyid 
kyi skabs)507 

336 

2. Golden Rosary of Sublime Teachings: Explaining the Commentary to “the 
Ornament of Clear Realization,” a Treatise on the Instruction on “the Perfection 
of Wisdom” (Chapter on ‘the Knowledge of the Path’) (Shes rab kyi pha rol tu 
phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa dang bcas 
pa’i rgya cher bshad pa legs bshad gser gyi phreng ba las lam shes pa nyid kyi 
skabs)  

73 

3. Golden Rosary of Sublime Teachings: Explaining the Commentary to “the 
Ornament of Clear Realization,” a Treatise on the Instruction on “the Perfection 
of Wisdom” (Chapter on ‘the Knowledge of All Phenomena’) (Shes rab kyi pha 
rol tu phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa dang 
bcas pa’i rgya cher bshad pa legs bshad gser gyi phreng ba las thams cad shes pa 
nyid kyi skabs) 

28 

   
18 (TSHA)  459 pages  
1. Golden Rosary of Sublime Teachings: Explaining the Commentary to “the 

Ornament of Clear Realization,” a Treatise on the Instruction on “the Perfection 
of Wisdom” (Chapter on “Complete Knowledge of All Aspects”) (Shes rab kyi 
pha rol tu phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa 
dang bcas pa’i rgya cher bshad pa legs bshad gser gyi phreng ba las rnam kun 

159 

 
507. This and the four following texts are chapters of The Golden Rosary, which is a commentary to The 

Ornament of Clear Realization. The most extensive of Tsongkhapa’s writings, it runs in 734 two-sided 
folios in the Kumbum edition. Although Tsongkhapa had written this as a single text with a colophon 
at the end, editions like Kumbum have separated the chapters and assigned them each a separate text 
title. Others have split them abruptly into chapters or into bstod cha and smad cha, the upper and 
lower volumes. This splitting of a single text into multiple chapters assigned with its own text title or 
in volumes signify this division as a pre-existing division. It allows for alternative proposition 
regarding the early and extinct editions. 
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mngon par rdzogs par rtogs pa’i skabs kyi ’grel pa) 
2. Golden Rosary of Sublime Teachings: Explaining the Commentary to “the 

Ornament of Clear Realization,” a Treatise on the Instruction on “the Perfection 
of Wisdom” (Chapter on “the Knowledge of the Peak”) (Shes rab kyi pha rol tu 
phyin pa’i man ngag gi bstan bcos mngon par rtogs pa’i rgyan ’grel pa dang bcas 
pa’i rgya cher bshad pa legs bshad gser gyi phreng ba las rtse mo’i mngon par 
rtogs pa’i skabs man gyi ’grel pa) 

138 

3. Root Text of “The Difficult Points of Mind and Foundational Mind” (Yid dang 
kun gzhi’i dka’ ba’i gnad kyi rtsa ba)  

4 

4. Detailed Explanation of “The Difficult Points of Mind and Foundational Mind” 
(Yid dang kun gzhi’i dka’ ba’i gnad rgya cher ’grel ba) 

55 

5. Dispelling Darkness from the Mind of the Intelligent Ones: A Guide to the Seven 
Topics (Sde bdun la ’jug pa’i sgo don gnyer yid kyi mun sel)  

24 

6. Treatise on the Concentration and the Formless (Bsam gtan gzugs med kyi bstan 
bcos)  

11 

7. Middle Way Philosophy According to Prasangika Madhyamaka School: Based 
on Tsongkhapa’s Teachings as Received by Khedrub Rinpoche (Dbu ma thal 
’gyur ba’i lugs kyi zab lam dbu ma’i lta khrid rje yab sras kyi dgongs pa bzhin 
mkhas grub rin po ches zin bris su mdzad pa)  

8 

8. Concise Instruction on Middle Way Philosophy (Dbu ma’i lta khrid bsdus pa)  7 
9. Instructions on the Twenty Spiritual Aspirants and Difficult Points on ‘Entry and 

Abidance’ of the Practitioners of Greater Spiritual Scope (Dge ’dun nyi shu bsdus 
pa rjes gnang ba dang/ zhugs gnas skyes bu chen po’i dka’ gnad)  

7 

10. Stairway to Liberation for the Intelligent Ones: Presentation of ‘Entry and 
Abidance’ of the Practitioners of Greater Spiritual Scope (Zhugs pa dang gnas 
pa’i skyes bu chen po rnams kyi rnam par bzhag pa blo gsal bgrod pa’i them skas)  

43 

11. Advice on ‘the Fundamentals’ (Gzhi nas ’byung ba’i bslab bya)  10 
   
19 (DZA)  412 pages  
1. Speech of Marvelous Wonder: Extremely Secret Biography (Rje’i rnam thar shin 

tu gsang ba ngo mtshar smad du byung ba’i gtam)  
4 

2. Twenty-One Notes on Guhyasamaja Tantra (Gsang ba ’dus pa’i yig chung nyer 
gcig sogs)  

90 

3. Blossoms of Blessings: Exposition on the Completion Stages of Samvara Tantra 
According to Mahayogi Luipa Tradition (Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u i pa’i 
lugs kyi bde mchog rdzogs rim gyi rnam bshad dngos grub snye ma) 

67 

4. Brief Explanation on the Completion Stages of Samvara Tantra According to 
Mahayogi Luipa Tradition (Rnal ’byor gyi dbang phyug l’u’i pa’i lugs kyi bde 
mchog gi rdzogs rim rnal ’byor chen po’i khrid kyi rim pa mdor bsdus pa) 

21 

5. Manuscript on “The Drops of Spring: On the Completion Stage” (Rdzogs rim 
dpyid kyi thig le’i zin bris)  

20 

6. Manuscript on the Visualization from “The Drops of Spring: On the Completion 
Stage” (Rdzogs rim gyi spyi don dpyid kyi thig le’i dmigs rnam skyong ba’i zin 
bris)  

40 

7. Manuscript on the Completion Stages of “the Glorious Chakrasamvara Tantra” 
(Dpal ’khor lo sdom pa la brten pa’i rdzogs pa’i rim pa’i zin bris)  

14 

8. Unique Combined Propitiation of the Peaceful and Wrathful Manjushri (’Jam 
dbyangs zhi khro sbrags sgrub thun mong ma yin pa)  

4 

9. Complete Analysis on Manjushri Guhyapanna: Jey Rinpoche’s Manuscript  
(Rje rin po ches ’jam dpal gsang ldan gyi dpyad pa yongs su rdzogs nas rje rang 
nyid kyi zin bris su gnang ba) 

5 

10. Profound Instructions on Perceiving the Spiritual Teacher and the Tutelary 
Deity as Inseparable (Bla ma dang yi dam dbyer med du sgrub tshul shin tu zab 
pa)  

8 
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11. Secret Instructions on “the Glorious Yellow Vajrabhairava” (Dpal rdo rje ’jigs 
byed ser po la brten pa’i shin tu zab pa’i man ngag)  

3 

12. Four-Syllable Protection Ritual, Three Fundamental Instructions, Yamantaka 
Practice, and Yamantaka Practice in Coordination with the Energy Channels (Yi 
ge bzhi pa’i srung ba man ngag rtsa gsum dang gshin rje sbyor tshul rnams dang 
rtsa dang gshin rje sbyor tshul) 

6 

13. Jey [Tsongkhapa’s] Teachings on ‘the Six Practices’: Composed by Sharkhapa 
Rinchen Chogyel (Rje’i gsung sbyor drug gi zin bris shar kha pa rin chen chos 
rgyal gyis gnang ba zhus nas bkod pa)  

6 

14. Fruitful Stages of Profound Visualization: Instructions on ‘the Six Practices’ 
(Sbyor ba yan lag drug gi khrid zab mo’i dmigs rim gyi lag rjes) 

8 

15. Notes on “the Instructions on Guhyasamaja Tantra” (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i 
man ngag yig chung gi skor rnams)  

66 

16. A drop of Spring: The Completion Stage (Rdzogs rim dpyid kyi thig le)  12 
17. Detailed Description of the Four Mudras form the Chapter on Practice: 

Manuscript of Tsongkhapa’s Teachings as Transcribed by Gyeltsab Chojé (Sgrub 
le’i phyag rgya bzhi zhib tu gsung pa rgyal tshab chos rjes zin bris su bkod pa)  

12 

18. Six Branches of Practices of the Completion Stage of Kalachakra Tantra: 
Manuscript of Tsongkhapa’s Teachings as Transcribed by Punya (Dus kyi ’khor 
lo’i rdzogs rim sbyor ba yan lag drug gi khrid yig pU nya ming can gyi rje’i gsung 
bzhin zin bris su bkod pa) 

26 

   
 

5.3.1 Writings on Philosophy and Soteriology: Lamrim text and tradition 
 

Lamrim: Text and Tradition 

Of the many prominent works of Jey Tsongkhapa, the Elucidation of the Essential Points of all 

Secret Stages of the Path Taught by the Universal Lord, the Excellent Buddha Vajradhara (Rgyal 

ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba) 

deserves mention. This text is more popularly known by its extra-authorial title—The Great 

Treatise on the Stages of Path or Lamrim Chenmo. Tsongkhapa wrote the text at Reting 

Monastery in 1402.  

In his foreword to the most authoritative translation of The Great Treatise by a guild of 

fourteen leading Gelukpa scholars, Robert A. F. Thurman, Jey Tsongkhapa Professor of Indo-

Tibetan Buddhist Studies at Columbia University, summarizes the text as hereunder:  

Jey Tsong-kha-pa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment is 
one of the greatest religious or secular works in the library of our human heritage. 
It presents a stunning vision of the timeless origin and infinite permutations of all 
life forms, locating the precious jewel of an individual human embodiment at a 
critical moment of personal evolution. It provides this revelation in such a way that 
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individual readers can be moved to achieve a fundamental paradigm shift in their 
vision of their lives: from having been a self-centered, this-life-oriented personal 
agent struggling with the currents and obstacles around them, anxiously seeking 
some security and happiness before hopefully finding peaceful obliteration in 
death; to becoming a magnificent awakening being soaring out of an infinite past 
experience in marvelous evolutionary flight toward an unimaginably beautiful 
destiny of wisdom, love, and bliss—Buddhahood, or simply the supreme 
evolutionary glory attainable by any conscious being. 
 

The text expounds the Mahayana stages of spiritual progression towards enlightenment and 

stands out as his most celebrated works on Lamrim (lam rim, meaning ‘stages of path’), a Tibetan 

Buddhist genre that originated with Atisha Dipankara’s Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment 

(Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma, Bodhipathapradīpa, hereinafter Lamp for the Path)508 and his 

lesser-known Stages of Path to Enlightenment (Byang chub lam gyi rim pa, Bodhipathākrama).509 

Tsongkhapa’s text is not only acclaimed for its soteriological specificity and clarity, but also its 

role in the inheritance of the Lamrim tradition from its erstwhile proprietor, the Kadampa School. 

Paired with the Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra (Sngags rim chen mo),510 whose title is 

equally extra-authorial, they serve as the two most authoritative handbooks on the spiritual paths 

to enlightenment as delineated in the Sutra and Tantra, respectively. Tsongkhapa, in his 

colophon, stresses three unique features relating to the content, size, and structure that he 

identified with The Great Treatise—comprehensiveness (cha tshang ba), handiness (’khyer bde 

ba), and logical progression (go rim ma ’khrugs pa)511—which equally applies to his Tantric 

 
508. While the tradition of Lam rim is widely sourced in Bodhipathapradīpa, one can equally attribute its 

origin to Bodhipathākrama (Byang chub lam gyi rim pa), a text supposedly composed by Atisha for 
his disciple Dromton Gyalwé Jungney (1004–1064). Furthermore, Atisha’s Extensive Sourced 
Commentary to “the Lamp for the Path” (bodhimārgadīpaṃ-pañjika, byang chub lam sgron gyi bka’ 
’grel), which was written at around the same time in circa 1042, contains mārga instead of patha, 
meaning path or road, in its title 

509. Atisa Dipamkarasrijñana. Byang chub lam gyi rim pa. 1 vols. Leh, Ladakh: Thupten Tsering, 1973. 

510. The original title reads Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang ba kun gyi 
gnad rnam par phye ba zhes bya ba. In contrary, the title in the author’s colophon reads “Rdo rje 
’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba zhes bya ba” See Lam rim 
chen mo, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 13: 1072.  

511. Ibid. The quality of comprehensiveness requires our attention as the topical scope of Lam rim might 
be extended to substitute for multiple numbers of teachings. The Fifth Dalai Lama wrote that while 
Lam rim might not contain every word of the Buddha’s teachings on the 84000 topics, it incorporates 
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treatise as well. It gained an unprecedented acceptance within the Geluk school during and after 

the life of Tsongkhapa. The Great Treatise centered itself textually to the point of defining the 

Geluk tradition itself.  

The tradition of Lamrim continues to thrive within the Geluk School. The Fourteenth Dalai 

Lama Tenzin Gyatso (born 1935) gave a public sermon on the Great Treatise on the Stages of the 

Path based on eighteen different commentaries in a series of sessions since 2012. According to a 

leading Gelukpa master and Buddhist scholar, Prof. Samdhong Rinpoche, this was unprecedented 

in the history of the Geluk School, thereby evincing the continued relevance of the Lamrim 

tradition to the religious community. 

 

Archetypes of the Great Treatise—The Lamp for the Path and Other Texts 

Jey Tsongkhapa is the author of the Great Treatise. However, his own treatment of authorship by 

attributing it to multiple individuals brings to the fore the relation and tension between the Great 

Treatise and its contents in a two-, three-, or, at times, four-tiered textual stratification found 

recurring in Tibetan culture.  

Tsongkhapa undersigns his name as the author in the colophon and asserts authorship, 

yet at the same time devotes several folios hailing Atisha as the author for the reason that the 

latter’s Lamp for the Path provides the fundamental thesis, structural framework, thematic 

contents, and textual legitimation to his book. Although the Great Treatise cites only a selected 

portion of Atisha’s text for the reason of its brevity, it adopts a paraphrased incorporation in favor 

of explicit textual citation or annotation as found in Tibetan commentarial schemas such as root 

commentary (rtsa ’grel), literal commentary (tshig ’grel), and thematic commentary (don ’grel), 

which all allow for co-existence of two or more distinctly identifiable texts in one book. 

 
the entirety of the import of these teachings, just in a manner that a small pill such as Kapur Nyernga 
(ga bur nyer lnga) can contain medicinal properties of numerous plants and minerals. See Ngag 
dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Lam rim ’jam dpal zhal lung, in Gsung ’bum: Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya 
mtsho, 28 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 15: 7. 
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Nonetheless, Tsongkhapa writes: “Since the Lamp for the Path serves as the primary text, its 

author is the author of this text as well,”512 suggesting two-tiered authorship.  

In addition, Tsongkhapa considers Atisha’s Lamp for the Path as a synoptic encapsulation 

of Maitreyanatha’s Ornament to Clear Realization, which summarizes the quintessential import 

of Buddha Shakyamuni’s teachings on ‘the Perfection of Wisdom.’ The attribution of contents to 

Maitreyanatha and Buddha Shakyamuni allows for the accommodation of three- and four-tiered 

authorship in Tibetan Buddhist writings. Furthermore, Tsongkhapa is technically and rightfully 

the author of the Great Treatise in today’s sense of publication. 

 

Historical Overview of the Lamrim Tradition 

The root text of Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise—Atisha’s Lamp for the Path—is hailed as Atisha’s 

magnum opus for the reason of its renewed content, format, and readership. Composed in 

Sanskrit at the behest of Jangchub Wö (948–1078),513 a descendant of the Tibetan Yarlung 

dynasty, and translated into Tibetan by Ma Gewé Lodro (d.1089), the Lamp for the Path is one of 

the earliest examples of a concise and comprehensive personal guide to Buddhist practice that has 

Tibetans at the core of its intended readership. Aside from its didactic role, the text also aims at 

diffusing some dominant antinomian views in its days. The most construed ones include the 

following: i. Understanding emptiness as the ontological reality alone can provide enlightenment, 

ii. Observance of Tantra practice and precepts is the single criterion determining membership 

 
512. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

13: 37. See also See also Tsong kha pa, The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment 
(Lam rim chen mo), Trans. Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee, 3 vols. (Ithaca: Snow Lion 
Publications, 2000), Vol. 1: 35–36. 

513. Atisha wrote “Slob ma bzang po byang chub ’od kyis bskul gyur pas/ byang chub lam gyi sgron ma 
rab tu gsal bar bya/”in the prologue and “byang chub ’od kyis bskul gyur pas byang chub lam bshad 
mdor bsdus bya/” in the epilogue. 
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into the Mahayana vehicle, and iii. Adherence to Bodhisattva vows, and not Pratimoksha vows, is 

the key to attaining buddhahood.514 

 

Nomenclature of Lamrim: How a Genre Became a Tradition 

A brief observation of the nature and contents of Atisha’s Lamp for the Path will enable one to 

understand how the text is essential for two reasons: i. It generates a workable template for all 

texts delineating the stages of progression in the Buddhist spiritual path to enlightenment, and ii. 

It serves as a model for the future publication of concise practice manuals in Tibet. Although 

Atisha’s Lamp for the Path and the Stages of the Path were not referred to as Lamrim texts, a term 

that gained currency more after Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise, they are nonetheless considered the 

root or primary texts and are studied for the standard presentation of the Buddhist path according 

to the Mahayana tradition.  

Given the encompassing scope of Lamrim as a genre, writers have applied the term to 

other related genres, such as Tenrim (bstan rim, ‘stages of the doctrine’) and Lojong (blo sbyong, 

‘mind training’). For example, Tibetan Buddhist texts such as Drolungpa Lodro Jungne’s (11th–

12th c.) Great Treatise on the Stages of the Doctrine (Bstan rim chen mo),515 Sakya Pandita Kunga 

Gyaltsen’s (1182–1251) Clear Elucidation of the Buddha’s Thought (Thub pa dgongs gsal),516 

Gampopa Sonam Rinchen’s (1079–1153) Ornament to Liberation (Thar pa rin po che’i rgyan),517 

 
514. Bde skyid and Snang gsal (eds.), “Rba bzhed zhabs btags ma,” in Rba bzhed phyogs bsgrigs, 78. 

515. Blo gros ’byung gnas. Bstan rim chen mo (Dge ba’i bshes gnyen chen po gro lung pa’i bstan rim chen 
mo’am lam rim gyi bsdus don), in Bka’ gdams gsung ’bum phyogs bsgrigs thengs dang po (Khreng tu: 
Si khron mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2006), Vol. 5.  

516. Sa skya paNDita kun dga’ rgyal mtshan, Thub pa’i dgongs pa rab tu gsal ba, in Sa skya bka’ ’bum 
(Kathmandu: Sachen International, 2006). 

517. Dwags po bsod nams rin chen, Dwags po thar rgyan (Dam chos yid bzhin nor bu thar pa rin po che’i 
rgyan) (Rumtek: Karma chos sgar, 1972). One may argue if Gampopa’s expression “mi la rje” in his 
opening salutation in his book refers to both Milarepa and Atisha or is a normal reversal of ‘rje mi la’ 
for rhythmic effect, the extent to which Gampopa relied on Athisa and also his text 
Bodhipadhatradīpa is indisputable. 
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and Longchen Rabjampa’s (1308–1363) Words of the Perfect Teacher (Kun bzang bla ma’i zhal 

lung)518 were also considered variations of Lamrim. However, the ascription of Lamrim to these 

popular texts is done from the perspective of their comprehensiveness in treating the subject of a 

person’s progression in the path towards enlightenment, and not for the reason of their structural 

or constitutional affinities with Atisha’s Lamp for the Path, which none of the authors 

acknowledge despite their exposure to Atisha’s work.  

Etymologically, Lamrim (lam rim), a compound of lam gyi rim pa meaning ‘stages of 

path(s),’ has its root in two simple words—lam and rim pa—bound by a genitive. However, the 

usage of the phrase in both normative and specific contexts within the Tibetan tradition has often 

led to considerable confusion. Simply meaning order, stages, or phases of progression in one’s 

path to enlightenment, the word Lamrim is variously contextualized in view of its usage from the 

perspective of its spiritual goal (byang chub lam gyi rim pa), modes of progression (bstan pa la 

’jug pa’i lam gyi rim pa), spiritual orientations (skyes bu gsum gyi lam gyi rim pa), and others.  

Tsongkhapa’s predilection for Lamrim can be gauged from his many writings on the topic. His 

oeuvre, the Collected Work of Jey Tsongkhapa, includes: 

 Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo)519 

 Eulogy to the Lineage of the Extensive Deeds of the Stages of Path to 

Enlightenment (Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i rgya chen spyod pa’i brgyud pa la gsol 

ba ’debs pa)520 

 Eulogy to the Lineage of the Profound View of the Stages of Path to Enlightenment 

(Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i zab mo lta ba’i brgyud pa la gsol ba gdab pa)521 

 
518. Rdza dpal sprul o rgyan ’jigs med chos kyi dbang po, Khrid yig kun bzang bla ma’i zhal lung, A ’dzom 

par ma edition (Baiyu/Dpal yul: A ’dzom chos sgar, 199?), 282 ff. 

519. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
13: 1r–529v.  

520. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i rgya chen spyod pa’i brgyud pa la gsol 
ba ’debs pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 202–205. 

521. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i zab mo lta ba’i brgyud pa la gsol ba 
gdab pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 205–206. 
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 Crops of Blessings: Eulogy to the Teachers of the Immediate Blessing Lineage 

(Byin rlabs nye brgyud kyi bla ma rnams la gsol ba ’debs pa dngos grub snye ma)522 

 Notes on the Brief Presentation on the Practice of the Stages of Path (Byang chub 

lam gyi rim pa’i nyams len gyi rnam gzhag mdor bsdus te brjed byang du bya ba)523 

 Three Essentials of the Path (Lam gyi gnad gsum bstan pa) 524 

 Epistle to the Great Master Jangchub Lama (Bshes gnyen chen po byang chub bla 

ma la gnang ba’i ’phrin yig) 525 

 Brief Presentation on the Stages of the Path (Lam gyi rim pa mdo tsam du bstan 

pa)526 

 Instructions to Tsakho Ngawang Dakpa (Tsha kho ba dpon po ngag dbang grags 

pa la gdams pa, also Three Fundamentals of the Path, Lam gyi gtso bo rnam 

gsum)527 

 Condensed Exposition on the Stages of the Path (Lam rim chung ngu)528 

 The Essence of the Elegant Teachings on the Definitives and the Provisionals 

(Drang nges legs bshad snying po)529 

 
522. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byin rlabs nye brgyud kyi bla ma rnams la gsol ba ’debs pa dngos 

grub snye ma, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 206–208. 

523. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Byang chub lam gyi rim pa’i nyams len gyi rnam gzhag mdor bsdus 
te brjed byang du bya ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 308–313. 

524. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam gyi gnad gsum bstan pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 2: 340–342. 

525. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Bshes gnyen chen po byang chub bla ma la gnang ba’i ’phrin yig, in 
Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Kumbum edition, Vol. 2: 569–586. 

526. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam gyi rim pa mdo tsam du bstan pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha 
pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 517–536. 

527. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Tsha kho ba dpon po ngag dbang grags pa la gdams pa, in Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 584–586. 

528. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chung ngu, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, 
Vol. 14: 5–406. 

529. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Drang nges legs bshad snying po, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, 
Zhol edition, Vol. 14: 443–670. 
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 Outline of the Explanatory Instructions on the Stages of the Path (Lam rim ’khrid 

kyi sa bcad)530 

 Correct Exposition of the Buddha’s Thought Explaining the Difficult Points on the 

Quiescent and Insightful Meditative States (Zhi lhag gnyis kyi dka’ ba’i gnas la rgyal 

ba’i dgongs pa phyin ci ma log par bshad pa)531 

 An Epistle to Jetsun Rendawa Detailing the Essential Points of the Path (Lam gyi 

gnad rje btsun red mda’ ba la shog dril du phul ba)532 

 Structuring the Paths in Logic (Tshad ma’i lam bsgrigs)533  

 Three Essentials of the Path (Lam gyi gtso bo rnam gsum)534 

 

‘The Great Treatise’: Shifting Textual Basis for Traditional Authority  

Tsongkhapa wrote the Great Treatise at the behest of Sangpuwa Konchok Tsultrim (14th–15th 

c.), Zulphuwa Konchok Pelzang (14th–15th c.) and several others, most earnestly and lately by 

Lotsawa Kyabchok Pelzang (14th–15th c.), the requestor of a few other important works as 

well.535 According to a biography by Khedub Gelek Pelzang (1385–1438), the text was completed 

around the time when Tsongkhapa joined a retreat with Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro (1349–1412), 

 
530. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim ’khrid kyi sa bcad, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 

edition, Vol. 14: 407–434. 

531. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Zhi lhag gnyis kyi dka’ ba’i gnas la rgyal ba’i dgongs pa phyin ci ma 
log par bshad pa, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 14: 435–442. 

532. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam gyi gnad rje btsun red mda’ ba la shog dril du phul ba, in Gsung 
’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 14: 671–682. 

533. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Tshad ma’i brjed byang chen mo (Tshad ma’i lam bsgrigs chos kyi 
rgyal po tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 14: 809–
896. 

534. Lam gyi gtso bo rnam gsum (Tsha kho ngag dbang grags pa la gdams pa), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha 
pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 584–586. 

535. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
13:1071–1073. See also Tsong kha pa, The Great Treatise on the Stages of Path to Enlightenment 
(Lam rim chen mo), Trans. Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee, Vol. 3: 371–372. 
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Lotsawa Kyabchok Pelzang536 and other senior masters at Senggé Drak near Reting Monastery in 

1402. The account also narrated that at the end of a retreat Tsongkhapa, Kyabchok Pelzang, the 

master who requested Tsongkhapa to compose The Great Treatise, was able to procure one of the 

earliest copies of the text that he carried to his abbatial see of Sangpu Nethok the same year.537 

Running to about 300,000 syllables, the manuscripts and prints of the final text exist in the 

medium to large Pecha format. The Drepung Catalog, which contains a list of old texts preserved 

in the monastery and affiliate private libraries of Drepung Monastery in Lhasa, lists around 

twenty-four different editions of the Great Treatise bearing at least thirteen different titles.538  

The Great Treatise presents the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni, as transmitted in 

Madhyamaka and Vijñanavada philosophical traditions of Nagarjuna and Asangha, and most 

previously synthesized on the Tibetan plateau by Atisha Dipankara in its two-fold lineages of the 

Profound View (zab mo lta brgyud) and the Extensive Practices (rgya chen spyod brgyud). 

The contents of the Great Treatise are unique for the reasons that it incorporates the major 

Lamrim lineages—the Instruction Lineage (gdams ngag gi brgyud pa), the Oral Lineage (man ngag 

 
536. Ye shes rgyal mtshan, Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar (’Bar khams: Rnga khul bod yig rtsom 

sgyur cus, 198?), Vol. 2: 604. 

537. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 41v. 

538. Texts exist in various sizes and forms, both print and manuscript, with varying titles. While Lam rim 
chen mo bzhugs so (’Bras spungs dkar chag/Drepung Catalog No. 000234), Byang chub lam rim chen 
mo bzhugs (022403, 022439, 022563), Byang chub lam rim chen mo bzhugs so (001768), and Byang 
chub lam gyi rim pa chen mo bzhugs so (000868, 001768) as possibly the earliest titles, followed by 
Gsungs rab kun gyi snying po byang chub lam gyi rim pa chen mo bzhugs so (017937) and then by 
Mnyam med tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i lam rim che mo bzhugs (018300), Mnyam med tsong 
kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i byang chub lam rim chen mo bzhugs so (001455, 021907, 001799), 
Mnyam med tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i byang chub lam gyi rim pa chen po bzhugs so (000585, 
022007), Khams gsum chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i byang chub lam gyi rim pa 
chen mo bzhugs so (021907), Rje thams cad mkhyen pa tsong kha pa chen po blo bzang grags pas 
mdzad pa’i byang chub lam rim chen mo bzhugs so (001157). In view of the later production of lam 
rim in different renditions, title assumed comparative particle as in the case of Mnyam med tsong 
kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i byang chub lam rim che ba bzhugs so (001009, 001263, 001401), Mnyam 
med tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i byang chub lam gyi rim pa che ba bzhugs so (000157, 000622), 
and Mnyam med tsong kha pa chen pos mdzad pa’i lam rim che ba bzhugs so (019201). See ’Bras 
spungs dkar chag (’Bras spungs dgon du bzhugs su gsol ba’i dpe rnying dkar chag), 2 vols. (Pe cin: Mi 
rigs dpe skrun khang, 2004). 
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gi brgyud pa), and the Textual Lineage (gzhung pa ba’i brgyud pa). Tsongkhapa received, from 

Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (1326–1401), the transmission of the Instruction Lineage, which was 

passed down by Gonpawa Wangchuk Gyaltsen (1016–1083) through his disciples Nezurpa Yeshe 

Bar (1042–1118)539 and the transmission of the Oral Lineage passed through Chen’nga Tsultrim 

Bar (1038–1103).540 Similarly, from his master Dragor Chokyab Sangpo (14th c.)541, he received 

the transmission of the Textual Lineage transmitted by Potowa Rinchen Sal (1027/1031–1105) 

through his disciples Sharawa Yontan Drak (1070–1141) and Dolpa Marshurwa Sherab Gyatso 

(1059–1131)542. Potowa, the principal transmitter of the Textual Lineage, is also considered a 

repository of other lineages, including the Exposition Lineage (bshad brgyud) and the Practice 

Lineage (sgrub brgyud) of Atisha.543 While Atisha’s Lamp for the Path remains the primary text, 

Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise also relies on Ngok Loden Sherab’s (1059–1109) inextant Stages of 

Doctrine (Bstan rim), Drolungpa’s (11th–12th c.) Great Treatise on Stages of Doctrine (Bstan rim 

chen mo), and other similar works.544  

 
539. Sne’u zur pa is the transmitter of the Bka’ gdams gdams ngag pa lineage. See Tshal pa Kun dga’ rdo 

rje, Deb ther dmar po, Ed. Blo bzang ’phrin las (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrung khang, 1981) p.65.  
  Gnyal ston dpal ’byor lhun grub (1427–1514), in his commentary to Bodhipathapradīpa, alludes 

to Sne’u zur’s Bstan rim (Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma’i rnam bshad phul byung bzhad pa’i dga’ ston, 
in Phyag rgya chen po’i lta ba spyi khyab tu ngo sprod pa’i khrid yig phyogs sgrig 

540. Although Tsongkhapa cites to lineages, Namkha Gyaltsen in his Secret Biography of Tsongkhapa 
relates his transmission of three Lam rim lineages. See Lho brag nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Gsang ba’i 
rnam thar log rtog mun sel, in Gsung ’bum: Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan (Dbu can bris ma), Vol. 1: 192. 

541. Chokyab Zangpo was the transmitter of the Kadam Textual Lineage (bka’ gdams gzhung pa ba), which 
is said to have passed through Dromtonpa, Potowa, and Sharawa. The name is said to have its origin 
in the masters’ emphasis on the study of six treatises—Skyes rabs (Jātaka) and Tshoms (Udānavarga), 
Bslab btus (Śikṣasamuccaya) and Spyod ’jug (Bodhisattvacāryāvatātara), and Byang sa 
(Bodhisattvabhūmi) and Mdo sde rgyan (Sūtralaṃkāra). 

542. Shes rab rgyal mtsho, et. al. “Be’u bum sngon po,” Bstan rim gces btus (Delhi: Bod kyi gtsug lag zhib 
’jug khang, 2009), 4. 

543. Rin chen gsal and Lce sgom shes rab rdo rje, Dpe chos dang dpe chos rin chen spungs pa (Lhasa: Ser 
gtsug nang bstan dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs sgrig khang, 2016), p.14  

544. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, in Gsung ’bum, Vol. 13: 520v. Tsongkhapa’s 
reference to Lamrim texts of Ngok and Drolung suggestively hints at their lesser-known texts Bstan 
rim and Bstan rim chen mo respectively, thus viewed bstan rim as a variation of Lamrim. In 
compliance with a view held by several Tibetan masters, David Snellgrove maintained that these two 
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Lamrim and Tenrim: Traditions and the Shifting Semantics 

Since the coming of Atisha to Tibet in 1042 and the rise in the popularity of the Lamp for the Path 

and the lesser-known Stages of the Path, the newly coined term Lamrim had undergone multiple 

semantic shifts at the hands of the later writers. Scholars have, for long, complicated the intended 

referent of the term Lamrim by either comparing, contrasting, or juxtaposing it with Tenrim, 

whose semantic references are inconclusive. Tsongkhapa, in the colophon of the Great Treatise, 

mentions Tenrim on two occasions, both as a titular marker for ease of reference but not as a 

genre as several Tibetan and non-Tibetan scholars have maintained.545  

Tsongkhapa, on the other hand, did not consider Tenrim and Lamrim to be substantially 

or characteristically different. The absence of the term Tenrim in his nineteen-volume Collected 

Works despite multiple references to works of Ngok and Drolungpa evinces Tsongkhapa’s view of 

Lamrim as the overarching tradition. Even Drolungpa’s voluminous text, which is considered a 

major text of the Tenrim genre and was referred to by Khedup Jey as Great Treatise on the Stage 

of Doctrine in his biography of Tsongkhapa, bears the title Bde bar gshegs pa’i bstan pa rin po che 

la ’jug pa’i lam gyi rim pa rnam par bshad pa, which allows for extrication of or abbreviation into 

both lam rim and bstan rim, with the base noun rim sharing greater syntactic proximity to lam 

than bstan. Furthermore, in compliance with Drolungpa’s title and other previous works bearing 

comparable titles, Tsongkhapa’s colophon to the Great Treatise refers to their works as “the 

Lamrim texts by the Great Translator [Ngok Loden Sherab] and Drolungpa, the [spiritual] father 

 
scholars “each wrote a general dissertation on Buddhist doctrine (bstan-rim) which were important 
for later developments.” The use of the word ‘dissertation,’ and the other alternative words in the later 
years, will largely represent Tenrim. 

545. David Jackson, “The bsTan rim (“Stages of the Doctrine”) and Similar Graded Expositions of the 
Bodhisattva’s Path, ” in Tibetan Literature: Studies in Genre, Eds. José Ignacio Cabezón and Roger 
R. Jackson (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1996), p.229 
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and the son, ….”546 While both were known for their works on Tenrim, Tsongkhapa’s above 

expression merely credits their works identified therein as Lamrim instead.  

Similarly, early Kadampa religious historians had suggested a two-fold classification of 

Atisha’s teachings on the spiritual paths pertaining to the doctrinal and the practical aspects of 

the teachings, thereby suggesting the bifurcation of Tenrim and Lamrim respectively. If 

Tsongkhapa had subscribed to such classification, the omission of Tenrim from his nineteen-

volume Collected Works, barring a couple of mentions in Khedrub Je’s biography, would then 

amount to his disregard for the doctrinal aspects of the Atisha’s teachings, which Tsongkhapa 

claims to incorporate and essentialize in his Great Treatise. However, Tsongkhapa did not 

subscribe to the two-fold classification schemas in his Collected Works, which lists more than a 

dozen titles on Lamrim and not Tenrim.  

Furthermore, the division of Atisha’s teachings into Tenrim and Lamrim as representing 

its doctrinal and practice aspects brings to the fore its conflict with the classification of Atisha’s 

teachings into the lineages of the Profound View (zab mo lta brgyud) and the Extensive Practices 

(rgya chen spyod brgyud), or the Exposition Lineage (bshad brgyud) and the Practice Lineage 

(sgrub brgyud). These distinctions, however, did not seem to be important to Tsongkhapa. 

 

The Great Treatise and the Other Lamrim and Tenrim Texts 

Jey Tsongkhapa profusely attributes the contents of his Great Treatise to Atisha, whose Lamp for 

the Path help develop a doctrinal and soteriological schema today identified with teachings under 

Lamrim genre. His attribution to Atisha, who is the most celebrated Indian master to appear in 

Tibet during the Later Diffusion (phyi dar) of Buddhism, as the originator of Lamrim tradition 

 
546. “Lo ts+tsha ba chen po dang gro lung pa yab sras kyi Lam rim” (Lam rim by the Great Translator and 

Grolungpa, the spiritual father and his son). See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, 
in Rje’i gsung ’bum, Vol. 13: 520v. 
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not only help infuse authenticity and authority to his text, but also aid in synthesizing the 

numerous forms and lineages of teachings and transmissions held by the Indian master. 

Since Lamrim shares many popular topics and themes with texts that are loosely classified 

as Tenrim genre and they operate with undefined identities within the Kadampa tradition, there 

developed a practice of connecting and tracing the teachings as a way of establishing the 

transmission lineages and pedagogical traditions. In the process, there also developed an 

inclination amongst recent scholars to connect Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the 

Path with Drolungpa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Doctrine, sometimes suggesting the 

former as a replication of the latter, especially when tempted by their comparable titles and the 

time of publication. A more detailed study, as suggested by my kind teacher Prof. Leonard van der 

Kuijp in an informative article despite a catechizing title draped in nuanced punctuations,547 will 

help unravel the intricate relation between the two texts and shed light on the study of the Great 

Treatise since the years of Tsongkhapa.  

The shared honorific reference of ‘chen mo’ in the typical quadra-syllabic Tibetan titles—

Bstan rim chen mo and Lam rim chen mo—and the temporal precedence of the former could play 

a tempting snare. Nonetheless, a close study of their relationship will unravel some interesting 

facets of writings and authorship in Tibet since the dawn of the Later Diffusion of Buddhism in 

Tibet.  

Another way of studying the Great Treatise is to compare the ways the text differs from 

other prominent Lamrim and Tenrim texts. A close comparison with the Great Treatise on the 

Stages of the Doctrine alone, for instance, reveals the following contrasting differences.  

 
547. Leonard van der Kuijp, “May the “Original” Lam rim chen mo Please Stand up! A Note on Its 

Indigenous Textual Criticism.”  
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 Tsongkhapa attributes the contents of his Great Treatise to Atisha. Scholars like 

Drolungpa do not attribute their writings to Atisha, in spite of receiving them first-

hand or on a second-hand basis as in the case of Drolungpa.548  

 Lamrim has a set number of essential instructional components, which Lamrim 

masters outline differently for the efficacy of teaching, ease of practice, or 

concurrence with the normative mode of spiritual progression. Tsongkhapa 

follows an instructional outline that begins with the component on ‘the ways of 

relying on the teacher’ (bshes gnyen bsten tshul).  

 Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise corresponds closely to Atisha’s Lamp for the Path in 

its delineation of the instructional components. Authors like Drolungpa, for 

instance, downplay the significance of the Atisha’s ‘instructions on the three-fold 

classification of persons’ (skyes bu gsum gyi chos skor)549 in both his condensed550 

and extensive551 versions of Tenrim.  

 
548. Drolungpa’s references to Atisha appear in only two separate instances—firstly, in the context of a 

prevailing debate regarding the procedural technicalities relating to conferment of Bodhisattva vows 
from Atisha’s Extensive Sourced Commentary of “the Lamp for the Path” (Byang chub lam sgron gyi 
bka’ ’grel) and, secondly, in his delineation of the two trailblazing lineages—the profound view (zab 
mo lta rgyud) and the extensive practices (rgya chen spyod rgyud), where he lists Atisha with the 
latter. See Bstan rim chen mo, 348–349. 

549. The Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso in his Collected Works lists the lineage masters of 
‘the transmission of the teachings on three person’ (skyes bu gsum gyi brgyud) as Shakyamuni, 
Maitreya, Asangha, Vasubandhu, Muktisena, Vimuktisena, Vairochana, Haribhadra, the senior 
Kusali, the junior Kusali, Sumatra, Atisha, Ngok Lekpai Sherab, Drolungpa, Tsangnagpa Miyi Sengge, 
Tumton Lodoe Drak, Droton Dutsi Drak and so on. However, his reckonging of the lineage masters 
of ‘the transmission of bstan rim’ follows the same line from Shakyamuni to Atisha, it subsequently 
follows the Dromton’s bstan rim lineage and bypasses masters including Drolungpa. The tranmission 
lineage of the Fifth Dalai Lama traces bstan rim down from Atisha through Dromtonpa, Potowa, 
Sharawa, Tumton, Droton, and so on. See Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Gsung ’bum: Ngag 
dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, 28 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 2: 
199. 

550. Instead of employing the terms—small, medium, and great—used in Atisha’s classification of 
practitioners, Drolungpa classifies it on the basis of their spiritual orientation as i) avoiding 
attachment to this samsaric life (’jig rten ’di la blo ldog pa), ii) avoiding attachment to the Samsaric 
life (’khor ba la blo ldog pa), and iii) avoiding attachment to selfish endeavors” (rang don byed pa’i 
blo ldog pa). See Blo gros ’byung gnas, Bstan rim chen mo, in Bka’ gdams gsung ’bum phyogs bsgrigs 
thengs dang po, 30 vols. (Khreng tu: Si khron mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2006), Vol. 5: 244–245  

551. In Bstan rim chen mo, Drolungpa classifies practitioners based on their spiritual orientation as i) 
withdrawal from the lesser states of rebirth (ngan song la phyir phyogs pa), ii) withdrawal from 
rebirth in the Samsaric world (’khor ba la phyir phyogs pa), and iii) cultivation of the attitude of a 
great person (skyes bu chen po’i blo). Although it follows Atisha’s classification, it slightly deviates 
from Atisha’s definition of the lesser person as well as his classification in the shorter version of Bstan 
rim. Bstan rim chen mo, The Asian Classics Input Project (ACIP), No. sl00070n1 (Reproduced from 
a xylographic text published by Dga’ ldan khri pa 07 Byang chub chos ’phel, ’Bum thang pa ’phrin las 
bstan ’dzin dang, Pha lha ba blo bzang chos ’byor). 



 

236 
 

 Tsongkhapa upheld a distinct line of Lamrim transmissions that originate from 

Atisha and bypasses many early masters, including Drolungpa. Although 

Tsongkhapa was known for extending special respect to the Great Treatise on the 

Stages of Doctrine, such as escorting the book with incense in his hand, he shared 

an affinity with the author as far as Lamrim lineage is concerned. The format and 

contents of the Great Treatise on the Stages of Path incidentally follow a different 

line of transmission than Dorlungpa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of Doctrine. 

 
More importantly, the pedagogical schema and outline adopted in the Great Treatise of the Path 

depart from many other Lamrim and Tenrim texts such as the Great Treatise on the Stages of 

Doctrine in numerous ways.  

 A prominent Gelukpa scholar Panchen Sonam Drakpa (1478–1554), in his Religious 

History of the New and the Old Kadampa (Bka’ gdams gsar rnying gi chos ’byung), revealed some 

major differences in the pedagogical schemas adopted in the many Lamrim and Tenrim texts, 

whose teachings are all sourced in the works of Atisha. He wrote how the many authors opened 

their presentation on ‘the progression in the spiritual path to enlightenment’ differently. The 

Lamrim instructional components preferred by the authors in opening their presentation, 

according to Panchen, are as hereunder:552  

 

 Masters Opening Topics of Lamrim Pedgagogical Templates  

 Rongpa Laksorwa Spiritual orientation of middling persons (skyes bu ’bring)  

 Drolungpa/Gampopa Buddha-nature (rigs) 

 Nezurpa  Process of entering and leaving the suffering world system 

(’khor ba ’jug ldog gi rim pa)  

 Potowa Rinchen Sel Reliance on the spiritual teacher (bshes gnyen bsten tshul) 

 Sharawa  Difficulty in attaining [human rebirth of] ‘freedom and 

advantages’ (dal ’byor rnyed dka’) 

 
552. PaN chen bsod nams grags pa, Bka’ gdams gsar rnying gi chos ’byung (Lhasa: Bod ljongs bod yig dpe 

rnying dpe skrun khang, 2001), 7–33.  
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 Phuchungwa Twelve links of dependent origination (rten ’brel yan lag bcu 

gnyis) 

 Chen’ngawa  Four noble truths (bden pa bzhi) 

 

From the opening topic, Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise drew his inspiration from a teaching 

template of the ancient Vikramashila Monastery that recommends opening a text with three key 

points—i. Author’s credibility, ii. Reliability of the contents, and iii. Methods of reading and 

practicing. Tsongkhapa writes that this template was itself modeled on a template from the 

Nalanda Monastery that emphasis the three-fold purities—i. The purity of the writing, ii. The 

purity of the audience and iii. The purity of the teachings.553 However, the Great Treatise is unique 

as it differs hugely in every aspect of the writing. A trait developed from his teacher Chojé Dondrub 

Rinchen, Tsongkhapa regarded the classical Indian Buddhist treatises as the standard 

interpretation of the Buddha’s teachings and thus explicated Atisha’s instructional components 

in strict accordance with and allusions to the Buddha’s discourses and the classical treatises. 

 

Tsongkhapa’s ‘Great Treatise’  

Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise is among the most popular texts taught by Tibetan Gelukpa lamas 

during public teachings. It covers all relevant Buddhist topics and themes from how to choose and 

rely on a teacher (bshes gnyen bsten tshul) up to the level of meditative insight (lhag mthong) in 

three-fold stages arranged for the beginner, middling, and advanced practitioners in a 

progressional mode that guides one through the path to the highest enlightenment. In the words 

of Tsongkhapa, the comprehensiveness and extensiveness of the topics of the Great Treatise can 

all be condensed into what he calls ‘the three fundamentals of the path’ (lam gyi gtso bo rnam 

gsum) or ‘the three essentials of the path’ (lam gyi gnad gsum). They are i. the determination to 

 
553. Tsong kha pa, The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo), 

Trans. Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee, Vol. 1: 34. 
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renounce miserable existence (nges ’byung), ii. the mind aspiring to attain buddhahood for the 

sole purpose of others (byang sems), and iii. the correct understanding of the reality (yang dag 

pa’i lta ba). Approached in its prescribed sequence, ‘the three fundamentals’ provides the basic 

blueprint that can be elaborated upon to build the complex structure of the Buddhist soteriology 

according to the Mahayana tradition. 

 The text claims to possess four qualities of an excellent spiritual guidebook, i.e. it shows—

i. How all teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni are free of contradictions, ii. How all teachings are 

intended for practice, iii. How to know the Buddha’s true intent and iii. How all wrongdoings can 

be avoided.554 It is a comprehensive guide to Buddhist practice according to the Sutra tradition.  

 In close compliance with the structural composition of the Lamp for the Path, the Great 

Treatise confines its delineation of the stages of the path to Paramitayana (paramitayāna, phar 

phyin theg pa) or the Perfection Vehicle. The final section on the Tantra in both texts is better 

presented as riders or parts of an extended epilogue.555 Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages 

of Mantra can be considered a continuation to the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path, as 

together they form the two most comprehensive books delineating the Sutra and the Tantra 

aspects of the spiritual path of progression to enlightenment in Buddhism.  

  In the Great Treatise, Tsongkhapa aligns himself closely with the Lamp for the Path in 

presenting the role of Tantra Vehicle in relation to the Perfection Vehicle. He addresses some 

pertinent questions concerning the role of Tantra in Buddhist soteriology, i.e., whether Tantra is 

an essential or an alternative vehicle to enlightenment. In other words, the question pertains to 

whether the Perfection Vehicle is a self-sufficient vehicle to embark on in one’s spiritual journey 

 
554. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, Vol. 13: 48. See also Tsong kha pa, The Great 

Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo), Trans. Lamrim Chenmo 
Translation Committee, Vol. 1: 46.  

555. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Vol. 13: 1066. See also Tsong kha pa, The Great Treatise on the 
Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo), Trans. Lamrim Chenmo Translation 
Committee, Vol. 3: 361. The English translation has the portion on Tantra correctly placed under the 
section “Summary and Conclusion.”  
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to the state of enlightenment. The question, therefore, is posed in the context of the Perfection 

Vehicle versus Tantra Vehicle within the ambit of the Mahayana tradition rather than of the 

Theravada or other traditions that do not subscribe to the concept of Perfections or the notion of 

Tantra.  

 Atisha’s Lamp for the Path and the Extensively Sourced Commentary to “the Lamp for the 

Path” appear to present the Tantric Vehicle as an alternative spiritual conveyance that runs 

parallel to the Perfection Vehicle, which itself can convey a person from the state of an ordinary 

being to buddhahood through the five-graded path in ten consecutive spiritual stages called 

grounds (bhūmi, sa). The Lamp for the Path states that the buddhahood that is attained through 

the Perfection Vehicle can also be attained through the Tantra vehicle.556 Similarly, the Extensive 

Sourced Commentary states that Tantra Vehicle should be embarked upon by only those who have 

Karmic connection or disposition from the previous lives and not by those who merely rely on the 

refuge practice or the practice involving the cultivation of the aspirational (smon) and engaged 

(’jug) Bodhicitta. The text states that the Perfection Vehicle and the Tantra Vehicle are “different 

pathways” (’jug pa’i lam so so ba) and that “the pathways shall not be mixed [for the sake of] 

thorough liberation.”557 From this perspective, the Lamp for the Path states: 

 
If, [one] desires to practice Tantra, 
Then, seek initiations from a master….558  
 

The word “if” in the verse could be predicated in two ways. It can be read in a manner that implies 

Tantra as an alternative to the Perfection Vehicle. The word “if,” on the other hand, can also imply 

‘determination’ or even ‘preparedness’ on the part of the person to embark upon the Tantra 

vehicle that is seen as an essential vehicle that follows the Perfection Vehicle.  

 
556. Atisha Dipankara, Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma, in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 64: 1647.  

557. Atisha Dipankara, Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma’i dka’ ’grel, in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, 
Vol. 64: 1764.  

558. Atisha Dipankara, Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma, in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 64: 1647. 
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 Tsongkhapa, in his Great Treatise, accordingly elaborates and writes: “After you have 

trained in this way in the paths common to both sūtra and mantra, you must undoubtedly enter 

the mantra path because it is very much more precious than any other practice and it quickly 

brings the two collections to completion.”559 He thus presents the paths delineated in the Great 

Treatise under the three-fold category of persons based on their spiritual orientations as “the 

common paths” (thun mong ba’i lam). He considers these “common paths” as pre-requisites for 

Tantra, without enunciating if there persists an alternative Perfection Vehicle that can be 

alongside and independent from the Tantra vehicle to attain the buddhahood.  

 Tsongkhapa, in his Lamp Illuminating the Five Stages (Rim lnga gsal sgron), writes: “A 

person, who at the end of completing three countless eons through the Perfection Vehicle path, 

relies upon the Tantric path and attains enlightenment by actualizing the Eleventh Ground—

Universal Light (samantaprabha, kun tu ’od)...” He presents this as one of the modes of 

progression to enlightenment that involves Tantra, as he wrote of the other mode: “A person who 

embarks on the Tantra Vehicle from the beginning and attains the State of Universal Light in one 

single lifetime….” He does not specify the existence or possibility of an alternative vehicle that 

provides enlightenment independently of the Tantra vehicle. 

 However, in the Great Treatise on the Stages of Mantra, Tsongkhapa wrote that the two 

are in fact alternatives, with the only difference of time they take in actualizing enlightenment. 

However, he strictly follows the expressed views of Acharya Shantarakshita and maintains that 

there is no difference in the nature of the enlightenment that is attained through the two different 

vehicles—the Sutra or Perfection Vehicle and the Tantra Vehicle.560 

 

 
559. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam rim chen mo, Vol. 13: 1066. See also Tsong kha pa, The Great 

Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo), Trans. Lamrim Chenmo 
Translation Committee, Vol. 3: 361. 

560. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Sngags rim chen mo (Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i 
lam gyi rim pa gsang ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba), in Rje’i gsung ’bum, Vol. 3: 53–55. 
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5.3.2 Writings on Liberal Art: A Poetry 
 

Having studied Tibetan poetry and poetics in his late teens and the composition drills being an 

essential component of study, Tsongkhapa would have composed at least a few poems during 

those years. His formal writing career began in 1385, at the age of 29, with the composition of a 

masterpiece on Perfection of Wisdom titled Golden Rosary of Excellent Teachings, which he 

published in 1387.561 Even at around that time, Tsongkhapa was writing poetry in praise of 

divinities, of which one such praise is dedicated to Sarasvati, the goddess of knowledge. There, he 

wrote the catchy metaphorical quatrain often recited by Tibetan poets: 

Quivering bee eyes grace your lotus face, 

Beaming white moon adorns the dark blue braids, 

Your body weaves in playful dancing sways, 

O Sarasvati! Grant me more of your verbal grace.562 

 

Tsongkhapa refers to himself as ‘the poet of the North’ (byang phyogs kyi snyan ngag mkhan)563 

in the colophon of this short eulogy. He has also signed his books and composition in similar 

tones, such as ‘the poet’ (snyan ngag mkhan).564 For example, he concludes his Mountain of 

Blessings, a biographical poem on Chen’nga Drakpa Jangchub (1356–1386), a Kagyud lama of 

Drigung Thil Monastery, by signing as ‘the poet born in the frontiers of the Land of Snow’ (yul 

 
561. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 43. 

562. Padma’i bzhin la g-yo ldan bung ba’i mig/ /mthon mthing ral pa’i rtse na ’od dkar can/ /rol sgeg gzugs 
kyis ’gying ba’i dbyangs can mas/ /da dung bdag la ngag gi dbang phyug stsol/ See Tsong kha pa blo 
bzang grags pa, “Sgra dbyangs lha mo’i spyan ’dren bstod pa,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 2: 292.  

563. Besides the eulogy, this reference is used in his other works as well. See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags 
pa, “Grags pa byang chub dpal bzang po la bstod pa,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
2: 213. 

564. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Chos kyi rje grags pa byang chub dpal bzang po’i che ba’i yon tan 
la bstod pa,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 216.  
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gangs can gyi mthar skyes pa’i snyan dngags mkhan).565 In all, he identifies himself as a poet in 

the colophons of seven different texts in his oeuvre. 

 Tsongkhapa’s compositions are replete with approbatory and laudatory praises that reveal 

his personal nature characterized by regard for propriety and conciliation. In rare cases, he had 

also composed prayers in alternate tones. For example, his prayers to the wrathful divinities are 

infused with spiritual vigor and vitality and sound equally animated and graphic. In Stretched and 

Bent Pose¸an invocation of the wrathful deity Yamantaka composed in twenty-one-syllabic verses 

that Gelukpa monks chant in thumping animated rhythm, Tsongkhapa writes: 

 
With the mere stomping of your feet, one stretched and one bent, Mt. Meru, with 

its four continents, is shred to tatters.  
With the mere opening of your wrathful raging buffalo mouth, the thunderous 

laughter reverberates through all expanses of the three realms. 
Lo! Lord Manjushri—the sole progenitor of all buddhas—has now come as Buddha 

Yamantaka to subdue all evils. 
As I bow to this Lord of Death and sing his praise, I caution you—evil forces—that 

it is high time you show some restraint! 
  
Like the crumbling of mountains and the churning of the ocean, the booming 

intensifies in loud rumblings and swashings. 
Like a violent fire swaddled in pitch-black smoke, his face lurks from amidst the 

dark rain clouds flashed by million lightings. 
Lo! Appears my Lord [Yamantaka] at the center of the blazing hot and unbearably 

scalding sphere circled by rings of five-colored rays. 
In the shimmering ocean brimming with fat and blood, I see my Lord [Yamantaka] 

rise on a tetrahedron smeared with zillion darkness. 566 
 

 
565. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Byang chub sems dpa’ sems dpa’ chen po grags pa byang chub dpal 

bzang po’i rtogs pa brjod pa’i snyan dngags byin rlabs kyi lhun po,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, 
Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 483. 

566. Brkyang bskum zhabs ni cung zad brdabs pa tsam gyis dkyil ’khor bzhir bcas ri dbang shig shig por 
’gyur zhing/ /gtum drag ma he’i zhal ni rab tu gdangs pas bsgrags pa’i gad rgyangs chen pos sa gsum 
kun ’gengs pa/ /rgyal ba’i yab gcig ’jam pa’i dbyangs gang ma rungs ’dul phyir drag po’i skur bstan 
bcom ldan gshin rje’i gshed/ /gang der gus pas btud nas gshin rje’i rgyal po bstod kyi da ni bgegs 
rnams bag yod dus la bab/ /ri bo ral zhing chu gter ’khrugs pa lta bur ’ur ’ur zhes pa’i sgra chen rgyud 
mar rab sgrog pa/ /drag po’i me lce gnag pa’i du bas ’khyud pa’i tshogs rnams ’bum phrag glog phreng 
char sprin nang ’khyug bzhin/ /shin tu bzod dka’i reg bya tsha ba’i ngar ldan kha dog lnga yi phreng 
bas zlum por bskor ba’i dbus/ /mun pa bye bas byugs ltar gnag pa’i chos ’byung chal chil g.yo ba’i 
khrag zhag rgya mtshos gang ba’i steng / See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, “Chos rgyal gyi bstod 
pa,” in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 296. 
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One other example of Tsongkhapa’s poems is a text on Lojong or the mind training titled 

Phonological Ornament on Mind Training: A Poem (Snyan ngag blo sbyong sgra rgyan). The text 

displays an array of poetic devices and figures of speech, many based on the poetics of the Indian 

tradition of Dandin’s Mirror of Poetry (Snyan ngag me long, Kāvyadarśa). Tsongkhapa’s 

composition is as hereunder, with due attention to the poetic devices noted in relation to the 

Tibetan version. 

 

Phonological Ornament on Mind Training: A Poem   

(snyan ngag blo sbyong sgra rgyan) 

 

 

 [Anaphora] 

rgyal ba sras dang bcas la phyag ’tshal lo// 1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

rgyal khams sems can thams cad bde gyur cig/ 1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

rgyal sras rnams kyi snyan ngag sgra rgyan dang // 1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

rgyal ba’i gsung rab chos kyi dga’ ston bya// 1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

Homage to the Victor and the spiritual sons [, the bodhisattvas,] 

May happiness thrive in this victorious kingdom and among its people. 

With this Poetry of Phonological Ornament about the Victor’s sons 

And the teachings of the Victor, I host this feast of Dharma.  

 

[Alliteration and rhyme (ABCC)] 

dar dir ’gro ba’i tshogs rnams ma lus kun// 1~1~_ _ _ _ _ 

ban bun dad gzhi drag po’i kun slong dang // 2~2~_ _ _ _ _ 

khral khrol blo gros yangs pa’i shes rab kyis// 3~3~_ _ _ _ A 

ljan ljin las kyi sdig sgrib sbyang bar gyis// 4~4~_ _ _ _ A 

 

O hear, all bustling masses of sentient beings! 

A pure motivation ignited by a spark of faith  

And wisdom gained with an evanescent intelligence 

Shall alone cleanse the impure Karmic obscurations. 

 

[Polyptoton and diacope] 

myur bar myur bar sdig sgrib ma sbyangs na// 1~1~_ _ _ _ _ 

rang re rang re’i las ’di dbang btsan pas// 2~2~_ _ _ _ _ 

bde ba bde bar shes kyang ’dam dbang med// 3~3~5~_6~ 

sdug pa sdug par shes kyang ’dor dbang med// 4~4~5~_6~ 
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If the sinful obscurations were not instantly cleansed, 

The force of Karma will constrain even more. 

I may see happiness as happiness but will lack the freedom to pursue. 

I may see suffering as suffering but shall have no power to discard. 

 
[Repetition (in the middle of verse)] 

skye bo phal cher phal cher las kyis mnar// _ _11 11_ _ _ 

nyan thos ’phags pa ’phags pa sgur chung sogs// _ _22 22_ _ _ 

rgyal ba’i nyan thos nyan thos ’ga’ zhig kyang // _ _33 33_ _ _ 

las ’bras bden pa bden pas mnar bar gsungs // _ _44 44_ _ _ 

 

Sentient beings, all in all, are inflicted by Karma, 

For even realized Shravakas like the renowned Arya Kubja,  

Who sits amid the realized assemblage of buddhas, 

Suffered from the truth of the infallible Karma.  

 
[Symploce and antithesis] 

las ’di bde sdug du mas bskyed ma bskyed// _ _1_ _ _3 7 3 

dus gsum bde bar gshegs pas mkhyen ma mkhyen// _ _1_ _ _4 7 4 

sems can dpag tu med pas myong ma myong // _ _ _ _2_5 7 5 

rang nyid gar song med par bral ma bral// _ _ _ _2_6 7 6 

 

Whether happiness or pain is generated or not, 

Whether the buddhas of the three times see it or not, 

Whether countless beings experience it or not, 

Whether I disappear in the thin air or not, 

Karma is indeed crucial! It goes on! 

 
[Parallelism (v.3–4) ] 

de phyir las ’bras bslu ba med bsams nas// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

da ni dkar nag las la ’dam ga ’tshal// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

de ring nas bzung sdig la ’dzem par bya// ~~1~_2_3_ 

do nub nas bzung dge la ’bad par byos// ~~1~_2_3_ 

 

Contemplating on the infallibility of karmas and effects, 

Beware, as you choose your good and bad Karmas. 

From today on, avoid negative karmas. 

From tonight on, cultivate positive karmas. 
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 [Assonance (exclusively ‘A’ vowel) and parallelism (v.2–3)] 

dkar nag las rnams bsam pa bzang ngan lags// aaaaaaaaa 

bsam pa bzang na sa dang lam yang bzang // aaaaaaaaa 

bsam pa dman na sa dang lam yang dman// aaaaaaaaa 

thams cad bsam pa dag la rags las pas// aaaaaaaaa 

 

Good and bad karmas follow pure and impure thoughts. 

When the mind is pure, the paths and grounds are pure; 

When the mind is impure, the paths and grounds are impure. 

Basically, everything depends on our thoughts!  

 

[Anaphora and rhyme (AABB)] 

mnyam mnyam ’gran ’dod bsam ngan ’chang ba dang // 11_ _ _ _ ~~A 

phyogs phyogs chags sdang rus zhen ’then pa yang // 22_ _ _ _ ~~A 

rang rang sdug bsngal rgyu ru mi ’dug gam// 33_ _ _ _ ~~B 

yang yang legs par soms dang shes ldan rnams// 44_ _ _ _ ~~B 

 

Entertaining envious competitive thoughts with our equals 

And harboring biased attachment and aversion to friends and foes 

Are we not creating the causes of our own misery? 

O Wise Ones! Think closely, time and again.  

 

[Epimone] 

chos min mdun ma’i las lam bslu brid mkhan// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

’dod sred yid kyi wal wal col chung po// _ _ _ _ 11 _ _ _ 

blo sna phar phar khrid dus sdug bsngal ’byung // _ _ 22 _ _ _ _ _ 

lha sbyin chags sdang sdang zhugs tshul la ltos// _ _ _ 33 _ _ _ _ 

 

When attachment and craving strike this gullible me, 

I am lured starkly into the negative karmic paths. 

The more the allurement, the more I suffer, 

Just as Devadatta was consumed by his own desire and hatred.  

 

 [Verse alliteration, anadiplosis, and symploce] 

de bas bsam pa bzang po’i sems bskyed bskyed// _ _ _ _ _ _ _11 

sems ’di dge na dal ’byor don yod yod// 5~ _ _ 6~~ 22 

sems ’di mi dge dal ’byor don med med// 5~ _ _ 6~~  33 

sems ’di dge bar gyis dang grogs kun kun// 5~ _ _ _ _ _44 

 

Instead, with a pure mind, cultivate altruism. 

When our mind is virtuous, our life becomes meaningful. 

When our mind is evil, our life becomes meaningless. 

So, friends, turn your mind towards virtue. 
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[Diacope (v.2–3) and assonance] 

dge sems ngang nas gsung rab tshig don de// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

thog mar thos dang bsam pas sgro ’dogs chod// _ 1 _ 2 _ _ 3~~ 

phyis nas thos bsam sgro ’dogs chod bzhin du// _ 1 2 3~~ _ _ _  

dben par song ste bsgoms na don yod do// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

With a virtuous mind, seek the essential meaning of the scriptures. 

Firstly, end the reifications and repudiations through learning and contemplation. 

Then, as you end the reifications and repudiations through learning and contemplation, 

It is worthwhile to enter solitude and meditate. 

 

[Epanalepsis and diacope] 

de rjes gzhan phan kho na’i sems bskyed de// 1_ _ _ _ _ 5 _1 

ma lus sems can kun gyi pha dang ma// 2_ _ _ 6 _ _ _2 

du mar byas pa’i drin la sems bzhin du// 3_ _ _ _ _ 5 _3 

phan thogs ci nus gyis dang kun la phan// 4_ _ _ _ _ 6 _4 
 

After that, having cultivated the pure mind of altruism, 

I shall remind myself of the kindness of all sentient beings  

While they were my father and mother for numerous times. 

Generate helpful thoughts, for this alone benefits everyone. 

 

 [Gradatio and antithesis] 

byas pa shes shing drin du gzo ba ’di// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 1 

’di dang phyi mar rang gzhan don du bzang // 1~_ 5 _ 6 7 _ _ 2 

bzang gi drin lan ngan gyis ’jal ba’i mi// 2~_ _ 6 _ _ _ _ 3 

mi de dud ’gro las kyang dman par gsungs// 3~_ 8 _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

Acknowledging kindness and repaying them is admirable  

For oneself and for others in this life and the next. 

A human who returns good with evil 

Is inferior to even the animals.  

 

[Bi-syllabic gradatio]  

’gro dag snyigs ma’i dus kyi skyes bu la// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 1~ 

bu la ma ltar brtse ba’i phan sems can// 1~ _ _ _ _ _ 2~ 

sems can yongs la dam pa’i chos ston pa// 2~ _ _ _ _ _ 3~ 

ston pa sangs rgyas de yi rjes su slob// 3~ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

Follow the path of the Enlightened Teacher 

That has compassion for beings of this degenerate world 

Just like a mother to her only child 

And preaches dharma to all sentient beings. 
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[Bilineal reversible alliteration]  

dad pas gzhan la phan byed sems ’di bzang // 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

bzang ’di sems byed phan la gzhan pas dad// 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

rigs par bstan pas dgos dus sems la phan// 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

phan la sems dus dgos pas bstan par rigs// 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
 

With faith, cultivate good thoughts to benefit others, 

For those who cherish good thoughts for others are deeply revered. 

Impart sublime teachings that help our mind in the times of need, 

For whatever is taught out of good intent is worth imparting.   

 

 [Alliteration and repetition] 

bzang sems sbyong dang gnod sems rim gyis ’grib// _ _ _ o 1 _ _ _ _ 

ting ’dzin sgom dang sgrib gnyis shugs la ’dag/ _ _ _ o 1 _ _ _ _ 

snying rje bskyed dang dge ba ngang gis ’phel// _ _ _ e 1 _ _ _ _ 

gnyen po bsten dang nyon mongs rang sar ’jil// _ _ _ e 1 _ _ _ _ 
 

Train in good thoughts; the ill thoughts will gradually diminish. 

Meditate in Samadhi; the two obscurations will naturally fade. 

Generate compassion; the merits will spontaneously rise. 

Apply antidotes; delusions will instantly crumble.  

 

[Unilineal reversible alliteration and antistasis] 

dgras kyang gnyen byed phan byed gnyen kyang dgras// 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1  

byed la su sems sdang sems su la byed// 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 2 1 

bsam na thams cad gnyen dang pha mar ’dug/ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

mdor na sdig sems spongs la dge sems bsten// o ~~6 o ~~6 _ 
 

My enemies had been friends, and helpful friends, enemies. 

Who do I behold, and who do I begrudge? 

Examining closely, I see all beings are my friends and parents.  

So, in brief, avoid evil intents and nurture good thoughts. 

 

[Antistasis] 

rgyud la gnod sems ma ’chang phan sems chongs// _ _ ~1 _ _ ~1 _ 

thos don sems shing bsgom la sems rgyud ’thul// _ _  2~ _ _ 2~ _ 

’jig rten don med spongs la don yod bsten// _ _  3~ _ _ 3~ _  

cis ste cis kyang ’jig rten mi spongs na// 4~ 4~ _ _ _ _ _  
 

To tame mind, end malevolent intents and nurture good thoughts. 

Contemplate and meditate on the meaning gained through learning. 

Should you, in any case, not renounce the worldly life, 

Then at least discard the useless projects and initiate the useful ones.  
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[Antistasis and diacope] 

chos dang chos min bsam pa’i ’khyer so yin// 1~ 1~ _ _ _ _ _ 

’du ’dzi ’du long chos su bsgyur thabs gda’i// 2~ 2~ _ _ _ _ _ 

rang gis rang la sha tsha’i gros ’debs kyis// 3~ 3~ _ _ _ _ _ 

dkar ’bras dkar la nag ’bras nag go zhes// 4 5 4~ 6 5 6~ _  
 

Since virtue and non-virtue are only mind’s orientations, 

Make simple chores accord with the dharma. 

Out of self-pity, think deep on this point: 

“Virtue yields virtuous fruits, and non-virtue, non-virtuous fruits.” 

 

 [Diacope, antistasis, and anaphora] 

phan ’bras bde la gnod ’bras sdug par gsungs// 1~  3~ 1~ _ _ _ 

bshes dang grogs la gnyen dang pha ma ltar// ~2  3~ ~2 _ _ _ 

gzhan la than thun phan na rang la phan// 4~  5~ _ _ 4~ _ 

gzhan bde tshang tshing bsreg pa’i gnod sems ’di// 4~  5~ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

So it is said, “help produces happiness and harm results in pain.”   

Treat friends and companions as you would to parents and relatives, 

For even a little help to others can yield goodness for oneself. 

The malevolent mind that burns others’ happiness like thickets… 

 

 [Diacope, consonance, and repitition 

sdig sgrib ljan ljin gsog pa’i gzhong pa yin// 11 _ _ 22 _ _ _  

don med sdig sgrib gsog pa ring du spongs// _ _ 11 22 _ _ _ 

chos rdzas ’dug tshad rnams la mos gus bskyed// _ _ 3~~~_ _ _ 

sems can ’dug tshad rnams la byams pa sgom// _ _ 3~~~_ _ _ 
 

…Is a huge receptacle filled with sludge of sinful actions.  

So, refrain from harboring sinful karma for senseless reasons. 

Show deference and respect for all dharma objects 

And, generate love for all sentient beings. 

 

 [Bi-syllabic rhyming] 

mthong tshad bde bar gyur ces khyab par sems// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

spro dga’ bskyed dpa’i chos la rtog dpyod dpyad// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 1 ~ 

dad ldan yid la ches cher chos ’di ’du// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 2 ~ 

snyam du bsam na chos kyi dga’ ston bstan// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 3 ~ 
 

Always pray that whoever you behold finds happiness. 

Having analyzed and investigated well whatever gives joy and happiness, 

Whoever, with faith, is convinced that everything boils down to this, 

With such a one, enjoy the feast of Dharma. 
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 [Repitition, diacope, and epiphora]  

rtsa ba ’di ni snyan ngag go bder yod// ~1 _ _ _ _ _ _2 

’grel pa gsung rab sgrab rgyud kho nar yod// ~1 _ _ _ _ _ _2 

tshig la gzigs dang rtsom pa’i ltad mo yod // ~3  4~  _ _ _ _2 

don la gzigs dang dam chos byed lugs yod// ~3  4~  _ _ _ _2 
 

This poetry, set in verses, is easy to read 

And commentaries will well accord with the scriptures.  

Look at the words, it is a delightful composition to behold; 

Look at the meaning, it has guidance for you to practice.  

 

 [Assonance (UIEO verses)] 

phul byung gzhung lugs gsung kun nyung ngur bsdus// uuuuuuuuu 

mi yi rigs kyis gzigs phyir tshig ’di bris// i i i i i i i i i 

legs shes nges sems bskyed de ches cher ’phel// eeeeeeeee 

blo gros yod tshos dgongs mod don go chongs// ooooooooo 
 

Drawing these excellent teachings from the scriptures, 

I have composed them in verses for you to read. 

Since knowing these well will generate more definite conviction,  

The intelligent ones must study and uphold their meaning.  

 

[Diacope] 

’ga’ zhig don med tshig gi mdud pa rtsom// _ _ _12 _ _ _ _ 

gzhan dag ’brel med blun tshig bab col smra// _ _ _1_ 2 _ _ _ 

sdeb legs gsal bar rtsom pa’i rtsom mkhan ni// _ _ _ 3 _ 3_ _ _ 

gangs ri’i khrod ’dir blo bzang grags pa’i dpal// _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

While some weave yarns of meaningless words 

And others blabber with senseless and idiotic talks, 

I, Lozang Drakpa Pel from the Land of Snow, 

Composed these strings of elegant verses. 
 

 [Diacope] 

phan sems glog phreng rgyu bas nyer mdzes pa’i// _1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

kun slong dge sems char sprin ’khrigs pa las// _ _ _1 2_ _ _ _ 

phun tshogs bde skyid rin chen char bzhin bab// _ _3_ _ _2_ _ 

thams cad dga’ bde’i dpal la spyod gyur cig/ _ _ _3_ _ _ _ _ 

 

Adorned by the lightning streaks of virtuous thoughts, 

May the nimbuses of merit mindfully billow  

To shower forth a heavy rain of wellness, delight, and excellence. 

May all beings enjoy the glory of joy and bliss. 
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 [Alliteration] 

bdag dang mthas yas ’gro ba ma lus pa// ~1 ~2~~ 3~~ 

yi dam gsung gi dngos grub brtan par byas// ~4 ~5~~ ~6~ 

phan dang dpag yas bde ba ma lus dang // ~1 ~2~~ 3~~ 

don dam mchog gi dngos grub thob par shog/ ~4 ~5~~ ~6~ 

 

May I and all infinite sentient beings 

Be blessed by the excellent speech of the tutelary deities. 

May I also receive infinite grace and happiness,  

And attain the supreme, ultimate goals.  

 

 

5.4  Jey Tsongkhapa’s Views: Philosophy, Logic, Ethics, And Tantra 

Truth, whether philosophical or scientific, is a proposed reality that is deemed as conclusive and 

incontrovertible and whose knowledge is presumably drawn from a reliable authority, human or 

otherwise, in a given socio-cultural milieu or context. The life of the truth is contingent upon its 

currency within a tradition or among people. Modern-day truths majorly rely on several factors, 

most importantly a consensus by people who wield expertise and knowledge to assess, observe, 

experiment, and draw a conclusion. However, the arbitrariness and subjectivity in the choice of 

substantial bases and variables determine the nature of objectivity or the outcome of the objective 

experiments and observations. A truth thus remains a truth as much as its factor of provability 

sustains and defies its falsifiability, where its provability is as subjective and arbitrary as its 

falsifiability.  

Despite this, Buddhism, like any religious and philosophical tradition, holds truth with 

high relevance. It maintains that the Buddhist tradition has the truth, though the truth is 

presented in its many paradigms. The ‘truth’ in the Buddha’s teachings of the Four Noble Truths 

(bden pa bzhi)—suffering, causes, cessation, and path, for example, might not precisely imply the 

same as the truth in his teachings on the Two Ontological Truths (bden pa gnyis)—the 

conventionalities and the absolute or ultimate. A truth, according to a Buddhist school or 
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tradition, might not correspond to the truth held by other Buddhist schools or traditions, for 

schools and traditions are determined by their difference of views concerning truth or reality. It 

is with this prefactory knowledge that we can approach the views of truth or reality at their 

different levels and in different contexts, such as Buddhism, of the Mahayana tradition, of the 

Geluk School, etc. 

It is Tsongkhapa’s emphasis, interpretation, and alignment of views on philosophy, logic, 

ethics, and tantra with those of the early Indian masters that will help us distinguish his tradition 

from other major Tibetan Buddhist schools.  

 

The Essential Buddhist Philosophy Re-explained 

The study of philosophy addresses fundamental questions of who we are or why do we experience 

pleasure and pain connects to our perception or misperception of reality pertaining to our own 

self and the nature of everything around us. In Buddhism, the study of philosophy is intricately 

twined with other fields of studies such as soteriology, logic, ethics, etc. For example, philosophy 

is said to provide the data for soteriological questions, while soteriology is said to give purpose to 

philosophy. The same applies to logic that provides the epistemic underpinning, as well as to 

ethics that provides moral guidelines. 

Tsongkhapa abbreviates his view of philosophical and soteriological complexities, for 

example, in three simple essential points that he calls ‘the three fundamentals of the path’ (lam 

gyi gtso bo rnam gsum)—i. a mind of renunciation aspiring to end the experience of pain, suffering 

and dissatisfaction, ii. a mind of altruism that aspires for spiritual perfection in the form of 

enlightenment to end the pain, suffering, and dissatisfaction of others, and iii. a correct 

understanding of the reality of self of a person and all things other than a person. The first point 

presents Buddhist soteriology, the second point emphasizes ethics and morality, and the third 

point elaborates on philosophy, ontology, esotericism, and so on. 
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For Tsongkhapa, renunciation teaches the Samsara-Nirvana binary Buddhist world 

system and help develop a genuine wish to transcend from miserable state of pain, suffering and 

dissatisfaction to a blissful state of marked by bliss, skillful means, and wisdom. Without altruism, 

one’s spiritual goals will be a selfish endeavor in this big karmically interconnected world. Without 

the correct understanding of reality, one’s perception of the basis, path, and results will remain 

deceptive as ever. It is these simple philosophical outlook that makes his view popular among his 

followers. Sometimes elaborated in hundreds of pages of texts such as The Great Treatise, he at 

times abbreviates his teachings in a short 14-stanza text like The Three Fundamentals of the 

Spiritual Path.  

Of these three fundamentals, he considers a mind that accurately understands reality in 

its two-fold aspects—relativity or interdependence (rten ’brel) and emptiness (stong nyid) or void 

of self (bdag med)—as the most essential to cut off the root of our ordinary existence. That 

understanding constitutes the pith of Tsongkhapa’s philosophical view. 

 

Theory of Self and Reality of Selflessness 

In philosophy, we begin with fundamental questions of why we exist, why we exist the way we do, 

why we can change the course of our existence, and so on. Like most Buddhists, Tsongkhapa 

follows the traditional explanation based on the law of Karmic causality, where thoughts, 

emotions, attitudes, and actions determine the Karmic cycle of existence. These different states of 

Karmic impressions are said to have their roots in ignorance, which exists in its two-fold 

variations—the absence of correct understanding or the presence of incorrect perception of 

reality. Ignorance of different kinds, which can be roughly classified into deluded conceptual 

views (lta ba) and deluded non-conceptual views (lta min), where conceptual views, for instance, 

can include harboring extreme views on reality (mthar lta), agnostic disbelief in the Buddha (log 

lta), etc. However, for Tsongkhapa, the root cause of existence and the state of experience of all 

sentient beings is “the view of the transitory collection” (’jig lta, ’jig tshogs la lta ba), which is an 
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innately assumed view that misconceives the base of a person, i.e., the transitory collection of 

psycho-physical aggregates, as the true self.567 This seeks to prove two important things—the 

pervasiveness of ignorance in the form of misconceived self of person in all sentient beings 

irrespectively and the primacy of self of person concerning oneself over all other and phenomena 

other than oneself.  

It is in the elucidation of the ignorance or misknowledge or the misconception of self of a 

person and that Tsongkhapa relies heavily on the philosophical positions maintained by 

Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Chandrakirti, and Buddhapalita in their delineation of the philosophy of 

Buddha Shakyamuni.  

 Simply put, Tsongkhapa maintains that there is nothing wrong in seeing things in a certain 

way as long as it corresponds to the two-fold reality of existence—all phenomena are 

interdependent and whatever is interdependent is empty of inherently subsisting self. While 

interdependence (rten ’brel) and emptiness (stong nyid) are conceptual isolates sharing the same 

conceptual basis (gzhi gcig la ldog pa tha dad). For example, a pot that exists in dependence upon 

factors such as causes and conditions, parts and components, qualities and characteristics, or 

mere designation shares the same conceptual basis as the pot’s lack of an inherently subsisting 

self. For Tsongkhapa, the dependent nature of a thing proves its emptiness, and emptiness of a 

thing implies its dependent nature or lack of a true subsisting, inherent self. In other words, how 

well a person understands interdependence impacts his or her understanding of emptiness and 

vice versa. 

Presenting his quintessential view of the two-fold truths or realities of the conventional 

and the ultimate, Tsongkhapa, in his Three Fundamentals of the Spiritual Path, wrote, 

 

 
567. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa and Robert A. F. Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: A Study 

and Translation of Jey Tsong Khapa’s Essence of True Eloquence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Library 
of Asian Translations, 1991), 309.  

  Also see Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Drang ba dang nges pa'i don rnam par phye ba'i bstan 
bcos legs bshad snying po, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 14: 592–593.  
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By seeing all things in ordinary life cycles and liberation 
To be governed unfailingly by the law of causes and effects 
And destroying any sort of [mis]conceptions of objectivity, 
You will enter the path that pleases the Buddha. 

 
Appearances are relative and [causally] unfailing, 
Emptiness is devoid of any [false] assertions. 
As long as these two are views as individually exclusive, 
Until then, you have not grasped the Victor’s intent. 568 

 
For Tsongkhapa, there is nothing wrong as long as we see a dependent arising thing from 

the perspective of its interdependent nature and its lack of inherently subsisting self. However, 

when this is misconceived with regard to a person, it distorts, skews, and afflicts one’s perception, 

which is thought to bear immeasurable karmic consequences, including the perpetuation of our 

existence as a being subjected to pain, suffering, and dissatisfaction. Therefore, seeing the two-

fold nature simultaneously and in a manner where they are mutually inclusive is crucial. 

Tsongkhapa, in his Three Fundamentals of the Spiritual Path, wrote, 

 
However, in simultaneity and without alternation, 
Whenever the mere seeing relativity as incontrovertible 
Rids all [false] modes of perceptions of objects, 
That marks the investigation of authentic view as complete. 
 
Furthermore, appearance eliminates absolutism, 
Emptiness eliminates nihilism. 
When you know how emptiness manifests as cause and effect, 
Then you will not be deprived by extremist views.569 

  

These summarize Tsongkhapa’s view of the two realities in a conceptually exclusive yet mutually 

inclusive relationship. The crux of Tsongkhapa’s views lies in how he reconciles these realities. 

For him, a relative self exists as long as it does not violate the conventional modes of relative 

 
568. This translation is based on my professor Robert Thurman’s teachings. See Robert Thurman, “The 

Three Principles of the Paths,” in Life and Teachings of Tsongkhapa (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan 
Works & Archives, 1982), 62. See also Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Lam gyi gtso bo rnam gsum 
(Tsha kho ngag dbang grags pa la gdams pa), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 2: 585–
586. 

569. Ibid. 
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existence, or it falsely assumes one of the many modes of contrived existence, some of which are 

upheld by some Buddhist schools of thought. Jeffrey Hopkins, in his Meditation on Emptiness, 

lists seventeen different false modes of existence negated even on conventional grounds by the 

Prasangika Madhyamaka philosophy, whose most prominent advocates include Tsongkhapa. The 

list is as follows, 

 
True establishment (bden par grub pa), true existence (bden par yod pa), ultimate 
existence (don dam par grub pa), existence as [its own] suchness (de kho na nyid 
du grub pa), existence as [its own] reality (yang dag par grub pa), natural existence 
or existence by way of its own character (rang gi mtshan nyid kyis grub pa), 
substantial existence (rdzas yod), existence able to establish itself (tshugs thub tu 
grub pa), existence from the object’s side [rather than being imputed from the 
subject’s side] (rang ngos nas grub pa), objective existence (yul gyi steng nas grub 
pa), existence through its own power (rang dbang du grub pa), existence in the 
object that receives designation (btags yul gyi steng nas grub pa), existence right 
in the basis of designation (gdags gzhi’i steng nas grub pa), inherent existence 
(rang bzhin gyis grub pa), existence through its own entitiness (ngo bo nyid gyis 
grub pa), existence in the manner of covering its basis of designation (gdags gzhi’i 
go sa gnon pa’i tshul du yod pa), and existence from the side of the basis of 
designation (gdags gzhi’i ngos nas grub pa).570 

 

Jeffrey Hopkins’ enumeration is drawn from a famous doxographical writing (grub mtha’) titled 

The Great Exposition of Tenets (grub mtha’ chen mo) by Jamyang Zhepa Ngawang Tsondru 

(1648–1721), an Amdo scholar whose work constitutes the single most important collegiate 

textbook for Drepung Gomang Monastery of Geluk School. Systematically explicating 

Tsongkhapa’s philosophy throughout his works, Jamyang Zhepa, in his prologue to The Great 

Exposition, attributes the writings to the Buddha, cursorily to the Indian masters, and then most 

profusely to Jey Tsongkhapa. He writes, 

 
O! Embodiment of the wisdom of all enlightened Buddhas, you are more brilliant 

and knowledgeable than the hundred sun-like repositories of knowledge. 
Endowed with compassion and good intention, you are the truest of all Buddhas 

whose mere mention of name liberates sentient beings. 
Disseminating the Buddha’s teachings in all ten directions, the white parasol of 

your great renown beatify this Samsric world and the Nirvana beyond. 

 
570. Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom Publications, 1996), 36. 
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Blessed and prophesied by Buddha Indraketu, O Second Buddha [Lobzang 
Drakpa]! You remain in the core of my heart!571  

 
In the entire course of explanation, Tsongkhapa makes great effort in reminding how our 

perception can become distorted due to false reification and inordinate repudiation of the two-

fold realities. He warns how we can falsely reify an imputed sense of self in what merely exists 

conventionally as a dependent phenomenon and how we can equally commit the ill of repudiating 

a conventionally existing dependent phenomenon in the process of perceptional negation through 

our incorrect understanding of emptiness. The ills of false reification and inordinate repudiation 

are avoided when a person rightly identifies the intended object of negation or negatee (dgag bya) 

when perceiving the two-fold realities. Emphasizing its importance, Robert Thurman, in his 

translation of Tsongkhapa’s Essence of True Eloquence, writes, 

It is extremely important to identify the negatee, as otherwise there would be no 
clear awareness of either the mental habit holding the (truth-) staus, etc. (in things) 
or of the general (character) of the negatee thus held. Then our sense that such 
(truth-) status (in things) is impossible would be merely a dogmatic aversion, and 
no matter how often we assert “this is the fault inherent in such status and this the 
proof of its non-existence,” we will reach no solid understanding of the import (of 
these assertions).572 

  
Therefore, for Tsongkapa, refuting the falsely conceived modes of existence self is crucial, and he 

dresses it by distinguishing the misconception of self concerning a person (gang zag gi bdag) from 

the misconception of self in phenomena other than a person (gang zag las gzhan pa’i chos kyi 

bdag). Given the primacy and gravity of misconceiving a false self in person, i.e., oneself, 

Tsongkhapa heavily relies on the two following reasonings: 

i. Nagarjuna’s Five-fold Reasonings (rnam lnga’i rigs pa)  
ii. Chandrakirti’s Seven-Fold Reasonings (rnam bdun gyi rigs pa) 

 

 
571. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje ngag dbang brtson grus, Grub mtha’i rnam bshad rang gzhan grub 

mtha’ kun dang zab don mchog tu gsal ba kun bzang zhing gi nyi ma lung rigs rgya mtsho skye dgu’i 
re ba kun skong (Grub mtha’ chen mo) (Mundgod, India: Gomang College, 1997), Vol. 15: 36. 

572. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa and Robert A. F. Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: A Study 
and Translation of Jey Tsong Khapa’s Essence of True Eloquence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Library 
of Asian Translations, 1991), 281. 



 

257 
 

Nagarjuna’s Five-fold Reasonings (rnam lnga’i rigs pa) that refute self of a person on the logical 

basis that self and the psycho-physical aggregates that serve as its bases of designation are like a 

chariot and its physical aspects and attributive qualities. Nagarjuna, in his Fundamental Treatise 

on the Middle Way, states that a self of a person is like a chariot concerning its parts and 

components and does not inherently exist, because i.) self is not the aggregates, ii.) self is not other 

than the aggregates, iii.) self is not the existential base of the aggregates, iv.) self is not dependent 

on the aggregates, and v.) self is not the possessor of aggregates.573 His disciple Chandrakirit later 

appends two attributive qualities, thereby calling it the Seven-Fold Reasonings (rnam bdun gyi 

rigs pa). He adds that a self of a person, like a chariot, does not inherently exist because vi.) self is 

not the shape of the aggregates and vii.) self is not the composite of the aggregates.574 Based on 

the view that misconception of self of a person is the root cause of our miserable existence in the 

world of pain, suffering, and dissatisfaction, developing a correct understanding of reality that 

refutes the misconceived self of a person is considered instrumental in ensuring guaranteed 

transcendence from the miserable world of Samsara to the blissful state of Nirvana.  

A comparable refutation, as adopted in the negation of the inherent self of a person, is 

expected in one’s perception of all phenomena other than a person as well. This is achieved by 

adopting several other logical lines of reasoning. They include the following:  

i.) Reasoning refuting the four extreme sources of production (mtha’ bzhi skye 
’gog gi rigs pa), also called Diamond Slivers (rdo rje gzegs ma’i gtan tshigs)—
A thing is not inherently produced because a.) it is not produced from itself, 
b.) it is not produced from naturally existent others, c.) it is not produced 
simultaneously from both itself and others, and d.) it is not produced 
causelessly.575  
 

 
573. Nagarjuna, Dbu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba (Dbu ma rtsa ba shes rab), in Bstan 

’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 57: 31. Also see Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness, 178. 

574. Chandrakirti, Dbu ma la ’jug pa’i tshig le’ur byas pa (madhyamāvatāra-kārikā, Dbu ma ’jug pa), in 
Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 60: 579. Also see Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness, 
178. 

575  Nagarjuna, Dbu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba (prajñanāma-mūlamadhyamaka-
kārikā, Also Dbu ma rtsa ba shes rab), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 57: 3. 
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ii.) Reasoning refuting singular and plural modes of existence (gcig du bral gyi 
rigs pa)—A thing does not inherently exist because a.) it does not exist in the 
nature of singularity, and b.) it does not exist in the nature of plurality.576 
 

iii.) Reasoning refuting the four extreme modes of existence (yod med skye ’gog gi 
rigs pa)—A thing is not ultimately produced because it does not involve the 
production of a thing or an effect a.) that is already existent, b.) that is non-
existent, c.) that is both existent and non-existent, and d.) that is neither 
existent nor non-existent.577  

 
iv.) Reasoning refuting the four alternative singular and plural modes of 

production (mu bzhi skye ’gog gi rigs pa)—A thing is not ultimately produced 
because one effect is not produced from one cause, many effects are not 
produced from one cause, one effect is not produced from many causes, and 
many effects are not produced from many causes.578 

 
v.) Reasoning of Dependent Arising (rten ’brel gyi rigs pa)—Things are not 

inherently produced because they are dependent arising, or their production 
is dependent on internal and external factors.579 

 
 

Tsongkhapa’s Many Views 

It would be an extraneous endeavor to cram Tsongkhapa’s views, thoughts, and philosophy in the 

name of academic exploration in this dissertation. A comprehensive study of view requires a 

multi-pronged perspective that observes Tsongkhapa’s position on different aspects of Buddhist 

studies. For a scholar, Tsongkhapa rises as an exemplary model in his articulation of views. One 

such text is titled A Note Containing Transcription of Je’s Teachings on the Eight Difficult Points 

(Dka’ gnad brgyad gyi zin bris rje'i gsung bzhin brjed byang), which is attributed to Tsongkhapa 

and transcribed by Gyeltsab Jey. The text, based on Nagarjuna’s Buddhist masterpiece, highlights 

 
576 . Shantarakshita, Dbu ma rgyan gyi tshig le’ur byas pa (madhyamakālaṃkāra-kārikā, also Dbu ma 

rgyan), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 62: 895. 

577. Atisha Dipankara, Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma (bodhipathapradīpa, Byang chub lam sgron), in 
Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 64: 1646. 

578 . Jñanagarbha, Bden pa gnyis rnam par ’byed pa’i tshig le’ur byas pa (satyadvayavibhāga-kārikā, Bden 
gnyis), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 62: 756. 

579. Nagarjuna, Dbu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba (Dbu ma rtsa ba shes rab), in Bstan 
’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 57: 14. Also see Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness, 131–
174. 
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Tsongkhapa’s theses on eight crucial points concerning philosophy, ontology, psychology, and 

soteriology about the three phases of practice—laying of foundational, progression in the path, 

and actualization of result (gzhi lam ’bras gsum).580 

On laying of the foundation (gzhi), Tsongkhapa states that the Prasangikas division of the 
Middle Way School 
 

1.  Does not accept even nominal ‘foundational consciousness’ (kun gzhi, 
alayavijñāna) even nominally 

2.  Does not accept even nominal self-characterizing production (rang gi 
mtshan nyid kyis grub pa, svalakṣaṇa) 

3.  Accept externally existent objects (phyi don, bāhyavastu, bāhyabhāva) 
  
On progression in the path (lam) in relation to the presentation of reality, Tsongkhapa 
states that the Prasangikas division of the Middle Way School  
 

4.  Does not accept self-validating syllogism (ran rgyud kyi sbyor ba, 
svatantra-prayoga)  

5.  Does not accept self-cognizing mind (rang rig, svasamvedana) 
6.  Accepts two kinds of obscurations (sgrib pa, varaṇa) 
7.  Accepts that Shravakas and Pratyekabuddhas realizes the lack of self in 

phenomena 
  
On actualization of result (’bras bu), Tsongkhapa states that the Prasangikas division of 
the Middle Way School  
 

8.  Accepts that a Buddha’s mind that is constantly engrossed in the 
meditation of the ultimate reality (ji lta ba, yathā) also simultaneously sees 
the myriad manifestations (ji snyed pa, yāvata) of the conventional reality 

 
This eight-fold thesis on the problematic philosophical points reflects Tsongkhapa’s perception, 

views, and position on the Middle Way school. In the same way, his views are embedded in the 

many recesses of his voluminous writings.  

 
 

5.5 Conclusion 

With the rise in the popularity of Jey Tsongkhapa, Geluk School witnessed gradual growth in its 

membership, most significantly during the first half of the fifteenth century. Khedrub Jey 

 
580. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Dka’ gnad brgyad gyi zin bris rje'i gsung bzhin brjed byang, in Gsung 

’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 15: 562–594. 
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mentions that thousands gathered to listen to Tsongkhapa from as early as 1408.581 Many of 

Tsongkhapa’s prominent disciples subsequently founded monasteries and wrote commentaries 

of Indian sutras, tantras, and shastras along his line of thought and philosophy. His writings were 

commented upon by his prominent disciples and their immediate disciples, and these led to the 

growth Tsongkhapa-centered hermeneutics in Geluk monasteries, later giving rise to textbooks 

(yig cha) or collegiate textbooks (grwa tshang yig cha) on all fields of Buddhist studies including 

logic, epistemology, philosophy, soteriology, ethics, and esoteric practices. Regardless of the 

preferences for different monastic or collegiate textbooks by the monastic colleges, Tsongkhapa’s 

writings remain at the core as the sole unifying factor.  

 

 
581. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 

1: 96. 
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Chapter 6: The Centrality of Tsongkhapa’s Writings in the Gelukpa Monastic 

Academia 

 

 

A close study of the system of education in Gelukpa Monasteries provides a glimpse of the 

centrality of Tsongkhapa’s writings, in particular, his views, thoughts, and philosophy concerning 

Buddhist study and practice. A monk who pursues religious and spiritual training in the 

monastery follows a strict curriculum that begins with monks enrolment at a young age in a 

Gelukpa monastery and eventually culminates with the awarding of the much-coveted Geshe 

Lharampa degree, the highest degree in Gelukpa monastic academia.  

 Initially trained under a Kadampa master Chojé Dondrub Rinchen, Tsongkhapa 

developed a high regard for the Sutra and Tantra discourses attributed to Buddha Shakyamuni 

and the exegetical treatises of the Indian masters. When Tsongkhapa left for Central Tibet at the 

age of sixteen to pursue higher spiritual education and training, his teacher Chojé’s composed a 

versified counsel outlining a progressive approach to Buddhist Studies by listing every relevant 

Indian Buddhist scriptures and classical treatises in a gradational sequence. Tsongkhapa, 

unfortunately, lost the text upon his arrival in Central Tibet. Although he had memorized the text, 

he had forgotten the metric flow. Yet, it seems Tsongkhapa remembered the order of the 

scriptures and treatises, partly as it aligned to some extent with the educational curriculum 

pursued in the Kadampa monasteries U and Tsang.   

 Tsongkhapa, with Chojé’s kindness, developed this unique thought of extending the 

utmost priorities to the Buddha’s discourses and the Indian classical treatises. This approach 

significantly shaped his spiritual and intellectual orientation that would influence his disciples 

and followers as well. The writings of his disciples lay emphasis on unraveling the import of the 

scriptures and treatises. In many cases, the disciples approach these scriptures and treatises 

through the Tsongkhapa’s exegetical writings. 



 

262 
 

 This tradition has been passed down in an uninterrupted continuity in Gelukpa 

educational system and prominently through its famed Geshe degree examination. A close survey 

of the courses and training reflects the high regard accorded to the scriptures and Indian classical 

treatises.  

  

6.1 Recentering Indian Scriptures and Classical Treatises in Buddhist Studies 

Five Treatises, Five Collection, and Five Fields 

The Geshe examination in the Gelukpa educational system, for example, reflects Tsongkhapa’s 

regard for the Indian scriptures and classical treatises. Conducted by the Central Board 

Examination of Gelukpa University (Dge ldan lugs bzang gtsug lag slob gnyer khang chen mo), 

currently based in Bylakuppee in India, the Geshe examination covers five major Buddhist 

academic areas, popularly identified based on Five Major Treatises (gzhung chen bka’ pod lnga)—

Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Discipline (’Dul ba mdo rtsa, Vinayasūtra), Vasubandhu’s 

Treasury on Metaphysics (Chos mngon pa mdzod, abhidharmakoṣa), Chandrakirti’s Supplement 

to “the Middle Way” (Dbu ma ’jug pa, Madhyamakāvatara), Maitreyanatha’s Ornament of Clear 

Realization on “the Perfection of Wisdom” (Sher phyin mngon rtogs rgyan, Abhisamayālaṃkāra), 

and Dharmakirti’s Commentary to “the Valid Cognition” (Tshad ma rnam ’grel, 

Pramāṇavārttika).582 In keeping with Tsongkhapa’s regard for Indian treatises, these five Indian 

Budddhist classical treatises remain the central texts for Buddhist studies in the Gelukpa school. 

 As is evident, the five texts accordingly reflect the five major academic areas of Buddhist 

Studies—discipline (’dul ba), metaphysics and phenomenology (mngon pa), Middle Way 

 
582. Based in Bylakuppee town in Mysore District of India, the Central Board Examination of Gelukpa 

University oversees all examination including the highest Geshe Lharampa degree examination in the 
Geluk Monasteries. More information about the exam and current updates are available on official 
website https://www.gelugpa-university.org/syllabus. Accessed on April 22, 2020. 
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philosophy and hermeneutics (dbu ma), soteriology (phar phyin), and logic and epistemology 

(tshad ma).  

 Similarly, the five treatises are the central exegetical texts reflecting the five major 

Buddhist academic areas, and themselves serve as exegeses and supplements to other Buddhist 

scriptures and treatises as hereunder. 

 For discipline, Geluka monks study Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of Discipline (’Dul ba 

mdo rtsa ba, vinayasūtra,), which is the primary text for understanding Buddha’s discourses on 

the Discipline. This text is generally supplemented by Dharmamitra’s Extensive Explanation of 

“Vinaya Sutra” (’Dul ba mdo’i rgya cher ’grel pa, Vinayasūtra-ṭīka) for those pursuing academic 

studies in Geluk education system. 

 The Gelukpa study on metaphysics and phenomenology primarily draw from 

Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics and Commentary to “the Treasury of Metaphysics” (Chos 

mngon pa’i mdzod kyi bshad pa, Abhidharmakoṣa-bhāṣya). This is supplemented by Asangha’s 

Compendium on Metaphysics (Chos mngon pa kun las btus pa, Abhidharmasamuccaya). 

 Chandrakirti’s Supplement to “[Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on] the Middle Way” 

covers Buddhist philosophy and hermeneutics and serves as commentaries or base texts to many 

other treatises. The treatises include Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle-Way (Dbu 

ma rtsa ba, Mūlamadhyamaka), Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness (Stong nyid bdun cu pa, 

Śūnyatāsaptati), Refuting Objections (Rtsod bzlog, Vigrahavyāvartanī), Sixty Stanzas on 

Reasoning (Rigs pa drug cu pa, Yuktiṣāṣṭika), Finely Woven (Zhib mo rnam ’thag, 

Vaidalyaprakaraṇa), and Precious Garland (Rin chen phreng ba, Ratnāvalī); Chandrakirti’s Auto-

commentary to the Supplement to “the Middle Way” (Dbu ma ’jugs pa rang ’grel, 

Madhyamakāvatara-bhāṣya); Bhavaviveka’s Blaze of Reasoning (Rtog ge bar ba, Tarkajvala) and 

Heart of the Middle Way (Dbu ma’i snying po, Madhyamakahṛdaya); Shantarakshita’s Ornament 

of the Middle Way (Dbu ma rgyan, Madhyamakālaṃkāra), and Kamalashila’s Illumination of the 

Middle Way (Dbu ma snang ba, Madhyamakāloka). 
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 The study of logic, epistemology, and dialectics are centered on Dharmakirti’s 

Commentary to “the [Compendium of] Valid Cognition” and its root text Dignaga’s Compendium 

of Valid Cognition (Tshad ma kun btus, Pramāṇasamuccaya).  

 Buddhist soteriology and practice are based on Maitreyanatha’s Ornament of Clear 

Realization on Transcendental Wisdom and its related texts including Haribhadra’s Commentary 

Called “Elucidation of the Meaning” (’Grel pa don gsal, Sphuṭārthā). The study also includes 

Mitreyanatha’s other four major treatises—Ornament to the Sutras (Mdo sde rgyan, 

Sūtrālaṃkāra), Sublime Transmission (Rgyud bla ma, Uttaratantra), Distinguishing the Middle 

and the End (Dbu mtha’ rnam ’byed, Madhyānta-vibhaṅga), and Distinguishing Phenomena and 

Reality (Chos dang chos nyid rnam ’byed, Dharma-dharmatā-vibhāga). The study is based on the 

many renditions of Buddha Shakyamuni’s Perfection of Wisdom Sutra (Shes rab kyi pha rol tu 

phyin pa’i mdo, prajñapāramita-sūtra) 

 

6.2 The Centrality of Tsongkhapa’s Writings in Gelukpa Academia 

The above list constitutes Indian classical scriptures and treatises that Tsongkhapa studied during 

his years in Amdo and later in Central Tibet. Like for Tsongkhapa, these texts remain fundamental 

texts for the study of Buddhism for Gelukpa school. Furthermore, it is the study of these texts that 

Tsongkhapa’s treatises and commentaries compiled in The Collected Works play a central role in 

providing logical, hermeneutical, philosophical, and spiritual perspectives. His writings are 

further supplemented by the writings of his disciples, chiefly Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen and 

Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, and some later prominent Geluk scholars including the authors of 

Dratsang Yikcha (grwa tshang yig cha) or monastic collegiate texts. 

 For the study of Buddhist philosophy and hermeneutics, a Gelukpa monk studies twelve 

major Indian classics, with a focus on Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle-Way and 

Chandrakirti’s Supplement to “[Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on] the Middle Way.” 
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Tsongkhapa’s Thorough Elucidation of the Intent of “Supplement to ‘the Middle Way’” (Dbu ma 

dgongs pa rab gsal) and Ocean of Reasoning: An Exposition on “the Fundamental Treatise on the 

Middle Way” (Rtsa she Tik chen rigs pa’i rgya mtsho), which are commentaries to Nagarjuna’s 

and Chandrakirti’s texts, remain the two principal authoritative Tibetan course texts studied in 

the Geluk monasteries. These two exegetical writings of Tsongkhapa lay out the basic 

philosophical framework on which the Indian classical philosophical treatises rest.  

 The study of Vinaya or the Buddhist Discipline based on Gunaprabha’s Fundamentals of 

Discipline is complemented by the First Dalai Lama Gedun Drub’s Precious Garland: An 

Extensive Commentary to “Vinayasutra” (’Dul ba’i Tik chen rin chen phreng ba). Tsongkhapa’s 

The Difficult Points of “the Fundamentals of Discipline” (’Dul ba mdo rtsa ba’i dka’ gnad kyi zin 

bris) provides the essential perspectives on moral and ethical concepts and regulations outlined 

in the Indian and Tibetan texts. Gedun Drub’s Precious Garland, which ends with one of the 

longest Tibetan poetic meters composed in 556-syllables, figuratively describes how his “granite-

floored house of discipline” is adorned with “the teachings of the Four Truths of Lobzang.”583 

Furthermore, Konchok Tenpé Dronme, in his publisher’s colophon to Gedun Drub’s text, writes: 

 Reveling on the right whirling waves of the vast ocean 
 Of the tradition of Lobzang Manjushrigarbha   
  With the nectar of “discipline” drawn from the essence of the Buddha’s teachings, 
 May all seek delight throughout this fortunate eon.584 

Both Gedun Drub and Konchok Tenpé Dronme, possibly as editor representing the publisher, 

acknowledge the primacy of Tsongkhapa’s teachings. 

 Similarly, the Buddhist soteriology in Geluk monasteries is based on Maitreyanatha’s 

Ornament of Clear Realization and five other complementary texts. Primary texts include 

 
583. Dge dun grub, ’Dul ba mtha’ dag gi snying po’i don legs par bshad pa rin po che’i phreng ba, in Dge 

dun grub dpal bzang po’i gsung bum (Phyag na pad dkar 'chang ba thams cad mkhyen pa rje dge ’dun 
grub dpal bzang po'i gsung ’bum), 6 vols. (Bkra shis lhun po: Bkra shis lhun po gzhung, 199?), Vol. 3: 
1222. 

584. Ibid, Vol. 3: 1226. 
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Tsongkhapa’s Golden Rosary of Elegant Teachings (Legs bshad gser phreng) and Gyeltsab 

Dharma Rinchen’s Essential Ornament: A Commentary (Rnam shad snying po rgyan), which are 

both textual commentaries on Ornament of Clear Realization. Other primary course texts include 

Tsongkhapa’s Essence of True Eloquence: Distinguishing the Provisional and Definitive Meaning 

(Drang nges legs bshad snying po), Foundational Principle: Root Text and Commentary (Kun gzhi 

rtsa ’grel), Root Text on “The Difficult Points of Mind and Foundational Mind” (Yid dang kun 

gzhi’i dka’ ba’i gnad kyi rtsa ba), and Detailed Explanation of “The Difficult Points of Mind and 

Foundational Mind” (Yid dang kun gzhi’i dka’ ba’i gnad rgya cher ’grel ba). 

 Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen’s prominence in Geluk school is well acknowledged by his 

recognition as one of the two principal disciples of Jey Tsongkhapa, the other being Khedrub 

Gelek Pelzang, together forming the Geluk’s most excellent master-disciple triad (rje yab sras 

gsum). While Gyeltsab’s Essential Ornament is included in the Gelukpa course works, the 

centrality of Tsongkhapa’s teachings is not undermined. Gyeltsab, having paid his homage to the 

master in his prologue, expresses his indebtedness of the teachings to Tsongkhapa in the colophon 

of the text. Gyeltsab wrote,  

In recent times, having supplicated again and again to Jey Rinpoche Lobzang 
Drakpa, who is indistinguishable from Lord Manjushri, I was able to receive 
complete instructions on the Perfection of Wisdom numerous times. Through the 
grace of his instructions, I, Dharma Rinchen, a practitioner of the Great Vehicle, 
conclude The Essential Ornament: A Detailed Explanation of the Root Text and 
Commentary of “The Ornament of Clear Realization,” the Treatise on the 
Perfection of Wisdom, which I composed at Drok Riwoche Degen Namapar Gyalwé 
Ling.585  

 
The Geluk study of logic, epistemology, and dialectics takes Dharmakirti’s Commentary to “the 

Compendium of Valid Cognition” and its root text Dignaga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition as 

the preferred Indian texts. Geluk monks study Tsongkapa’s Dispelling the Darkness of the Mind: 

Entryway to the Seven Treatises on Logic and Epistemology (Sde bdun la jug pa’i sgo yid kyi mun 

 
585. Rgyal tshab dar ma rin chen, Rnam bshad snying po rgyan, in Gsung bum: Rgyal tshab rje (Collected 

Works (Gsun-’bum) of the Lord Rgyal-tshab-dar-ma-rin-chen), Zhol edition, 8 vols. New Delhi, 
India: Mongolian Lama Guru Deva, 1982), Vol. 2: 693. 
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sel). Monks also approach the Indian classics through Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen’s Illuminating 

the Path to Liberation: A Commentary to [Dharmakirt’s] “Commentary on ‘Valid Cognition’” 

(Rnam ’grel thar lam gsal byed). Like in other cases, Gyeltsab acknowledges the role of 

Tsongkhapa in his composition of the text. In the colophon of Illuminating the Path to Liberation, 

he lists masters, most prominently Jey Tsongkhapa, as he wrote: 

Through my submission at the feet of my glorious teacher Bodhisattva Jetsun 
Lobzang Drakpa Pel Zangpo, the one who guards all bounds of the three-fold vows 
like one’s own eyes, and my teacher and great scholar Jetsun Kunga Pel, I was able 
to receive instructions on Dharmakirti’s Ascertainment of “the Valid Cognition” 
and all supplementary texts… 586  

  
The study of metaphysics and phenomenology in Geluk monasteries focuses on the study of 

Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Metaphysics and Commentary to “the Treasury of Metaphysics,” both 

supplemented by Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics. While Tsongkhapa did not write any 

commentaries on metaphysics, metaphysics was one of the four fields that he specialized for his 

Kazhi degree. Also, Asangha’s Compendium on Metaphysics was, in fact, the text that Tsongkhapa 

was requested to teach during his maiden public teaching at Nenying when he was in his mid-

twenties. Although he studied texts on metaphysics and phenomenology closely with Jetsun 

Rendawa, who composed a commentary to Asangha’s text, Tsongkhapa does appear to rely more 

closely on the Indian classics.  

 Gelukpa course texts include the First Dalai Lama Gedun Drub’s Illuminating the Path to 

Liberation: A Commentary to “Treasury of Metaphysics” (Mngon pa mdzod kyi rnam bshad thar 

lam gsal byed). In his dedication of the text’s epilogue, Gedun Drub wrote, 

This commentary on Treasury of Metaphysics, 
Which is the sole window to viewing the ocean of treatises 
Is written in the as taught by  
The Glorious Omniscient Jetsun [Tsongkhapa]. 
 

 With the merits accumulated by writing this text, 
 May I remain at feet of the Unequaled Lobzang Drakpa through all future lives. 

 
586. Rgyal tshab dar ma rin chen, Rnam ’grel thar lam gsal byed, in Gsung bum: Rgyal tshab rje, Vol. 6: 

872–873. 



 

268 
 

 Accomplishing the qualities of the spiritual grounds and paths, 
 May I lead all sentient beings to the state of enlightenment.587 
 
For Tantric studies, a Geluk monk has the option of enrolling in any one of the Tantric monastic 

colleges, such as Gyuto and Gyume, from their young age and specializes in the Buddhist esoteric 

practices. However, when a monk enrolls for non-Tantric studies at one of the central Geluk 

monasteries, the monk usually completes his Geshe degree to specialize in the higher Tantra. The 

division of Tantric and non-Tantric monasteries was envisioned by Tsongkhapa in 1419. 

Biographical works recount that, in the spring of 1419, Tsongkhapa was completing his 

final book, this time on Tantra titled Expository Commentary on “the Abridged Samvara Tantra.” 

He traveled to Sera Choding at the invitation of Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe (1354–1435), who 

he had advised establishing a Tantric monastery, the first of its kind, where monastics could 

practice tantra with a focus on Guhyasamaja and Chakrasamvara systems.588 Accordingly, Shakya 

Yeshe established Sera Monastery, initially as a tantric monastery, in 1419.589  

Then to the selected audience of tantric practitioners at Sera Choding, Tsongkhapa 

expressed his concern on the decline of Tantra in Tibet. When he asked if anyone can work for its 

revival, it is maintained that Jey Sherab Senggé (1383–1445), a former disciple of Rongton Sheja 

Kunrik (1367–1449), rose from his seat. He prostrated to Tsongkhapa and vowed to fulfill his 

vision. Despite being a disciple with unreserved access and privy to Tsongkhapa’s innermost 

tantric teachings, Sherab Senggé founded the Gyumé in 1433 and his disciple, Gyuchen Kunga 

 
587. Dge dun grub, Chos mngon pa mdzod kyi rnam bshad thar lam gsal byed, in Dge dun grub dpal bzang 

po’i gsung bum (Phyag na pad dkar 'chang ba thams cad mkhyen pa rje dge ’dun grub dpal bzang po'i 
gsung ’bum), 6 vols. (Bkra shis lhun po: Bkra shis lhun po gzhung, 199?), Vol. 4: 454–456. 

588. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 
1: 129–130.  

589. For a comprehensive history of Sera Monastery and life and education of monastics in Geluk 
monasteries, see José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee, Sera Monastery (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 
2019).  
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Dhondrub (1419–1486), founded the Gyuto. These two monasteries remain the premier centers 

for study and practice of Tantra in the Geluk School. 

 

6.3. Academic Degrees and the Writings of Tsongkhapa in Geluk Monasteries 

For centuries, Geluk monastic colleges have followed broadly comparable curricula for academic 

education and scholarship that lead to the acquisition of one of the degrees of Geshe in Central 

Gelukpa monasteries and Kachen in Tashi Lhunpo Monastery. Monasteries may vary in terms of 

the time allotted for the study of each academic field or discipline, the depth and breadth of topics 

and courses, and the choice of supplementary texts. However, they all conform in their adoption 

of academic curricula that focus on the specialization of the Five Treatises of Buddhist Studies 

(gzhung chen bka’ pod lnga, also spelt dka’ pod), which translates to five academic fields majorly 

based on the writings of  Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. 

Education in the Geluk monasteries begins in a monk’s childhood years with training in 

language and grammar, preliminary ritual, dialectics, and monastic rules and regulations. These 

are followed by a formal study Buddhist fields of logic and epistemology, soteriology, philosophy, 

metaphysics and phenomenology, and ethics, and morality. Texts include the Buddha’s discourses 

on sutra and tantra, Indian exegetical treatises, and Tibetan commentaries, including 

supplementary collegiate texts. For the Gelukpas or the members of Geluk School, Jey 

Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of the sutras and tantras and the many classical Indian treatises, 

which elucidate the meaning of the Buddha’s teachings, constitute the centrality of the Gelukpa 

thought. One significant indication of this centrality can be evinced through the incorporation of 

Tsongkhapa’s writings into the core institutionalization of the Geluk educational system, where 

gradual progression is marked by demonstrating specialization in the above fields and texts. After 
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around twenty-three years of education and training, successful candidates earn one of the 

degrees of Geshe, which are among the highest degree levels obtained at Geluk monasteries.590  

Early writings show that the process for gaining excellence in the Geluk scholarship was 

different than it is today. For example, in contrary to the standardization of Geshe as a degree or 

an academic title, Zangzang Nering wrote how Tsongkhapa addressed monks, who had not 

undertaken formal monastic training in the major treatises, as Geshe, which is a contraction of 

Gewé Shenyen (dge ba’i bshes gnyen, kalyāṇamitra), meaning ‘friends in virtue’ or ‘dharma 

friends’ before the Tibetan term began to assume the implication of ‘teacher’ or ‘master’ as well. 

At the same time, several Kadampa scholars and authors were ascribed the title of Geshe, which 

then indicated no formal academic accreditation. The names for different academic degrees and 

recognitions have undergone several changes over the past centuries.  

During the life of Tsongkhapa, a successful debate examination on the Four Major 

Treatises (dka’ chen bzhi) in the early Kadam monasteries led to the acquisition of the Kazhi (dka’ 

bzhi) degree. Similarly, exhibiting excellence in the Five Major Treatises and Five Supplementary 

Treatises resulted in the recognition for a Kachu (dka’ bcu) degree. Those who have specialized in 

Buddhist soteriology (phar phyin), but have not completed the remaining fields, received the 

recognition of Rabjam (rab ’byams), meaning master or mastery. These degrees were also pursued 

by monks of Sakya and Kagyud, who undertook debate tours (grwa skor) to Kadam monasteries. 

The degree of Kachen (dka’ chen), a derivative of Kazhi and Kachu and currently awarded to the 

monks of Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, emphasize an examination system centered on the Five Major 

Treatises. Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé wrote that Geluk examination and academic accreditation 

during its early years was structured on the Lingsé (gling bsre) system of the Kadam tradition that 

was prevalent in the monastery of Sangpu, where monks from its two monastic colleges (gling, 

 
590. Dungkar lists fourteen academic classes (’dzin grwa), each lasting one to two years, that monks in 

Sera Monastery undertake to gain a Geshe Lharampa degree. A fifteen-year system can take up to 
twenty-five years. See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Se ra lha rams pa’i ’dzin grwa rim pa bcu bzhi,” 
Dung dkar tshig mdzod, 2051.  
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later grwa tshang)—the Upper (gling stod) and the Lower (gling smad)—congregated (bsre) for a 

debate examination on important treatises.591  

 

The Many Degrees of Geshe 

A philological analysis and historical survey on the origin of terms used for various academic 

degrees and recognitions in the Geluk school show that Rabjam (rab ’byams), meaning ‘mastery’ 

or ‘excellence,’ as an academic recognition was in fact the popular degree before Geshe was 

formalized as a degree and became the benchmark for the highest academic excellence in the 

Geluk educational system. Biographical and historical writings record early masters of the Geluk 

school holding the degrees of Kazhi, Kachu, Rabjam, and Lingsé. The Fourth Panchen Lama 

Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen’s (1570–1662) autobiography mentions Geshe in the years before the 

degree of Lharam (lha rams, also lha ram) was instituted.  

 Geshe Lharam examination has its precedence in a debate held during the Monlam or the 

Great Prayer Festival of Lhasa in 1592. As the legitimate successor of Jey Tsongkhapa, the prayer 

gathering was presided over by the Twenty-sixth Gaden Tripa Damchö Pelbar (1523–1599) and 

graced by his predecessor Gaden Tripa Peljor Gyatso (1526–1599) and the abbots and scholars 

of the central Geluk monasteries. The twenty-two-years old Bhikshu Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen, 

who would later be recognized as the First Panchen Lama and considered the fourth reincarnation 

of Tsongkhapa’s disciple Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, was in the assembly.592 Reminiscing the event 

in his autobiography, he wrote, 

 
591.  See Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi slob gso rig pa gong ’phel ji ltar byung ba’i gtam gleng,” 

in Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig 
dpe skrun khang, 1997), 274. 

592. Although Monlam began in 1409, it was the Thirty-third Gaden Tripa Tseten Gyatso (1520–1576), 
who held the office from 1568 to 1575, that formally started the tradition of Gaden Tripas presiding 
over the Monlam Festival in Lhasa. 
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In the assembly during Monlam, the Prayer Festival of Lhasa, the incumbent 
Gaden Tripa commended me and said, “Rise and debate.”593  It fell on me like a 
thunderbolt, since I have not even doubted or suspected it coming. I was there 
amidst hundreds of Geshes, who have excelled in sutras and tantras, the leader 
Kyishö Depa accompanied by his uncle and nephew, and the locals, and I do not 
consider myself adept in the scriptures and logic. At the same time, it would be 
humiliating for me to seek or to maintain silence in the assembly. The Story of 
Former Lives (jātaka, skyes pa’i rabs) states, 
 
 Irresolution brings failure and not liberation. 
 Instead, if you cultivate resoluteness, 
 The accomplishment of everything falls in your hands.594 
 
I debated mainly in the Middle-Way philosophy (madhyamaka, dbu ma) and logic 
(pramāṇa, tshad ma) and covered the topics of other texts of the Four Great 
Treatises as well. Most Geshes of higher scholarly standing debated against me 
throughout the day. However, by the grace of the Three Precious Jewels, I did not 
succumb to any self-contradictions nor charges of logical fallacy in my thesis. To 
those who debated haphazardly, I responded in a befitting manner. Thus, I gained 
the renown for my complete victory.595 
 

This episode provides a glimpse into the seminal debate that later developed into Geshe Lharam 

examination. It makes the Fourth Panchen Lama Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen unofficially the first 

candidate and, possibly, an honoree of the degree of Geshe Lharam in 1592. Dungkar, however, 

wrote that the Geshe Lharam degree was established by the Fourth Panchen Lama between 1613 

and 1618 when he briefly presided over the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa at the behest of the 

Fourth Dalai Lama Yonten Gyatso (1589-1617).596 However, neither Panchen Lama’s 

autobiography nor the earliest biography by Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen mentions of the former 

 
593.  The Tibetan expression dam bca’ bzhag, meaning ‘putting forth [and defending] one’s thesis [in a 

debate],’ is a technical Tibetan dialectical term meaning ‘to debate’ in a manner where one defends 
one’s thesis against debators. 

594. Aryasura, Skyes pa’i rabs kyi rgyud (jātakamāla), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 94: 124.  

595.  PaN chen blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan, Chos smra ba’i dge slong blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan 
spyod tshul gsal bar ston pa nor bu’i phreng ba, in Gsung ’bum: Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan (New 
Delhi: Mongolian Lama Gurudeva, 1973), Vol. 1: 37–38. 

596. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi slob gso rig pa gong ’phel ji ltar byung ba’i gtam gleng,” in 
Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig 
dpe skrun khang, 1997), 274. Furthermore, Dungkar also described the position as “dka’ ldan khri 
pa’i sku tshab,” which if erroneously contracted as “khri tshab” in Tibetan can imply the Panchen 
Lama’s ascension to the throne of Ganden Tripa, even if it were on a temporary and provisional basis.  
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instituting the degree examination his six years he presided over the Prayer Festival.597 Even 

contemporaries like the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682) and Desi 

Sangye Gyatso (1653–1705) make no mention Geshe examination or Lharam in their writings, 

suggesting that the examination was instituted much later. One of the earliest mentions of the 

Lharam as a formal degree that results from successful completion of a debate is found mentioned 

in the Gungthang Konchok Tenpé Dronme’s (1762-1823) biography of Konchok Jigme Wangpo 

(1728-1791).598  

 Theoretically, the Panchen Lama’s debate qualifies for attribution of the Lharam degree. 

Lharam is etymologically a contraction of Lhaden Rabjam (lha ldan rab ’byams), meaning 

‘[Degree of] Excellence in [the Major Treatises awarded during Monlam Festival in] Lhaden.’ As 

a degree, Lharam is awarded to a monk who demonstrates Rabjam (rab ’byams) or excellence in 

the major Buddhist treatises (dka’ chen, gzhung chen mo) through a succeful debate examination 

in the presence of all senior Geluk pontiffs during Monlam or the Great Prayer Festival in also 

called Lhaden (lha ldan), an epithet for Lhasa. Lharam can be a contraction of any of the 

following—Lhaden Kazhi Rabjam (lha ldan dka’ bzhi rab ’byams), Lhaden Kachu Rabjam (lha 

ldan dka’ bcu rab ’byams), Lhaden Kachen Rabjam (lha ldan dka’ chen rab ’byams), Lhaden 

Zhungluk Rabjam (lha ldan gzhung lugs rab ’byams), etc.  

 
597.  Despite Dungkar’s description, no such mentions are found either in autobiography of the Fourth 

Panchen Lama or the earliest biography by Kachen Yeshe (1713–1793). See PaN chen blo bzang chos 
kyi rgyal mtshan, Gsung ’bum: Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan (New Delhi: Mongolian Lama 
Gurudeva, 1973), Vol. 1: 25. See also Dka’ chen ye shes rgyal mtshan, Lam rim bla ma brgyud pa’i 
rnam thar, Vol. 1: 54–153. 

598. Dkon mchog bstan pa’i sgron me, Dkon mchog 'jigs med dbang po'i zhal snga nas kyi rnam par thar 
pa rgyal sras rgya mtsho'i 'jug ngogs, in Gsung ’bum: Dkon mchog bstan pa'i sgron me, Zhol edition. 
8 vols. (Lha sa: Zhol par khang gsar pa, 2000), 172r. Gungthang’s biography has numerous people 
bearing the title of Lharam, without its association with the degree of Geshe as it is seen today. 
However, the first mention of Lharam as requiring a formal debate examination is mentioned in 
Konchok Jigme Wangpo’s audience with Won Gyalsé Tulku Kelzang Thubten Jikmé Gyatso (1743–
1811) in the biography.   
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 Other higher academic degrees include Tsokram (tshogs rams) and Doram (rdo rams) and 

the Tantric degree of Ngakram (sngags rams). Dungkar Lobzang Trinley maintained that monks, 

who successfully demonstrated excellence (rab ’byams) in debate during a prayer offering and 

ritual congregation (tshogs mchod) commemorating the death anniversary of the Fifth Dalai 

Lama that followed the Monlam Festival, were recognized as holders of Tsokram degree.599 

However, today Tsokram is a degree awarded to Geshe candidates, who sat for their final debate 

exam with the Lharam candidates in the general assembly of their respective monastic colleges 

(grwa tshang tshogs chen) during the winter session (dgun chos) and do not sit for debate exam 

during Monlam Festival like the Lharam candidates. Dorampa, like the candidates of Tsokram, 

do not appear for the debate exam during the Monlam and are examined for their mastery in 

debates held at monastic courtyards (rdo bcal).  

 The degrees of Lharam, Tsokram, and Doram are contractions of Lhaden Rabjam, 

Tsokchen Rabjam, and Dochel Rabjam. Although they share the common degree of Rabjam, i.e., 

mastery or excellence in their knowledge and debate on the major Buddhist treatises, they differ 

on the grounds of the examiner, courses and topics, audience, place, and time. For example, 

Lharam examiners generally comprise of the Gaden Tripa, the abbots, and prominent Gelukpa 

Lamas and scholars. In contrast, examiners of Tsokram and Doram are abbots and invigilators of 

the respective monastic college. On the other hand, Lingsey, in keeping with its etymology, 

involves debating with monks from several monasteries. However, with the institutionalization of 

the Geshe degree, Lharam, Tsokram, Doram, Rikram, and Lingse became the levels or variants of 

Geshe. Later, their equivalence was also established in correspondence with the Kachen degree of 

Tashi Lhunpo Monastery. In recent centuries, the socio-cultural values attached to the different 

 
599.  Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, “Bod kyi slob gso rig pa gong ’phel ji ltar byung ba’i gtam gleng,” in 

Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las kyi gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs, 274. 
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modes of examination of the above degrees have led to the hierarchical stratification of the Geshe 

degrees topped by the Lharam degree.  

 Upon completing Lharam, a holder of Lharam degree joins one of the two Tantric 

monasteries—Gyuto and Gyumé for the degree of Ngakram (snags rams) or mastery in Buddhist 

Tantric Studies. Ngakram is a degree generally pursued by the monks of the two Tantric 

monasteries, who specialize in the Tantric texts, rites, and rituals in the course of their education 

and training. 

 In 1973, the abbots of the central Geluk monasteries and scholars, including Samdhong 

Rinpoche Lobzang Tenzin (b.1939) as their consultant, registered the Central Board Examination 

of Geluk University and laid the foundation for the growing Gelukpa institutions in India and 

abroad. The examination board, for the first time, detailed the monastic curricula for the 

fulfillment of the degrees of Karam (bka’ rams), Lobpon (slob dpon) and Lharam (lha rams) in 

conformity with traditional Indian degrees of Shastri (śāstri, bstan bcos, also gzhung lugs ’dzin 

pa), Acharya (ācārya, slob dpon, also mang du thos pa) and Vidhya Varidhi (vidhyavāridhi, rig 

pa’i rgya mtsho) or Vidhya Vachaspati (vācaspati, rig pa ngag gi dbang po),600 which are equivalent 

to the degree of Bachelor of Arts (BA), Master of Arts (MA) and Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) or 

Doctor of Literature (D.Litt.) respectively.601 Unlike earned degrees like Lharam, the degree of 

Tsokram was also awarded as an honorary degree in recognition of a monk’s extended years of 

service and contributions to the monastic community. The exam board technically considers 

doctorate degree as equivalent to Lharam, and not the other levels of Geshe.  

 
600. Vidhya Vachaspati is currently used in various Indian universities as an equivalent to the Doctor in 

Literature/Letters (D.Litt.) and the Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.), which is also called Vidhya Varidhi. 

601. “Rgya gar du dge lugs rgyugs sprod,” Central Board Examination of Gelukpa University. See 
https://www.gelugpa-university.org/syllabus. Accessed on April 22, 2020. Ph.D. and D.Litt. are the 
two degrees that are awarded to candidates pursuing doctorate programs in the field of liberal arts 
with focus in cultural studies in India. 
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 The modern-day degrees of bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate are rendered as Nyewé 

Rabjam (nye ba’i rab ’byams), meaning ‘pre-master’s degree,’ Rabjam or master’s degree, and 

Bumram (’bum rams), a term derived from the traditional academic degree used for scholar-

physicians of the highest level in the field of Tibetan medicine. Darmo Lobzang Chodrak (1638–

1710), a holder of Menram degree, describes how Yuthok Yonten Gonpo (circa 708–833), outlined 

a detailed curricula listing the course requirements for the degree of Kachu (dka’ bcu), Menram 

(sman rams, sman pa rab ’byams) and Bumram in Tibetan medicine and alleged that Tibet had 

formal medical degrees and graduates in as early the ninth century. 602  

  

6.4 Tsongkhapa and his Writings in Monastic Curricula and Courses  

Yikcha (yig cha), in Tibetan, applies to any formal complete or incomplete document or book. In 

monastic studies, Yikcha or Dratsang Yigcha (grwa tshang yig cha), which is translated variously 

as ‘coursebook,’ ‘textbook,’ ‘debate manual,’ etc., applies to texts recommended by a monastic 

college for the study of Indian scriptures and treatises through the hermeneutical expositions of 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. After Tsongkhapa died, Geluk scholars wrote commentaries on 

the Tsongkhapa's writings and the monasteries prescribed texts written by different scholars to 

their monks. However, monastic colleges gradually favored a set of texts attributed to a single 

author for the reason of textual consistency and conceptual cohesiveness. For example, Drepung 

Loseling monastic college initially prescribed the writings of Jamyang Gawé Lodro (1429–1503), 

the eighth abbot of the monastery, for the study of Madhyamaka philosophy. Since he only wrote 

 
602. Dar mo blo bzang chos grags, Rje btsun g-yu thog yon tan mgon po rnying ma’i rnam par thar pa bka’ 

rgya ma gzi brjid rin po che’i gter mdzod, in G-yu thog gsar rnying gi rnam thar, Zhol edition. (Lhasa: 
Zhol par khang, n.d.), 254. Irrespective of whether Darmo Lobzang Chodrak’s portrayal of the elder 
Yuthok Yonten Gonpo accord with the history, his mention of Bumram degree, and the detailed 
outlining of the required courses mentions the prevalence of the degree in the seventeenth century. 
Although Bumram is suggested as derived from Gso rig ’bum bzhi brgya by Chebu Trishe (dpyad bu 
khri shes, circa 16th c. BCE), the eldest son of the founder of Bon religion Shenrab Miwo (gshen rab 
mi bo), or ’Bum khu tshur by Bharo Chadkum (bha ro phyag rdum, circa. 11th c.), no use of Bumram 
as degree requiring specialization in these texts were so far found. 
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on Nagarjuna’s Root Wisdom and Chandrakirti’s Supplement, his writings and style did not align 

with the texts for the other fields of Buddhist studies. It resulted in the adoption of Panchen 

Sonam Drakpa’s writings in the mid-fifteenth century for the sake of their comprehensiveness and 

consistency. Today, as listed hereunder, the six major Geluk monastic colleges rely primarily on 

the works of four prominent Geluk authors for their study of the writings of Tsongkhapa. 

Monastic colleges    Authors of Yikcha 
Sera Jey and Ganden Jangtse    >  Jetsun Chokyi Gyaltsen (1469–1544/6) 
Drepung Losel Ling and Ganden Shartse  >  Panchen Sonam Drakpa (1478–1554) 
Sera Mey      >  Khedrub Tenpa Dargyé (1493–1568) 
Drepung Gomang     > Jamyang Zhepa (1647–1721) 

 
Guy Newland describes how all authors of the Yikcha shares three main purposes of their works, 

of which one is “to confirm the fundamental coherence of Tsong-kha-pa’s system.” Further 

elaborating on additional concerns, he wrote how Jamyang Zhepa foresees his writings “to 

reconcile apparent contradictions among Tsongkhapa, Khedrub Jey, and Gyeltsab Jey.”603  

The Tibetan phraseology that Guy Newland has finely rendered as “reconciling apparent 

contradictions” might suggest instances of serious contradictions between Tsongkhapa and his 

two disciples—Gyelstab and Khedrub. Apart from superficial discrepancies, Gyeltsab and 

Khedrub squarely frame their exegeses on the hermeneutical and philosophical framework laid 

by their teacher, Jey Tsongkhapa.  

Critiques on Tsongkhapa’s Writings  

Writings of Tsongkhapa were critiqued by non-Geluk scholars, all posthumously and primarily 

from Sakya school, including Rongton Sheja Kunrik (1367–1449), Panchen Shakya Choken 

(1428–1507), Gorampa Sonam Sengge (1429–1489), and Taktsang Lotsawa Sherab Rinchen 

(1405–1477). Their polemics raised objections on two issues—Tsongkhapa’s refutation of early 

Tibetan Madhyamaka philosophers and his interpretation of ontology in the classical texts on 

 
603.  Guy Newland, The Two Truths: In the Mādhyamika Philosophy of the Ge-luk-ba Order of Tibetan 

Buddhism (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1992), 23. 
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Madhyamaka philosophy. The polemics were later countered by Tsongkhapa’s disciples, including 

Gyeltsab Jey and Khedrub Jey, both former disciples of Sakya master Rendawa.604 One of Rongton 

prominent disciples, Jey Sherab Senge, turned to Jey Tsongkhapa and became one of Gelukpa’s 

foremost Tantric masters and a proponent of Tsongkhapa’s philosophy.   

However, there were few cases were Geluk masters who have subscribed to certain 

hermeneutical approaches of non-Geluk scholar. An often-cited master is Gungru Gyaltsen 

Zangpo (1383–1450), a former disciple of Tsongkhapa who also studied with Sakya masters, 

whose interpretation of emptiness differed from Tsongkhapa and aligned with Rongton’s 

traditional interpretation. When confronted by Khedrub Jey, Gungru replied that he had himself 

heard Tsongkhapa explain emptiness (stong pa nyid) as the kind of negative phenomenon (dgag 

pa) that results from the ‘negation of identification’ (ma yin dgag) and not ‘negation of existence’ 

(med dgag).605  

Another Geluk scholar Jetsun Chokyi Gyaltsen is also said to have critiqued one of 

Tsongkhapa’s citations of classical texts. Yi Jongbok draws our attention to this incident, as he 

wrote, “As Chapter 3 of Part 1 explains, Tsongkhapa confidently posits that Kamalaśīla’s 

Illumination of the Middle (dbu ma snang ba, madhyamakāloka) is the only Svātantrika-

Mādhyamika text identifying the object of negation.” He further wrote that Jetsun Chokyi 

Gyaltsen objected Tsongkhapa’s assertion “by proving that two stanzas in another Svatantrika 

Madhyamaka text, Jñanagarbha’s Differentiation of the Two Truths (bden gnyis rnam ‘byed, 

 
604.  For a historical chronology on debates centering Tsongkhapa’s teaching, see Karma Phuntso,  

Mipham’s Dialectics and the Debates on Emptiness: To Be, Not to Be or Neither (London/New York: 
Routledge, 2005), 46–47. 

605. Brag bar dpal ldan, Bod rgyal mo rong gi lo rgyus rab gsal me long (’Bar khams: Krung go mi dmangs 
chab srid gros mol tshogs ’du ’bar khams rdzong u yon lhan khang, 2002), 489. Gyaltsen Zangpo also 
laments that with the passing of Tsongkhapa and the departure of Shakya Yeshe to the court of 
Emperor Yongle, many have fallen for false fame, implying of Gyeltsab and Khedrub, and that he, 
Gyaltsen Zangpo, was left like an abandoned recluse. See Loc. cit. 
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satyadvayavibhaṅga), identify the object of negation.”606 Jongbok further showed how Jamyang 

Zhepa considered Jetsun’s objection as a result of his “misreading of the context.”  

A close study show how Jetsun’s objection stemmed from his cursory, subjective gleaning 

of Tsongkhapa’s text. In The Clear Elucidation of the Import of [Chandrakirti’s Supplement to] 

“the Middle Way” (dbu ma la ’jug pa’i dgongs pa rab gsal), Tsongkhapa wrote, “‘The identification 

of the object of negation’ is not found explained clearly [=gsal bar mi ’byung la] in any other 

authoritative works on Svatantrika Madhyamaka. [Kamalashila’s Svatantrika Madhyamaka text 

titled] The Illumination of the Middle states, “An existence that is antithetical to conventional 

existence…”.”607 The Tibetan words gsal ba can mean ‘clearly’ from the perspective of how 

Tsongkhapa, in his writings, extols Kamalashila’s text for its clarity and comprehensiveness in 

elucidating the different logical strategies on the concepts of the negation of the negatee, Jetsun 

however read gsal ba as implying ‘explicitness,’ instead of ‘clarity.’  

Primacy of Tsongkhapa’s Writings in the Monastic Collegiate Texts 

Geluk scholars, including the authors of Dratsang Yikcha or monastic collegiate texts, generally 

regarded Tsongkhapa’s writings as the most authoritative works for interpreting the scriptures 

and treatises. The primacy of Tsongkhapa’s writings can be gauged from how the authors of 

Yikcha framed their texts to either explicate or corroborate Tsongkhapa’s views. Jetsun’s 

Concise Meaning of “The Thorough Elucidation of the Intent of  ‘The Supplement to the Middle 

Way ’,” a principal text on the Madhyamaka philosophy, begins with the following lines: 

 The flowers of elegant teachings of [Tsongkhapa] Lobzang [Drakpa] 
Blossom from the ocean-like wisdom of Nagarjuna. 
Stringing these with well-formed formed words, 

 
606.  Yi Jongbok, “Monastic Pedagogy on Emptiness in the Geluk Sect of Tibetan Buddhism: Intellectual 

History and Analysis of Topics Concerning Ignorance According to Svatantrika-Madhyamika in 
Monastic Textbooks by Jamyang Shaypa,” Ph.D. Dissertation (Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 
2013), 84–85. 

607. Tsong kha pa, Bstan bcos chen po dbu ma la ’jug pa’i dgongs pa rab tu gsal ba, Vol. 16: 144. 
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O Fortunate One, I offer this garland to grace your beautiful neck.608 
 

In his Lamp Thoroughly Illuminating the Profound Meaning: A Response to Counterarguments 

on “The Supplement to the ‘Middle Way,’”  Panchen Sonam Drakpa, whose writings constitute 

the primary study texts for Drepung Loseling and Ganden Shartse, attributes his knowledge of 

philosophy to Tsongkhapa and his disciples Kherdub Jey and Gyeltsab Jey. He further praises 

the two disciples for propounding their teacher’s view, as he wrote: 

The Creator [Karma] has incorporated into one teacher 
All the qualities of wisdom and compassion 
Of the buddhas of the three times. 
O Tsongkhapa! At your feet I prostrate. 

 
 Atop your banners of intelligence, you hoist the writings 

Of the Lord Father [Tsongkhapa] on the Sutras and Tantras, 
And shower forth rains of precious teachings. 
O Two Great Regents [Gyeltsab and Khedrub]! May you thrive. 
 
Accordingly, from the excellent teachings that elucidate  
The difficult points of the great Prasangika, 
I compose this subtle song of reasoning  
And offer to you, O Fortunate One, as ornaments for your ears.609  
 

For example, Gyeltsab, in his Condensed Meaning of “The Supplement to ‘the Middle Way’,” 

credits his knowledge of the Middle Way philosophy to Jetsun Rendawa and Jey Tsongkhapa 

Lobzang Drakpa, who were his masters in the early and later parts of his monastic training. 

Expressing his attribution to Jey Tsongkhapa, his Colophon reads:  

I have composed The Condensed Meaning of “The Supplement to ‘the Middle 
Way’” (Dbu ma ’jug pa’i bsdus don) through the kindness of … Jey Tsongkhapa 
Lobzang Drakpa, the great prophesied Bodhisattva, who having overcome all 
obstacles of knowledge—incorrect understanding, lack of correct understanding, 
and deluded doubt—through the path of pure reasoning, i) demonstrated through 
his practice on how a person can assimilate into their practice the teachings of 
both the Three Collections of Scriptures and the Four Classes of Tantra into 
practice to attain Buddhahood and ii), through his compassion and immaculate 

 
608. Chos kyi rgyal mtshan, Bstan bcos chen mo dbu ma la ’jug pa’i dgongs pa rab tu gsal ba, in Rje btsun 

chos kyi rgyal mtshan gyi gsung ’bum (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2012), Vol. 10: 
2. 

609. PaN chen bsod nams grags pa, Dbu ma la ’jug pa'i brgal lan zab don yang gsal sgron me, in Gsung 
’bum: Bsod nams grags pa. Mundgod, India: Drepung Loseling Library Society, 1982–1990. Vol. 7. 
193. 
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speech, taught them to his disciples for the preservation of the true teachings of 
the Buddha.610  
 

In his second text on the Middle Way philosophy titled Essence of Elegant Teachings (legs bshad 

snying po), a commentary to Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas (catuḥśataka, bzhi brgya pa), he 

credited Tsongkhapa, who is seven years his senior, and their teacher Rendawa for the 

teachings. His acknowledgement in the colophon text reads, “Tsongkhapa, the Buddha of this 

Degenerate Eon.”611 

Similarly, Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, in his Explanation of the Middle Way philosophy, 

attributes his composition to Tsongkhapa, as he wrote: “This profound ways of preserving the 

Middle Way philosophy is composed in accordance with the thoughts of Jey Rinpoche and his 

spiritual son [Gyeltsab Je].”612 

 

6.3 Conclusion 

For the Gelukpas or the members of Geluk School, Jey Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of the sutras 

and tantras and the many classical Indian treatises, which elucidate the meaning of the 

Buddha’s teachings, constitute the centrality of the Gelukpa thought. One significant indication 

of this centrality can be evinced through the incorporation of Tsongkhapa’s writings into the 

core institutionalization of the Geluk educational system, where gradual progression is marked 

by one’s specialization in the above fields and texts. After around twenty-three years of 

 
610. Rgya ltshab dar ma rin chen, Dbu ma ’jug pa’i bsdus don, in Gsung ’bum: Rgyal tshab dar ma rin 

chen, Old Tashi Lhunpo edition, 8 vols. Dharamsala: Sherig Parkhang, 1997. Vol.5: 780. 

611. Rgya ltshab dar ma rin chen, Dbu ma bzhi brgya pa’i rnam bshad legs bshad snying po, in Gsung 
’bum: Rgyal tshab dar ma rin chen, Old Tashi Lhunpo edition, 8 vols. Dharamsala: Sherig Parkhang, 
1997. Vol.1: 750. 

612. Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, Dbu ma’i lta khrid, in Gsung ’bum: Mkhas grub rje, Zhol edition, 
Vol.12: 105. 
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education and training, successful candidates earn one of the degrees of Geshe, which are 

among the highest degree levels earned at Geluk monasteries.  
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Chapter 7: Text in Transmission: Gelukpa Spiritual and Intellectual 

Traditions  

 

 

With faith, receive instructions 

From the masters of the lineages, 

For wherever transmissions are conveyed, 

The conveyance sustains [the Dharma].613 

 

— Vajra Rosary Tantra (Rdo rje ’phreng 

ba’i rgyud, Vajramālā-tantra)  

 

 

The word transmission, in general, applies to both ‘the action or process’ of transmitting 

something or the ‘something’ that is being transmitted, where something generally applies to a 

text, teaching, etc. In Tibetan Buddhism, transmission (Tib. lung) is best understood as a process 

involving the oral transmission of a text or knowledge thereof by one person to another, where 

both parties are engaged in a conscious process of bequeathing and inheriting in a manner that 

preserves the sanctity and authenticity of its content and origin, thereby establishing a 

transmission lineage.  

This having said, a textual transmission is not an act of passing from one person to another 

of a physical text, but it is instead the conveying of the mental or verbal message that will be put 

into characters or scripts any one time in the future or are the mental or verbal rendition of a 

present or a past text. Textual transmission generally implies the significance of the transmitted 

text and the need for its preservation and perpetuation. Most importantly, unlike the regular 

teaching a text, textual transmission engenders in the mind of the grantor and recipient awareness 

 
613. Dpal rdo rje ’phreng ba’i rgyud (Vajramālātantra, also Rnal ’byor chen po’i rgyud dpal rdo rje phreng 

ba mngon par brjod pa rgyud thams cad kyi snying po gsang ba rnam par phye ba), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe 
bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 1. 
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of their role and authority as transmitters of a teaching whose authenticity and originality is 

preserved in an unbroken succession of masters that trace back to the originator or the author of 

the text.  

Then, what is a text? A text is any content relaying information or message, complete or 

otherwise, that was either formerly contained in memory or speech or newly formed and was at 

one point put in or represented by way of characters and symbols on a writing instrument such as 

a tablet, plate, book, etc. The size of a text can range from an excerpt such as the six-syllable 

Avalokiteshvara mantra to up to a multi-volume text like the twelve-volume series on the 

Perfection of Wisdom. Similarly, a text can be an independent stanza or a book complete with its 

features such as title, content, epilogue, body text, etc. Once published by way of characters or 

corresponding codes, signs, and symbols, the question on whether the orality or memory of the 

published contents remains a text is a matter of conventionalization, as it can be called a text or 

an orality or memory of a text. 

 

7.1 The Culture of Textual Transmission  

The culture of textual transmission in the Tibet tradition has its antecedence in early Indian 

Buddhism. The practice and mechanism of transmission traces back to the transmission of the 

Sutra for Individual Liberation (So sor thar pa’i mdo, Pratimokṣasūtra),614 one of the fundamental 

Vinaya texts on ethics and morality for Buddhist monastics, during the time of Buddha 

Shakyamuni.615 While the Buddha had repeatedly exhorted his followers to disseminate his 

 
614. Recitation of Sutra for Individual Liberation (pratimokṣa-sūtra, so sor thar pa’i mdo) had become a 

requirement for the ordination process, presumably since the time of the Buddha.  

615. The recitation of the Sutra for Individual Liberation, presumably from the time in its archetypal state 
prior to its codification during the First Buddhist Council (circa 400 BCE), remained a constant 
injunctive ritual in the ordination ceremony for Bhikṣus and Bhikṣunis. A monastic first receives the 
Sutra during his or her ordination and is then required to read or recite the sutra fortnightly, 
preferably during the Uposataha a congregation. Even mere questioning of the usefulness of this the 
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teachings for the benefit of others, it is with regard to the teaching of the Sutra for Individual 

Liberation that systematic mode of transmission has been followed by the Buddhist monastics to 

this day. Passed down for centuries in an unbroken continuity through ordination ceremonies and 

periodic recitals, the transmission of the said Vinaya text616 possesses all elements that define 

transmission in the real Buddhist sense of the word:  

 It is a conscious, ritualized process of transmitting text—real or abstract, or written or 

otherwise—in a manner of bequeathing and inheriting between individuals. 

 It is conveyed in an unbroken chain of individuals, including buddhas, divinities, and 

humans. 

 It is mostly transmitted in chronological succession, with exceptions to certain 

atemporal or ahistorical transmissions that are validated by way of ‘the reason of 

belief.’617 

 It adopts vocalization as the primary process, even when the transmission occurs in 

dreams or mystical experiences. 

 It traces a text retrogressively to its primary source, e.g., Buddha Shakyamuni in the 

case of the Sutra for Individual Liberation, etc., for validation of originality and 

retention of a presumed numinous power. 

 It promotes the preservation of Dharma through the perpetuation of the transmitted 

contents and for providing means to spiritualization in reliance upon the transmitted 

texts. 

 It enhances the growth of spiritual realization in addition to intellectual 

 
periodical reciation is considered a downfall entailing expiation (ltung byed, prāyaścita). See ’Dul ba 
gzhung bla ma (Vinayottaragranthā), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 12: 92. 

616. Despite the Sutra existing in different versions, each appearing at different periods of the Buddhist 
history, they all attribute the the sutra to Buddha Shakyamuni. 

617. Buddhist study of logic and epistemology, classified under a common rubric of tshad ma (pramāṇa), 
organizes the objects of reasoning into three-fold categories—manifest phenomena (mngon gyur), 
slightly obscured phenomena (cung zad lkog gyur), and completely obscured phenomena (shin tu 
lkog gyur). While the two formers are perceived by way of sense direct perception or perception and 
inference respectively, the latter is considered to be beyond their grasp and as perceptible to only a 
yogic mind. Hence, they are categorized as phenomena, whose validation is reached on the basis or 
reason of belief. See Kamalaśīla, De kho na nyid snang ba (Tattvāloka), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma 
edition, Vol. 62: 1471. 
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understanding.618  

 It allows for the study of the genealogy of a text. 

 It qualifies the recipient of a formal transmission to become a transmitter.  

 It facilitates the formation of multiple transmission lineages and traditions for the 

building of religious traditions and schools. 

 
This transmission of the Sutra for Individual Liberation serves as one of the prominent 

antecedences to the culture and practice of transmission followed in Tibet, which all began with 

the ordination of the first seven probationer monks at Samye in circa. 775 CE, assuming that no 

tantric initiations or transmissions were conferred prior to this historic event.   

 

Transmission and Its Mechanism 

Transmission is a process of passing over of knowledge, written or otherwise, from one person to 

another in a linear temporality. However, technically and contextually, as in the case of Tibetan 

Buddhism, the transmission also defies conventional norms as well as concepts of time and space. 

Topically, the study of textual transmission, both oral and written, constitutes the basis of 

an interdisciplinary branch of scholarship popularly labeled as “textual studies” in the religious 

context in modern academia. Considering the different modes of transmission and the varying 

forms of texts, the transmission of texts in Tibetan context requires one to focus on Textual 

Criticism, which studies the origins and variation of texts and the stemmatological aspect of the 

field to effectively explore the genealogy of the oral or written transmission of texts.619 Equally 

 
618. There is a widespread belief within the Tibetan religious community that while the study of a text 

without receiving proper transmission provides mere intellectual knowledge, the study conjoined 
with transmission provides spiritual realization in addition to an intellectual understanding of the 
text.  

619. Sakari Katajamäki and Karina Lukin, “Textual Trails from Oral to Written Sources: An Introduction,” 
in Limited Sources, Boundless Possibilities Textual Scholarship and the Challenges of Oral and 
Written Texts, Karina Lukin, Frog and Sakari Katajamäki (eds), RMN Newsletter 7: 2013, 8. 



 

287 
 

pertinent is the taxonomical aspect that involves the systematics of textual and thematic 

classification. 

In general, any exploration in connection with textual study requires a person to place 

‘text’ at its core. Today, the word ‘text’ applies to a wide range of visual objects, preferably 

suggesting a high degree of physicality or tangibility, considering the fluid nature of its semiotic 

signification that constitutes its inherent essence. Such an approach to text limits the study of 

‘text’ and ‘textual transmission’ to a physical text and the mode of its transmission through space 

and time. As a result, one may be compelled to confine oneself more to the study and exploration 

of the genesis of texts, their mode of production of texts, possibly printing technology and the 

history of its development, the forms of preservation or conservation, and their reception in a 

given cultural and historical context.  

Such emphasis on the mere physicality of the text undermines its semiotic and 

metaphysical aspects as recognized in several non-western cultures, including Tibetan culture. In 

Tibet, a text can exist in several forms—physical, as a book; oral, in the form of vocalization; 

mental, as memory or retention of the text; and metaphysical, in a non-revelatory form (rnam pa 

rig byed ma yin pa’i gzugs, avijñaptirūpa) of existence characterized by materiality yet lacking 

material properties such as corporeality and visibility according to the Buddhist Abhidharma 

school of thought. Texts in mental form as retention are further classified into two kinds based on 

their intellectual and experiential modes and processes of acquisition.  

A book of Heart Sutra (prajñapāramita-hṛdaya-sutra), for example, is the physical text; 

and its vocalization, the oral text. The retention of The Heart Sutra in memory is the memory text. 

The intellectual dimension of a text is evinced by its potentiality of being described objectively, 

while its spiritual dimension is illustrated by its capability of being experienced subjectively. 

While exclusive confinement of text to its physicality limits the extent of a text’s spiritual and 

experiential dimensions, the proposition of the existence of multiple forms of texts brings to the 

fore a prominent question: Where is ‘the text’?  
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In Buddhism within the Tibetan context, the meaning of text extends beyond physicality. 

It delves into the realm of orality and metaphysics, requiring the emic approach to understand 

the fluid meaning and alternative ontological nature of a text. From a stemmatological 

perspective, the transmission of texts can be explained in its two-fold forms—physical and non-

physical. While the former concerns the production, preservation, distribution, and proliferation 

of physical texts, the latter covers texts of non-physical nature, which in Tibetan context are 

largely covered under the taxonomy of Tibetan term “lung,” loosely translated as “transmission,” 

or “oral transmission.” An in-depth view of the latter can be achieved by investigating with an 

emic approach, particularly form the point of Buddhism in Tibetan tradition. In the Tibetan 

traditions, any form of text, when bestowed through a formal transmission ritual by a transmitter 

to a recipient irrespective of its wholesomeness, generates in the mind of the recipient a sense of 

acquisition of the text, which is non-revelatory (rnam pa rig byed ma yin pa) in nature and entity, 

it is simply identified as ‘the transmitted text.’ 

 

7.1.1 Textual Transmission in Tibet 
 

The word transmission, in general, applies to both ‘the action or process’ of transmitting 

something or ‘something’ that is being transmitted. In the context of the Tibetan Buddhist, a 

transmission is best understood as a process involving the transmission of a text or knowledge 

thereof by one person to others, where both parties deliberately engage in the process in the 

manner of bequeathing and inheriting and with the awareness of the sanctity of its content and 

origin. 

While transmission, as a process in the case of the former, is much stressed in numerous 

aspects of religious studies and practice in the Tibet traditions, it is exclusively confined to the 

fields of Vinaya and Tantra in Buddhism during its inceptive years in India. In the Tibetan 

language, the word lung (pron. loong) bear have semantical implications and references, as it can 
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mean a variety of genres in the Indian Buddhist literary tradition: Vacanāśruti (Buddha’s words, 

e.g., Jātakamāla), Uddeśa (message, pronouncements, e.g., Vinayavastu), Siddhānta (thesis, e.g., 

Tattvasaṃgrha-pañjika), Saddharma (sublime teachings, e.g., Abhidharma-koṣa-bhāṣya), 

Upadeśa (instruction, e.g., Abhidharmakoṣa-bhāṣya-sphuṭikārtha), Abhyanujña (authorization, 

e.g., tattvasaṃgraha-pañjika), Bhaviśyakathānam (prophecy, e.g., Aṣṭasahāsrika-

prajñapāramita), Āgama (authorized treatises, e.g., Madhyāntavibhāga-ṭīka); Vyākaraṇa 

(presentation, e.g., Sukhavativyuha); and others.620 However, in the Tibetan context, the term 

refers to any texts or teachings that are passed down through an unbroken continuity for the sake 

of retention of the originality, preservation of the numinous sanctity, and perpetuation of the text 

or its import. The reference, therefore, is not restricted to a handful of Buddhist genres or a couple 

of textual traditions. 

The textual transmission exists in several forms. From the point of the mode of 

conveyance, the transmission is of three kinds—transmission by way of reading (bklags lung, ljags 

lung), instruction (khrid lung), and explanation (bshad lung). Reading transmission involves the 

transmission of a straightforward reading of a text in the way it was previously read to the 

transmitter. However, the transmissions of instruction and explanation, while superficially 

termed a transmission, retains and transmits the significant points relating to the text and does 

not imply exact word-to-word transmission. Furthermore, the reading transmissions do not 

always necessarily involve a text, as transmissions, such as mantra-based transmission, can 

merely contain a single mantra or a segment of a text.  

 From the point of the contents, the transmission is four kinds—transmission of Sutra, 

Tantra, Indian Buddhist classical treatises, and Tibetan treatises. The two formers comprise the 

two-fold scriptural collections, and the two latter are the commentarial treatises. However, only a 

 
620. T. S. D. Negi (ed), Bod skad dang legs sbyar gyi tshig mdzod chen mo (Tibetan-Sanskrit Dictionary), 

17 vols. (Varanasi: Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies), 2002. 
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selected number of scriptures and treatises from the four-fold collections enjoy the status of being 

traditionally transmitted in an unbroken transmission.  

 Expressions such as “oral transmissions of Kanjur and Tenjur” and “lineages of Kanjur and 

Tenjur transmissions,” which constitute the collection of the Sutras and Tantras and the classical 

Indian treatises translated in Tibetan, are found mentioned in early Tibetan writings. These 

transmissions are said to have been observed for centuries. However, the question of whether the 

transmissions were uninterrupted or whether they were first received by the Tibetans in their 

entireties, however, remains unclear. The term “transmission of Kanjur” (bka’ ’gyur gyi lung) is 

generally seen as applying to the process of transmitting the entire collection of Kanjur, 

irrespective of the editions, and rarely to individual texts as is demonstrated by the way of a 

master’s reading of the whole collection during the Kanjur transmission ceremonies. Yet, 

considering that the texts constituting Kanjur were imported and translated at different periods 

of history, the earliest compilation of catalog the catalogs that led to the coinage of the term Kanjur 

to only around the ninth century,621 and the first physical collection of Kanjur texts under a single 

roof was recorded at around the same time, assuming that the cataloger compiled their list of 

directly accessible texts. It is improbable to surmise the possibility of a single Tibetan master 

receiving the entire collection during the initial years of the development of Kanjur is difficult to 

conjure. In contrary to what oral narratives may relate, a written historical record listing an oral 

 
621. The earliest Kanjur catalogs—Denkar Catalog (Ldan dkar ma), Phangthang Catalog (’Phang thang 

ma), and Chimphu Catalog (Mchims phu ma)—were compiled during the period of the Early 
Diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet. See Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Gsung ’bum, 28 vols. (Pe cin: 
Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 20: 275. This periodization is based on the 
proposition that the final stage of decline of Buddhism in Tibet coincided with the death of King 
Darma Udum Ten’s (’u dum brtan) in 842, which also marks the fall of the Tibetan imperial dynasty. 
The scarcity of information on these catalogs in the old Tibetan historical documents, further 
exacerbated by the challenges surrounding the identification and dating of the kings, places, and 
events, has placed these catalogs to anywhere between the late-eighth to the late-ninth century. See 
Samten G. Karmay, Btsan po lha sras dar ma dang de’i rjes su byung ba’i rgyal rabs mdor bsdus 
(Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1986). See also Brandon Dotson, “‘Emperor’ 
Mu rug btsan and the ’Phang thang ma Catalogue,” Journal of the International Association of 
Tibetan Studies, no. 3 (December 2007): 1–25, http://www.thlib.org?tid=T3105 (accessed 
November 25, 2018).  
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transmission of   

Although a transmission master generally reads the entire collection of Kanjur and Tenjur, 

no explicit claims are made on the process of how and whether the collections were transmitted 

in their entirety in unbroken continuity from Buddha Shakyamuni.622 Similarly, as regarding the 

transmission of Tibetan treatises, only the collections of extremely prominent masters were 

transmitted in their entirety, while only important individual texts enjoyed worthiness of and 

relevance for transmission.  

Transmission can involve different combinations of transmitters—buddha to humans; 

Buddhist divinities such as bodhisattvas to humans; or human to human. Similarly, transmission 

sustained among humans can be interspersed with buddhas and divinities, such as in the case of 

Kalachakra Tantra. It can also adopt two different lineage routes—long/conventional lineage (ring 

brgyud) and abridged/proximate lineage (nye brgyud), where the latter is distinguished from its 

otherwise synonym short lineage (thung brgyud). While long/conventional lineage reckons all 

masters in the line of transmission in a conventional manner and extended manner, the 

abridged/proximate lineage explicitly reckons the names of prominent masters thereby abridging 

the lineage or identifies a later master as receiving the transmission directly form a buddha or a 

divinity thereby invoking proximity to the originator. Besides, transmission lineage can also be 

exclusive in a way by confining its inheritance only with a specific class, clan, or group. For 

 
622. Konchok Jigme Wangpo (1728–1791), in his eulogoy to the lineage masters of the Kanjur tradition, 

Bka’ ’gyur gyi lung gi bla ma brgyud pa’i gsol ’debs, wrote:  

 Out of compassion for the suffering beings, 
 The translators and Panditas of the past 
 Translated the garland of the Buddha’s teachings in Tibetan 
 That came to be called Kanjur—Translation of Discourse.    
 Known widely as the teachings of the Enlightened One, 
 Their reading transmissions were heard from the Indian Panditas and Siddhas 
 And then spread across Tibet, the Land of Snow. 
 To the direct and indirect masters, I humbly pray. 

 See Bka’ ’gyur gyi lung gi bla ma brgyud pa’i gsol ’debs, in Collected Works of Dkon mchok ’jigs med 
dbaṅ po, 12 vols. (New Delhi: Ngawang Gelek Demo, 1971), Vol. 8 (Brgyud ’debs): 553–556. 
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example, the royal lineage (*chos rgyal kyi brgyud pa) is an aristocratic lineage of transmission 

passed through a succession of dharma kings and members of the royal household. The 

transmission of the Sutra on the Bountiful Effects of the Past Prayers of the Seven Buddhas,623 

which is passed through a succession of Tibetan Kings before it was entrusted to non-royal 

masters following the fragmentation of the empire,624 or the lineage of Kalachakra Tantra that 

passes through seven Shambhala Dharma Kings and seventeen Kalki Kings625 before bequeathed 

to the humans are some examples. 

In Tsongkhapa’s lineages, three key markers distinguish the long and the short lineages. 

Transmissions originating from Buddha Shakyamuni are considered longer based on its 

temporary precedence to those conferred directly by eonic buddhas and bodhisattvas to Indian 

and Tibetan Buddhist masters and siddhas. When two transmission lineages share the same 

origin, the one with a higher number of transmission masters is considered longer. Similarly, 

when textual transmissions originate from different sources, the length is generally determined 

by the historical antecedence of the first transmitting human master or author.    

The intellectual milieu of Central Tibet during the formative years of the Geluk School of 

Tibetan Buddhism in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was marked by a genuine spirit of 

ecumenism and pure pursuit for soteriological scholasticism. Facilitating an unprejudiced 

exchange and flow of knowledge in monasteries and beyond, it significantly contributed to the 

growth of textual transmissions. Active when textual transmission as a practice had considerably 

broadened its scope with the inclusion of Shastras in addition to the Sutras and Tantras, Jey 

 
623. De bzhin gshegs pa bdun gyi sngon gyi smon lam gyi khyad par rgyas pa’i mdo (Ārya-sapta-tathāgata-

pūrvapranidhāna-viśeṣavistāra-sūtra), in Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 87: 743–753. 

624. Tshul khrims rin chen, “Sarga nyer brgyad pa/ bstan bcos dang/ sher phyin skor yongs rdzogs sogs 
ston pa’i bka’ lung rin po che kha shas thos pa’i brgyud rim,” Gsung ’bum: Tshul khrims rin chen, 11 
vols. (Kathmandu, Nepal: Sachen International, Guru Lama, 2005), Vol. 2: 378. 

625. Tshul khrims rin chen, “Sarga nyi shu pa/ dus ’khor gyi chos ’khor thos pa’i brgyud rim,” Gsung ’bum: 
Tshul khrims rin chen, 11 vols. (Kathmandu, Nepal: Sachen International, Guru Lama, 2005), Vol. 
1: 592. 
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Tsongkhapa’s reception of transmissions, as evinced in his Register of Teachings Received, serves 

as an exemplary model for the study of role and significance of textual transmission in Tibet.  

The peripatetic life that took Jey Tsongkhapa to numerous monastic and educational 

centers across Central Tibet facilitated the convergence of transmissions of diverse religious 

traditions including Kadam, Sakya, Kagyud, Jonang, and Nyingma into the person of Jey 

Tsongkhapa, which was subsequently transmitted through a succession of disciples, further 

resulting in the creation of new transmission lineages. Primarily identified with the four popular 

modes of transmission—singular, parallel, convergent, and divergent—Jey Tsongkhapa’s 

transmission practice will provide a glimpse shed light on the complex network of masters, all 

seeking to connect their teachings to their originator. While as a spiritual practice, textual 

transmission seeks to imbue spiritual sanctity in the body of the text and its reception, it equally 

serves as a powerful pedagogical device that confers upon the reader an authority that is 

bequeathed by the original author through an unbroken line of master. Though generally 

conflated with the everyday processes involving the acquisition of textual knowledge in Tibetan 

religious context, the culture of textual transmission is equally unique and exclusive. 

 

7.1.2 Textual Transmission in Geluk School 
 

Geluk, as a school of Tibetan Buddhist tradition, is significantly shaped by the selection of texts 

and the modes of their transmission among people professing membership to this shared social 

or religious institution. Tsongkhapa much valued and studied scriptures attributed to Buddha 

Shakyamuni, eonic buddhas, or Bodhisattvas, the treatises of the great Indian, and the 

commentarial writings by Tibetan masters, based on which he taught extensively and similarly 

wrote many volumes of writings.  

Like any school of the Buddhist tradition, Gelukpas generally study and value scriptures 

attributed to Buddha Shakyamuni, eonic buddhas, or Bodhisattvas, the treatises of the great 
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Indian, and the commentarial writings by Tibetan masters, which all form the sources of 

knowledge and wisdom for Tsongkhapa. Besides, they also study texts composed by their 

founding master Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. As a school characterized by the spiritual 

precedency and supremacy of Jey Tsongkhapa, those texts that are written by other early Gelukpa 

masters such as Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, and Gedun Drub are all 

identified by virtue of their connection to the person of Tsongkhapa or their subscription to his 

doctrinal and philosophical views. It is the person and teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa that 

ultimately define Geluk. 

For Geluk, the tradition of textual transmission plays a significant role in facilitating the 

transmission of the teachings of buddhas, bodhisattvas, in particular of Manjushri, and Jey 

Tsongkhapa through a succession of members of the school. Life writings (rnam thar) and 

teaching registers (gsan yig) contain most information on how Jey Tsongkhapa received many 

teachings that were passed down from Buddha Shakyamuni, the eonic buddhas, and bodhisattvas 

in an unbroken continuity through Indian and Tibetan masters. These teachings, further 

augmented with the teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa, were further transmitted through his numerous 

disciples. The transmission of teachings that diverged from Tsongkhapa was intended to ensure 

the spread and continuation of Dharma into perpetuity. While intended for the perpetuation of 

the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni in general, the practice of transmission through the person 

of Tsongkhapa and through his disciples came to be uniquely identified with Gelukpa. Today, 

textual transmission remains one of the significant elements connecting each of the members of 

the Geluk school to its founding father.  

The texts written by Tsongkhapa and his disciple were transmitted individually in the early 

years and collectively in the later years. For example, the Fourth Panchen Lama Lobzang Chokyi 

Gyaltsen (1570–1662) wrote in his autobiography that, by the time he reached eighteen in 1588, 

he had received transmissions of all popular texts written by Tsongkhapa and his principal 

disciples including Gyeltsab Jey, Khedrub Jey, Tokden Jampel Gyatso, Jey Gedun Drub and Baso 
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Chokyi Gyaltsen from his teacher Wensapa Sanggye Yeshe (1525–1590/91) and others.626 About 

a century later, Longdol Ngawang Lobzang (1719–1794) consolidated the transmissions of 

individual texts, thereby enabling collective transmission of all writings of Tsongkhapa that are 

compiled in the popular editions of The Collected Works.627 

In general, the transmission is a process of passing knowledge, written or otherwise, from 

one person to another in a linear temporality. However, technically and contextually, as in the 

case of Tibetan Buddhism, the transmission is a process whereby the process at times defies 

conventional norms and concepts of time and space, which are essential to our understanding of 

the transmission of texts. 

 

7.2 Transmission Lineage and Tradition 

Lineage and Tradition 

In the Tibetan Buddhist culture and practice of transmission, the term lineage refers to the 

continuity or continuum of transmission passed through a chain of masters in the four-fold modes 

of progression—singular, parallel,628 convergent and divergent—and are generally named after the 

masters that serve as nodal points in the convergence or divergence of different lineages. Lineage 

is applied to the entire extent or a partial segment of a chain of transmission in its varied 

renditions such as long lineage (ring brgyud), proximate/abbreviated lineage (nye brgyud), and 

 
626. PaN chen blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan, Chos smra ba’i dge slong blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan 

spyod tshul gsal bar ston pa nor bu’i phreng ba, in Gsung ’bum: Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan (New 
Delhi: Mongolian Lama Gurudeva, 1973), Vol. 1: 25.  

627. Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Bya bral rnal ’byor pa zhig gis mdo sngags chos rnams thob po’i 
thob yig thar pa’i them skas,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, Vol. TSA, Section 17: 
793–976. See also Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Thob yig thar pa’i them skas mdo sngags kyi 
khrid kyi skor sogs kyi tho dang rgyud yig skor brgyud kyi phyi ma,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag 
dbang blo bzang, Vol. TSHA, Section 18: 977–1067. 

628. The parallel modes indicate a master’s effort in maintaining the distinct characteristics of the 
transmission, whereby some later masters even preserve transmission based on different translations 
and print editions of the same text. 
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short lineage (thung rgud). The term tradition, on the other hand, is used as a label in identifying 

a transmission based on a distinct form or pattern of thoughts or ritual practices associated with 

a master, who is not necessarily at the converging or diverging nodes in a transmission lineage. 

In the practice of transmission, traditions are preserved in or through the lineages, thus the 

expression “x lineage of the y tradition” (lugs kyi brgyud pa) and not vice versa. 

While a lineage seeks to prove authenticity and originality of transmitted teaching on the 

basis of the unbroken chain of continuity in a transmission that originates with the author of the 

said teaching. A tradition, on the other hand, facilitates the differentiation of views and rituals 

propounded within a lineage or between lineages.  

As regards the modes of transmission in a labyrinthine system, the singular mode involves 

a master holding only one lineage of a transmission or a transmission passing through a single 

chain. In the parallel mode, a teacher holds transmissions of texts in multiple lineages and 

bestows them separately. In the convergent mode, a teacher receives transmissions of multiple 

lineages but passes them together. A divergent mode is seen when a master who has received the 

transmission of a specific lineage passes it through his disciples, who then establish different 

lineages. Though the three latter modes appear to be mutually exclusive, a master can be seen 

adopting these three modes effectively to different sets of transmission lineages.  

The extent of dissemination and perpetuation of Tsongkhapa’s teachings can be gauged 

from the early writings of his disciples, and the uninterrupted textual transmission is preserved 

by the leading monastics of the major Geluk monasteries. Similarly, the transmission of Sutras 

and Tantras as well as their commentaries by Indian and Tibetan masters, in particular the 

classical treatises, can be found in his Register of Teachings Received (Gsan yig),629 which 

contains information of considerable stemmatological value on the lineages (brgyud pa) and 

 
629. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 235–288.  
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traditions (lugs) of transmissions. Teaching registers, also called acquisition registers (thob yig), 

is a Tibetan Buddhist genre containing a catalog of teachings received from an unbroken 

succession of masters that traces a text to its original author.  

The itinerant life and the ecumenical attitude that Jey Tsongkhapa embraced took him to 

numerous monastic and educational centers across Central Tibet, thereby facilitating the 

convergence, in the person of Jey Tsongkhapa, of transmissions from diverse religious traditions 

including Kadam, Sakya, Kagyud, Jonang, and Nyingma, ordered here in accordance with the 

extent of influence and volume of transmission. These transmissions were subsequently 

transmitted through a succession of disciples, further resulting in the creation of new schools and 

new branches of transmission lineages. Primarily identified in its four popular modes of 

transmission—singular, parallel, convergent, and divergent, the practice of transmission in the 

context of Jey Tsongkhapa will shed light on how it promotes the formation of a complex network 

of masters, all seeking to interconnect by way of the transmission of texts and teachings of or 

through him as the primus inter pares in Geluk School.  

The complex transmission networks can be classified in several ways. From the point of 

the role of Tsongkhapa in the transmission practice, transmission broadly falls under two 

categories—inclusive and exclusive, where Tsongkhapa plays the role of a conveyor and an 

originator, respectively, in the transmissions. The inclusive network includes the transmission of 

texts attributed to buddhas, bodhisattvas, and Indian masters, as well as prominent Tibetan 

masters. These texts may be transmitted through Jey Tsongkhapa and involve other earlier 

masters of various religious schools, and the reception may generally imply shared regard for 

standard Buddhist corpus, particularly the Mahayana tradition. Assumption of a role in this 

inclusive network provides legitimation and authority that is desirable for a Buddhist master, and 

participation in such a transmission reflects one’s affiliation to Buddhism irrespective of the 

denominations. The exclusive network, on the other hand, involves the transmission of texts 

authored by Jey Tsongkhapa, who remains the sole originator of this transmission lineage. In rare 
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cases, the teachings of the two principal disciples—Gyeltsab Jey and Khedrub Je—as well as others 

are appended to the body of Tsongkhapa’s transmission. Participation in this confined network of 

transmission, where participants comprised exclusively of his direct and indirect disciples, 

reflects affiliation to the transmitted teachings and lineage of Jey Tsongkhapa. Such transmission 

of exclusive teachings provides legitimation to a member as a holder of the lineage of teachings of 

the Geluk tradition. In brief, these two networks—inclusive and exclusive—contribute to two 

essential aspects of the person of Tsongkhapa, firstly as a Buddhist master engaged in the 

dissemination of dharma and secondly as a master accredited with the establishment of a new 

school. 

In other words, the transmission of teachings predating Jey Tsongkhapa’s generally 

involved shared Buddhist teachings and transmission from masters of different schools. However, 

transmissions that stemmed from Jey Tsongkhapa and his disciples, or directly or indirectly 

attributed to them, came to constitute the corpus of literature exclusively identified with the 

Gelukpa transmission.  

While textual transmission as a form of religious practice seeks to perpetuate the body of 

the texts imbued with spiritual sanctity, it equally serves as a powerful pedagogical device that 

intends to confer upon the recipient the exact text unsullied of its authenticity and an authority 

bequeathed by the original author that is passed down through an unbroken line of transmitting 

masters. Though it may be conflated with the everyday processes involving the acquisition of 

textual knowledge, the textual transmission is equally unique to Buddhism in the Tibetan 

tradition.  

For the study and analysis of the role of transmission in the formation of Geluk School in 

Tibet, it is important to draw our attention to the following points. Firstly, to recapitulate, 

transmission facilitates the perpetuation of texts, teachings, or practices in a formal process of 

bequeathing and inheriting through an extended chain of masters. Secondly, regarding the 

mechanism, the method and process of transmission are progressive and its legitimization, 



 

299 
 

retrogressive (see Fig. 1).630 This is because it is the one ‘who receives,’ and not ‘who transmits,’ 

that reckons and establishes a transmission lineage. Furthermore, the ‘lineage’ (brgyud pa) and 

‘tradition’ (lugs) of transmission are always reckoned by the receiver and not the grantor. Thirdly, 

besides authentication of the transmitted texts or teachings, the retrogressive tracing a lineage to 

a buddha, bodhisattva, and human masters characterizes the transmission as of authentic 

Buddhist origin, and tracing of transmission to or through the person of Jey Tsongkhapa 

characterizes the lineage as of Gelukpa tradition. Prefacing our analysis with these two points will 

enable us to appreciate the significance of the culture and role of textual transmission. 

Transmission, as a process, involves progressive bestowal of a teaching and retrogressive 

tracing of a lineage in an unbroken chain of linear continuity, which may sound plain and simple. 

This is true in cases where a master may hold only one lineage. However, the question of how 

many lineages and traditions are conveyed in any given transmission is vague when a master holds 

more than one transmission lineage and tradition. In such cases, the number of lineages extended 

as well as traditions conveyed is explicitly enunciated by the master, through the reckoning of the 

names of all masters in the line of transmission. Similarly, at the end of the transmission, a 

recipient develops a due sense of contentment.  

In the Tibetan tradition, a transmission master grants transmission when he or she is 

beseeched by suitable recipients. Following preliminary rites, including conferring of prerequisite 

tantric initiations for esoteric texts, and cultivation of a spiritual presence of mind, the teacher 

reads the text audibly as recipients attentively listen to effect conscious bequeathing and 

inheritance. Transmission ceremonies not only facilitate the perpetuation of transmissions but 

also leads to the accumulation of merits and the creation of Karmic potentiality for future 

transmission for the non-specialists. 

 
630. Here the word is taken for its literal meaning, i.e. retro, ‘backward,’ and gradi, ‘to walk,’ which implies 

a backward process of returning to an earlier state without the nuanced implication of this earlier 
state being inferior to the present. The word retrogression is, here, considered synonymous to 
‘retrogradation’ and an opposite of progression.  
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In addition to administering transmission, some masters exhibit great particularity about 

the many important aspects of texts, such as translation, edition, etc. For example, whenever there 

exist multiple translations, Tsongkhapa, in his Register of Teachings Received, specifies 

transmission of the text based on translators. Similarly, later Gelukpa masters like Phabongka 

Dechen Nyingpo have compared the editions of Narthang and Derge when transmitting the 

Kanjur to his disciples,631 thereby introducing a practice of ‘comparative transmission.’ While oral 

transmissions generally involve a direct reading of the text, some forms of oral transmissions such 

as explanatory transmission (bshad lung) involve a master extemporaneously commenting and 

explaining in a way that most conforms to the form and manner in which the master had received 

earlier. Despite attention to particularities, which are obviously helpful, the completion of 

transmission of a text is determined by a teacher’s conscious reading of a text, irrespective of the 

variations in translations or editions, and a recipient’s conscious inheritance of the reading of the 

said text, irrespective of the quality of audibility, articulation or enunciation or of the 

comprehension of the meaning, message, or content. This also applies to the transmission 

received in a language that is different from the one in which one bequeaths, such as in the case 

of masters who receive in Sanskrit and transmit in Tibetan.  

Geluk, as a school of Tibetan Buddhist tradition, is significantly shaped by the selection of 

texts and the modes of their transmission among people professing membership to this shared 

social or religious institution. Like any other school of Tibetan Buddhist tradition, texts studied 

in the Geluk school are attributed to Buddha Shayamuni, eonic buddhas, or Bodhisattvas. They 

also include texts composed by their founding master Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. As a 

school characterized by the spiritual precedency and supremacy of Jey Tsongkhapa, those texts 

that written by other early Gelukpa masters including Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen, Khedrub Gelek 

 
631. Pha bong kha bde chen snying po, “Rgyal ba’i bka’ ’gyur gyi ljags lung skabs yig cha sogs la zhib cha 

gnang ba don gnyer nyer mkho,” Skyabs rje pha bong kha pa bde chen snying po’i gsung ’bum kha 
skong (New Delhi: Ngawang Sopa, 1977), 22–32. 
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Palzang, and Jey Gedun Drub were all identified by virtue of their connection to the person of 

Tsongkhapa or their subscription to his doctrinal and philosophical views. It is the person and 

teachings of Jey Tsongkhapa that ultimately define Geluk or Gelukpa. 

 

Figure 2. Retrogressive establishment of lineage in a progressive transmission 

 

For the Geluk, the tradition of textual transmission plays a significant role in facilitating the 

transmission of the teachings of buddhas, bodhisattvas, in particular of Manjushri, and Jey 

Tsongkhapa through a succession of its members. Tsongkhapa did not write any autobiographies, 

save for a prayer of gratitude and personal reflections on his spiritual training and practice titled 

Perfect Accomplishment of Spiritual Goals: An Experiential Revelation (Rtogs brjod mdun legs 

ma), nor authorize others to write any panegyric biographies. Life writings (rnam thar) and 

teaching registers (gsan yig)632 contain information on how Jey Tsongkhapa received teachings 

that originated from Buddha Shakyamuni, the eonic buddhas, and bodhisattvas in an unbroken 

continuity through Indian and Tibetan masters. These teachings, further augmented with his 

teachings, were transmitted through his numerous disciples. The transmission of teachings that 

 
632. Gsan yig or ‘register of teachings received’ is also called thob yig, ‘register of teachings acquired.’ As 

the term gsan, meaning ‘to listen,’ applies more to the act of listening to sermons and exegetical 
teachings and less to ritual-based acquisitions such tantric initiation (abhiśekha, dbang), some 
scholars show a preference for thob yig.  
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diverged from Tsongkhapa was undoubtedly intended to ensure the spread and continuation of 

Dharma. Besides the perpetuation of the Buddha’s teachings, the practice of transmission through 

the person of Tsongkhapa and his disciples came to be uniquely identified with the Gelukpa. 

Today, textual transmission remains one of the significant elements that connect members within 

the Geluk School and to its founding father.  

 

7.3 Transmission of Guhyasamaja Tantra: A Case Study for Understanding Jey 

Tsongkhapa’s Transmission Lineage and Tradition  

Jey Tsongkhapa, in his Register of Teachings Received,633 provides a glimpse into the culture and 

mechanism of transmission in Tibetan Buddhism. It demonstrates the significant role that 

Tsongkhapa played in the convergence and perpetuation of multiple transmission lineages of 

Sutra, Tantra, and Shastras. A case study of the transmission of Guhyasamaja tantra, which 

applies to a wide range of teachings, scriptures, and literature including the root, abridged, and 

expository texts and other liturgical writings on the tantric deity Guhyasamaja. Aggrouped with 

Chakrasamvara and Vajrabhairava, the three deities form the Tantric Triad in the Geluk School, 

many times complemented with a fourth and fifth deity—Kalachakra and Hevajra. The 

prominence of the Guhyasamaja Tantra is evident from the fact that Tsongkhapa opens his 

Register of Teachings Received with a list of transmissions he had received on the Guhyasamaja 

tantra. 

As regarding the study and practice of Guhyasamaja Tantra, Tsongkhapa approaches 

numerous traditions including Arya [Nagarjuna] tradition (’phags lugs), Jñanapada tradition (ye 

shes zhabs lugs), Atisha tradition (jo lugs), Marpa tradition (mar lugs), Gö tradition (’gos lugs), 

Sakya tradition (sa lugs, also kun snying gi lugs), Nyö tradition (gnyos lugs), Ra tradition (rwa 

 
633. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 235–288. 
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lugs), and Kashmiri tradition (kha che paN chen lugs). As regarding lineages, the Fifth Dalai Lama 

identifies seven major lineages. 

 

Mystical Explicability in Historical Inexplicability  

Since the very idea of transmission implies continuity, readers expect a degree of historical and 

chronological palpability despite ambiguities surrounding the very notion of historicalness or 

historicity and, in their absence, of chronology as well. As religion primarily concerns faith and 

belief in a proposed doctrine, teaching, or tradition and not primarily of history, any strong 

propensity for historical accountability or chronological accuracy, no matter how tempting and 

credible, can be deterrent in matters concerning religion. This is especially true, for instance, 

when a transmission lineage comprising of human masters includes buddhas, bodhisattvas, 

celestial kings, and divinities that bear no historical implication. Such examples can be found 

ubiquitously in various Buddhist religious contexts such as Tsongkhapa’s listings of the early 

figures in the Marpa’s and Goe’s transmission traditions (lugs) of the Guhyasamaja Tantra (Table. 

1).  

 One such example concerns the identification of Buddha Vajradhara, the principal 

originator of the Buddhist tantra. Besides other possible referents, Buddha Vajradhara is, in the 

context of transmission of Tantra, a pseudonym (mtshan) that Buddha Shakyamuni assumes to 

teach Tantra. It is an extended personality of Buddha Shakyamuni with elaborate Tantric 

characteristics that are alien or antithetical to his ascetic or monastic self. Buddha Vajradhara, 

literally meaning ‘holder of vajra,’ is called as such more for its metaphorical symbolism indicating 

his ‘abidance in the Vajra-like meditative equipoise’ (rdo rje lta bu’i ting nge ’dzin)634 rather than 

 
634. Vajra Pinnacle: The Great Secret Yoga Tantra states:  

 Who is ‘Vajradhara’?  
 Vajradhara is the one in whom  
 Wisdom and bodhicitta of all buddhas are firm. 
 Such a one is the Vajradhara (Holder of Vajra), 
 And the master of all buddhas. 
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for holding a physical vajra or thunderbolt as is depicted in traditional paintings, which, 

nonetheless, is one of the many other referents. While guiding the sequence of tantric 

visualization of mantric syllables in his critical analysis of the Guhyasamaja Tantra titled Precious 

Sapling, Tsongkhapa aptly encapsulates this semantic signification: “Vaṃ symbolizes all the 

Tantras that Buddha [Shakyamuni] taught under different pseudonyms such as Vajradhara, 

Vajrasattva, Vajrabhairava, Vajreshvari, Heruka, Kalachakra, and Adibuddha.”635 Here, 

Vajradhara is one of the many pseudonyms, or even extended personalities, of Buddha 

Shakyamuni. 

In other contexts, Tsongkhapa also considers Vajradhara as a synonym for buddhahood 

or the ultimate Buddhist enlightenment, as is used in expressions such as “attaining the unified 

state of Vajradhara” (zung ’jug rdo rje ’chang gi go ’phang).636 Drawing from Acharya 

Shantarakshita’s works, Tsongkhapa states that the spiritual ground of the Buddha according to 

the Perfection Vehicle in the Sutra tradition, which corresponds to the eleventh spiritual ground 

called ‘Ever Luminous,’ is also known as ‘the spiritual ground of Vajradhara.’637 This appellation, 

however, is not exclusively connected to tantra. In the context of Mandala practice, Tsongkhapa 

 
Also, 
 What is “Vajra”? 
 From elimination of all conceptualizations and 
 Abandonment of the grasping of phenomena 
 Ensues emptiness, the reality of all phenomena. 
 And, this is called Vajra. 

 See Gsang ba rnal ’byor chen po’i rgyud rdo rje rtse mo (Vajraśekhara-mahāguhyayogatantra), in Bka’ 
’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 84: 450. 

635. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rgya cher bshad pa sgron 
ma gsal ba’i dka’ gnas kyi mtha’ dpyod rin po che’i myu gu (Gsang ’dus mtha’ dpyod), in Gsung ’bum: 
Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 5: 59–334. 

636. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, ’Ba’ ser bka’ bcu pas rje la gsan pa’i gsang ’dus bskyed rim zin bris 
(Gsang ’dus bskyed rim gyi zin bris), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 5: 670.  

637. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, ’Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang 
ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 3: 52. 
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presents Vajradhara as the sixth638 or the seventh Buddha,639 who complements and enjoys 

prominence over the Five Lineage Buddhas (rgyal ba rigs lnga) and is considered the chief (khyab 

bdag)640 of the Five Lineage Buddhas.  

  

Buddha Vajradhara 
    

          

 Marpa Traditional Lineage   Gö Traditional Lineage  
          

     Ratnamati Vajrapani  
  Indrabhuti      
        Indrabhuti 
          
      

    Nagarjuna  
      

          

      Matangipa Aryadeva, Shakyamitra, Nagabodhi, 
Chandrakirti 

          
            

Tilopa   
Naropa Atisha Dipamkara, Devakara, 

Bhavyabhadra 641 
Marpa Gö Khukpa Lhetsé 

          
 
 

Buton Rinchen Drub 
 
 

Jey Tsongkhapa 
 

Figure 3. Buddha Vajradhara to Tsongkhapa: The basic geneology chart of the 
Guhyasamaja transmission 

 

 
638. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Bcom ldan ’das dpal ’khor lo bde mchog gi mngon par rtogs pa’i 

rgya cher bshad pa ’dod pa ’jo ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 9: 248 

639. Ibid, Vol. 9: 592  

640. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rgyal ba khyab bdag rdo rje ’chang chen po’i lam gyi rim pa gsang 
ba kun gyi gnad rnam par phye ba, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 3: 502. 

641. Goe Lotsawa lists a fourth principal transmission master, Abhijña. Je Tsongkhapa states that Goe 
Khugpa Lhetsé received the tantra from seventy great scholars including Yosha, Nagakoti, Krishna, 
Balahaka, Shantibhadra, and Chandrahari, and others. See Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin 
po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 239. 
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The Divine-Human Collaboration 

A peculiar feature of tantra teaching is that the recipients of the Tantra teachings are invariably 

bodhisattvas of the ten spiritual grounds, celestial kings, and other divinities. If Vajradhara, the 

originator of tantra, including the Guahyasamaja, is other than Shakyamuni, the transmission 

originates and initially passes through non-human buddhas and celestial bodhisattvas and 

divinities before it descends on the human world. If, however, Vajradhara is a tantric pseudonym 

of Shakyamuni, the transmission passes from Buddha Shakyamuni of this human world to 

celestial bodhisattvas and divinities before it is restored to the human masters including 

Nagarjuna. In the lineages of Marpa and Goe, Buddha Vajradhara imparts the teachings to 

Bodhisattva Ratnamati642 and Bodhisattva Vajrapani, respectively (Figs. 3 and 4).  

The presence of celestial bodhisattvas also helps the devout in justifying historical 

discrepancies as much as it evokes doubts. For example, while Marpa lineage has Bodhisattva 

Ratnamati transmit the teachings from Buddha Shakyamuni directly to Arya Nagarjuna, Goe’s 

lineage lists five individuals—Bodhisattva Vajrapani, King Indrabhuti, Nagarayogi, King 

Visukalpa, and Saraha—to connect Nagarjuna to Buddha Shakyamuni (see Fig. 4). Though the 

succession of masters in different lineages transmitting the same text or teaching may appear 

asynchronous and ahistorical, it has been the tradition within the genre, as Jey Tsongkhapa had 

observed, not to reduce any aberration to be a commission or omission that entails any 

emendation.  

It suffices to say that the preeminent status enjoyed by Nagarjuna after Buddha 

Shakyamuni for the Mahayana and Tantrayana Buddhists, especially of the Tibetan tradition, 

remains both the prime cause and justification for such discrepancies. For those studying 

Buddhism, the first impression of Nagarjuna’s writings is his preference for the Sutras and the 

 
642. Ratnamati (rin chen blo gros), ubiquitously rendered Lodro Rinchen (blo gros rin chen) in Tibetan 

texts, is one of the many bodhisattvas who traveled from other buddha-worlds to listen to the 
teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni. He is considered as one of the principal bodhisattvas in the land 
of Buddha *Ratnavikrantavikrama (ratnavikrāntavikrama, rin chen rtsal gyis rnam par gnon pa).  
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Tantras as the authorized texts and did not involve any treatises. In fact, many Mahayana 

traditions, which are sourced to the Buddha, found their breakthrough with the writings of 

Nagarjuna and propagation of his teachings by his immediate disciples. The scarcity of historical, 

religious, or philosophical writings about as well as before Nagarjuna allows for the 

unaccountability and inexplicability of the process of transmission such as of initiations, 

scriptures, and instructions to be interpreted by invoking mystical explicability. Therefore, 

transmission lineage from Buddha Vajradhara to Nagarjuna follows two seemingly different 

modes—the transmission passed directly by Bodhisattva Ratnamati, and the transmission passed 

through five individuals, including Bodhisattva Vajrapani and semi-historical figures as King 

Indrabhuti. The presence of bodhisattvas in the line of transmission enables the justification or 

overriding if need be, of the normal processes in our ordinary sense of time and space.  

 
 

Buddha Vajradhara 
    

          
Marpa Transmission Lineage Gö Transmission Lineage 

          
          

                  Indrabhuti      Ratnamati Vajrapani  
        Indrabhuti 
        Nagarayogi 
        Visukalpa  
        Saraha 
          
      

    Nagarjuna  
      

          

      Matangipa Aryadeva, Shakyamitra, Nagabodhi, 
Chandrakirti  

        Shishyavajra 
        Krishnacharya 

Tilopa Gomishra 
Naropa Atisha Dipamkara,643 Devakara, 

Bhavyabhadra 
Marpa Gö Khukpa Lhetsé 

          
    

 
643. Jñanapada – Atisha and Marpa  
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Buton Rinchen Drub 
    

       

Khyungpo Lhepa  Rinchen Namgyel Chokyi Pelwa644 Chojé Sogyal 
   Rendawa Zhonu 

Lodrö 
        

    

Jey Tsongkhapa 
 

Figure 4. Guhyasamaja Tantra from Buddha Vajradhara to Tsongkhapa: Transmission 
genealogy at a glance 

 
 
Historical Accountability and Ahistorical Events 

Once a transmission completes the mystical phases of the progression through a series of celestial 

buddhas and bodhisattvas and falls in the realm and custody of human masters, it is subjected to 

historical verification. Unless an element of mysticism is introduced in the process, such as 

through mytho-historicization of human masters, any aberration in the transmission of teaching 

is considered as lacking historical accuracy. For example, from the several distributary lines of 

transmission within the Marpa lineage, Tsongkhapa views lineages that omit Tilopa (988–1069) 

as historically inaccurate (see Fig. 5).645   

 
Buddha Vajradhara 

    
      

Siddha-Practitioner 
Lineage (grub thob 

nyams rgyud) 

Initiation, Instruction 
and Textual Lineage 

Scholarly Pandita Lineage  
(mkhas pa paNDita’i rgyud) 646 

 
644. Listed as one of the many prominent disciples of Buton Rinchen Drub, Chokyi Pelwa also received 

some of Buton’s transmissions indirectly from another disciple Rinchen Namgyel. See Tsong kha pa 
blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 239. 

645. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 
kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 235–288. 

646. The nomenclatures such as the linege of the scholarly Panditas (mkhas pa paNDita’i brgyud pa) and 
the lineage of the Siddha-practitioners (grub thob nyams len pa’i brgyud pa) are exclusive to the 
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(dbang gdams ngag 
rgyud kyang gi brgyud) 

      
Indrabodhi Ratnamati Vajrapani 

Daki Sukhapada   Indrabhuti 
Dombi Heruka   Nagayogi 

Vajraganta   Visukalpa647 
Anangavajra   Saraha 
Kambhalapa     

Krishnacharya     
  Nagarjuna Nagarjuna 
        
        

  Matangi Matangi      Matangi 
      Aryadeva  
      Vidhyakokila 
      Avadhuti 
      Krishnapada648 
      Vimalamati 
      Jñanagarbha 
        
      

Tilopa Tilopa   
Naropa Naropa   

      
       

Marpa 
Tsurton Wanggi Dorje 

 
 

Jotso Phakpa Wö 
 Buton  

 
 

 Jey Tsongkhapa  
 
 

Figure 5. Guhyasamaja transmission lineages of the Marpa tradition 649 

 
Marpa lineage, which sources its transmission from two different successions of scholars and 
practitioners that trace their teachings to Matangi, one of the four chief disciples of Nagarjuna.  

647. The name is also rendered as Bhisukalpa (bhisukalpa, bhi su kalpa) by Marpa Lotsawa in his 
biography of his masters. 

648. The Seventh Dalai Lama’s Register of Teachings Received has Charyavajra connecting Avadhuti and 
Krishnapada. See Rgyal dbang skal bzang rgya mtsho, Thob yig rin chen dbang gi rgyal po’i do shal, 
in Collected Works (Gsuṅ ’bum) of the Seventh Dalai Lama Blo-bzaṅ-bskal-bzaṅ-rgya-mtsho, 13 vols. 
(Gangtok: Dodrup Sangye, 1975–1983), Vol. 11: 129. 

649. This table lists the three primary lineages within the first of the four-fold ‘Transmission of Teachings’ 
(bka’ babs bzhi) of Marpa Chokyi Lodro. See Mar pa chos kyi blo gros, Dpal mnga’ bdag sgra sgyur 
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At the same time, the non-explication of masters of the alternative lineages in the process of 

enumerating the principal lineages does not equate to disregard for historical accountability. For 

example, Marpa’s autobiography picturesquely recounts how he received teachings on the 

Guhyasamaja tantras and commentaries from Acharya Jñanagarbha (8th c.) and that both he and 

his teacher Naropa (1016–1100) received them from Akarasiddhi (12th–13th c.) as well.650 

However, Tsongkhapa’s list of the three principal Marpa lineages—Siddha-Practitioner Lineage 

(grub thob nyams brgyud), Initiation, Instruction, and Textual Lineage (dbang gdams ngag rgyud 

kyang gi brgyud), and Scholarly Pandita Lineage (mkhas pa paNDita’i brgyud), where he inserts 

Jñanagarbha, omits Akarasiddhi, and adds names of Naropa and his teacher Tilopa. Such 

ommissions arise for several reasons, such a master not belonging to one of the principal lineages, 

perpetuating the same line of transmission as other masters listed in a transmission lineage, 

lacking information on transmission predecessors, etc.  

 Other prominent Guhyasamaja transmissions lineages include the traditions of 

Gö, Jowo, Chak, and Chel and Sakya. These lineages converge in and distribute from the persons 

of Gö Khukpa Lhetsé (11th c.), Jowo Atisha Dipamkara (982–1054), Chak Lotsawa Chojé Pel 

(1197–1263/4), and Chel Lotsawa Chokyi Zangpo (12th c.) and Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen 

(1182–1251) (see Figs. 6–9). 

 
 Buddha Vajradhara  
    
 Vajrapani  
 Indrabhuti  
 Nagarayogi  
 Visukalpa  
 Saraha  
    

 
mar pa lo tsA ba chos kyi blo gros kyi gsung ’bum, Vol. 1: 5. Tsongkhapa also alludes to other 
distributary lineages of Marpa including those omitting even his Naropa.  

650. Mar pa chos kyi blo gros, Dpal mnga’ bdag sgra sgyur mar pa lo tsA ba chos kyi blo gros kyi gsung 
’bum, Vol. 1: 100, 128.  
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 Nagarjuna  
     
     

 Aryadeva, Shakyamitra, Nagabodhi, 
Chandrakirti  

  

 Shishyavajra   
 Krishnacharya  

70 Panditas 
[incl. Jñanapada and 

Anandagarbha lineages] 
651 

 Gomishra 
 Atisha Dipamkara, Devakara, Bhavyabhadra  

     
    

 Gö Khukpa Lhetsé  
    
 Ngarwa Senggé Gyaltsen   

  
   
       
       

Ngok Yeshe Senggé Len Nyima Cham 
        

         
Minyak Nyima 

Drak 
Nyima Senggé (and Len Nyima 

Cham) 
Phukpa 

Bumkyab 
Thangpe 

Che Doseng Muni Aryadeva      Che Doseng  
 Takpa Rinchen Drak     

        
    
 Gedingpa Chowö  
    
       
    Loseng  
       
       
 Phakwö  
 Buton  

 
 

 Jey Tsongkhapa  
 

Figure 6.  Guhyasamaja transmission lineages of the Gö tradition 

 
  

 
651. Tsongkhapa wrote that Goe Lotsawa Khukpa Lhetsé received transmissions from more than 70 

leading masters.  
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 Buddha Vajradhara  
   
   

 Nagarjuna  
   
   

 Atisha Dipamkara  
   
   

 Buton Rinchen Drub  
   
   

 Jey Tsongkhapa  
 Tenpa Chophel  
    

      
Lobzang Yeshe Tenpé 

Gyaltsen 
 Phabongka Dechen Nyingpo 

      
      

 Trijang Lobzang Yeshe  
 The 14 Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso  

 

Figure 7. Guhyasamaja transmission lineage of the Jowo tradition 

 

 Buddha Vajradhara  
   
   

 Nagarjuna  
    

      
Aryadeva Nagabodhi Chandrakirti 

   
   

Gambhiramati Matigarbha Vikhyatadeva 
      
      

 Ravindra  
 Chak Lotsawa Chojé Pel  

   
   

 Buton Rinchen Drub  
   
   

 Tsongkhapa  
 

Figure 8. Guhyasamaja transmission lineage of the Chak tradition 
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 Buddha Vajradhara  

   
   

 Nagarjuna  
 Aryadeva  

  
    

Shakyamitra Matangipa 
  
  

Ratnakarashanti Rahulashri Mitra 
    

  
Vikhyatadeva 

Shakya Shribhadra 
  

    
Sakya Tradition Chel Tradition 

  
Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen Chel Lotsawa Chokyi Zangpo 

  
  

Lama Pelgyi Gyaltsen Trolung Nakphungpa Kunmon 
    

  
 Donmoripa Drakchenpa  
 Phakwö Yonten Gyatso  
 Buton Rinchen Drub  

   
   

 Tsongkhapa  
 

Figure 9. Guhyasamaja transmission lineage of the Sakya and Chel traditions 

 

The Lineage Masters and Spiritual Authority  

Jey Tsongkhapa’s role in the transmission of Guhyasamaja tantra provides a glimpse into the 

meticulosity behind his adoration for influential lineage masters such as Marpa Chokyi Lodro and 

Gö Khukpa Lhetsé. Tsongkhapa considered the two masters as major repositories of numerous 

Guhyasamaja transmission lineages received directly from Central Indian, Kashmiri, Bengali, 

Newari, and Sinhalese masters. Marpa, during his three visits to India, Nepal, and the adjacent 

regions lasting twenty-six years, relied on masters including Naropa, Maitripa, Shantibhadra, 
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Jñanagarbha, Niguma, and others. Tsongkhapa wrote that Marpa relied on 108 masters. Of these, 

fifty-eight held distinct Guhyasamaja transmission lineages, thirteen could effect realizations in 

their disciples, and seven had a specialization in the Guhyasamaja practices and rituals.652 

Similarly, like Marpa, Gö Khugpa Lhetsé traveled to India three times and received the 

Guhyasamaja tantra from seventy great scholars including Yosha,653 Nagakoti, Krishna, Balahaka, 

Shantibhadra, Chandrahari, and others.654 Marpa and Gö also shared principal Guhyasamaja 

lineages such as Acharya Jñanapada. 

 As the foremost Tibetan transmitters of the Guhyasamaja Tantra, Marpa and Gö 

incorporated multiple transmission lineages and traditions. In these two traditions converge not 

only different lineages these two traditions   

  

Multiple Branches of Transmission and Ecumenism  

All Tantras, regardless of the shared Buddhist tradition, have their own biases and prejudices, 

including self-glorification that are numerously self-referential and are both intratextual and 

intertextual. For example, Guhyasamaja Tantra profusely and self-referentially uses the 

appellation “the King of Tantras (tantrarāja, rgyud kyi rgyal po).” Similarly, differences in 

hermeneutics persist, and they result in soteriological and liturgical commentaries that can be 

mutually inconsistent in their details. It is under such purview that the existence of multiple 

transmissions put across these diversities. Such significance for the need of multiple transmission 

 
652. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 

kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 239. Also, see Mar pa chos kyi blo gros, Gsung ’bum: Chos kyi blo gros, 
3 vols. (Lhasa: Ser gtsug nang bstan dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs sgrig khang, 2009). 

653. Taranatha identifies Yosha as Pandita Devakarachandra (devākāracandra, lha’i ’byung gnas zla ba). 
See TA ra nA tha, Gsung ’bum, 45 vols. (Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2008), Vol. 9: 
179. See also José Cabezón, “Go Khukpa Lhetse,” Treasury of Lives, accessed November 07, 2019, 
http://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Go-Khukpa-Lhetse/5803. Yosha is aso known by his 
secret name, Tongnyi Tingzin (stong nyid ting ’dzin, *śunyata samādhī).  

654. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong 
kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 1: 239.  
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lineages can be seen in Tsongkhapa’s treatment of the principal and alternative transmission 

lineages, particularly in his reception of the Marpa’s and Goe’s lineages of Guhyasamaja tantra. 

 
Buton Rinchen Drub 

        
              

Khyungpo 
Lhepa  

 Rinchen Namgyel Lotsawa Jangtse Chojé Sogyal 

              
               
                
  Chokyi Pelwa655 Kyabchok 

Pel 
Drakpa Gyaltsen    

               
               
       Rendawa Zhonu Lodrö Drakpa Shenyen 
              

         
  Jey Tsongkhapa   

 

Figure 10. The consolidation of transmissions: From Buton Rinchen Drub to Jey Tsongkhapa 

 

The perpetuation of the Transmission Lineage in the Twenty-First Century 

All members of the Geluk School have one common criterion that defines their membership: their 

regard for Jey Tsongkhapa as the ultimate authority on the study and practice of the teachings of 

the Buddha and the great Indian masters. The fact that Tsongkhapa did not reincarnate like other 

Tibetan masters and the belief that he attained the Buddha Body of Complete Beatific Being (longs 

spyod rdzogs pa’i sku, saṃbhogakāya) in the first wake of the intermediate state upon his death. 

All Ganden Tripas or throne-holders of Ganden Monastery, who are official heads in the 

succession line of Jey Tsongkhapa, of the twenty-first century have received Guhyasamaja Tantra 

and its related initiations, transmissions and instructions from the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who is 

 
655. Listed as one of the many prominent disciples of Buton Rinchen Drub, Chokyi Pelwa also received 

some of Buton’s transmissions indirectly from another disciple Rinchen Namgyel. See Tsong kha pa 
blo bzang grags pa, Rje rin po che blo bzang grags pa’i gsan yig, in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol 
edition, Vol. 1: 239. 
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himself considered a repository of numerous transmission lineages from all schools of Tibetan 

Buddhism with emphasis on Gelukpa tradition (See Fig. 11 and 12). The Fourteenth Dalai Lama 

Tenzin Gyatso can be considered one of the most prominent lineage holders in the Gelukpa 

tradition. He not only holds the transmission lineage of the Geluk School but also adopted a very 

ecumenical approach to the study of teachings and transmissions of other Tibetan Buddhist 

Schools. Today, the Dalai Lama is celebrated as the most resourceful repository of initiations, 

transmissions, and instructions of Gelukpa tradition and other Tibetan Buddhist traditions as well. 

 

Buddha Vajradhara 

Ratnamati  

Arya Nagarjuna  

Matangi  

Tilopa  

Naropa 

Marpa Chokyi Lodro 

Tsurton Wanggi Dorje 

Khonton Gepa Kirti  

Jagang Sonam Rinchen 

Thurla Tsulrim Kyab 

Thangpe Phakpa Kyab 

Serding Zhonu Wö 

Geding Choku Woser 

Jotso Phakpa Wö 

Buton Rinchen Drub 

Khyungpo Lhepa Zhonu Sonam 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 

 

Figure 11. Lineage from Buddha Vajradhara to Jey Tsongkhapa [According to the 
Fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso’s Eulogy to Lineage Masters of Guhyasamaja Tantra 

(Gsang ’dus bla brgyud gsol ’debs)]656 

 

 
656. Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa ’phags lugs lha so gnyis kyi dbang gi brgyud ’debs dang bdag bskyed gsang chen 

dpal ldan smad rgyud grwa tshang gi gsung rgyun ji lta ba bzhin bkod pa, in Smad rgyud grwa tshang 
gi chos spyod rgyas pa, 11 vols. (Hunsur, India: Gyudmed Tantric College, 1982), Vol. 2: 19–21. 
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Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 

Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen 

Neten Zangkyongpa657  

Jey Sherab Senggé  

Dulnag Palden Zangpo  

Jamyang Gedun Phel  

Gyuchen Tashi Phak  

Panchen Samdub Gyatso 

Gyuchen Tsondu Phak  

Khedrub Dorje Zangpo  

Dulzin Sangye Gyatso  

Gyuchen Konchok Gyatso 

Gyuchen Konchok Yarphel  

Jamyang Zhepa Ngawang Tsondu  

Trichen Gedun Phuntsok  

Trichen Ngawang Chokden  

Gyalchok Kelzang Gyatso  

Panchen Palden Yeshe  

Kelzang Thubten Jigme Gyatso  

Trichen Khyenrab Wangchuk  

Khyenrab Tenpa Chopel  

    

    

Lobzang Yeshe Tenpae Gyaltsen  Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo  

    

    

Trijang Lobzang Yeshe  

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso 

 

Figure 12.  Transmission lineage from Jey Tsongkhapa to the Fourteenth Dalai Lama 
Tenzin Gyatso [According to The Eulogy to Lineage Masters of Guhyasamaja Tantra (Gsang ’dus 

bla brgyud gsol ’debs)]658 

 
657. In Jamyang Zhepé Dorje’s reckoning of the lineage masters, Neten Zangkyongpa receives the tantra 

directly from Tsongkhapa. 

658. The eulogy composed by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama lists his lineage of Guhyasamaja masters 
beginning with Neten Zangkyongpa, who is listed as receiving the transmission from Gyeltsab 
Dharma Rinchen. See Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa ’phags lugs lha so gnyis kyi dbang gi brgyud ’debs dang 
bdag bskyed gsang chen dpal ldan smad rgyud grwa tshang gi gsung rgyun ji lta ba bzhin bkod pa, in 
Smad rgyud grwa tshang gi chos spyod rgyas pa, 11 vols. (Hunsur, India: Gyudmed Tantric College, 
1982), Vol. 2: 22–23. However, the monastery, in the narration of its history, maintain that when Je 
Tsongkhapa taught the ‘Guhyasamaja Root Tantra and the four-fold Commentaries’ at Sera 
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A casual skimming of the list of early masters of the Guhyasamaja transmission lineage may 

appear to spell temporal discrepancy or generational difference in that an individual in one 

lineage is found living throughout the period extending five individuals in another parallel 

lineage. However, close observation of the transmission lineage of Guhyasamaja Tantra shows 

that the tantra was taught by Buddha Vajradhara,659 a name ubiquitously used for Buddha 

Shakyamuni in the Tantric literature, and that it was received by Bodhisattva Ratnamati and 

Bodhisattva Vajrapani either at the same time or on different occasions. The presence of these 

Bodhisattvas facilitates defiance and overriding of the conventional concepts and rules 

concerning time and space that generally apply to human masters.  

Since the study of religion primarily concerns faith and belief in divinity, mysticism, or 

doctrine and their related systems, rites, and rituals, it instills some sense in us on how many 

Buddhist masters see mystical explicability in something that may appear to be historically 

inexplicable. 

For transmission in Geluk monasteries, the Tashi Lhunpo lineage, for instance, flows from 

Tsongkhapa through Khedrub Gelek Pelzang, Jampel Gyatso, Sherab Senggé, and others to 

converge into the person of the Third Panchen Lama Palden Yeshe. The Guhyasamaja lineage 

prayer of the Tashi Lhunpo Monastery shows Panchen Palden Yeshe received his Guhyasamaja 

 
Monastery in 1419, Je Sherab Sengge, a leading disciple in the audience, pledged to undertake the 
task of disseminating the Guhyasamaja Tantra. True to his words, Sherab Senggé later co-founded Se 
Gyupa Monastery with his disciple Dulnag Palden Zangpo, founded the monastery of Gyume, and 
inspired his disciple Gyuchen Kunga Dondrub in establishing the Gyuto Monastery. 

659. Buddha Vajradhara is also the name of an eonic Buddha, who is identified in some literature as 
Buddha Samantabhadra, or, in other cases, a different Buddha who assumes the central role played 
by Buddha Samantabhadra in several schools. In addition, Buddha Vajradhara also refers to our 
mind, which is primordially and naturally pure, cognizant, and free of defilements, thus the adjectival 
‘buddha.’ According to this tradition, attainment of Buddhahood is reclaiming the primordial and 
natural purity and cognizance of the mind by clearing away the superficial and adventitious 
defilements that veils the mind’s natural purity or immaculacy.  
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transmissions from his tutor Lobzang Zopa in the Tashi Lhunpo lineage660 as well as from the 

Seventh Dalai Lama. The two lineages again part ways from Palden Yeshe through Longdol 

Ngawang Lobzang (1719–1794), who passes it down through masters including Takdrak 

Ngawang Sungrab Thutob, the regent and tutor of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. Tashi Lhunpo has 

its transmission lineage showing how the teaching originated from Vajradhara, through Arya 

Nagarjuna, Buton Rinchen Drub and Jey Tsongkhapa, before it is passed to the monastics of Tashi 

Lhunpo Monastery (see Fig. 13). 

 

Vajradhara 

  

    

Ratnamati Indrabhuti 

  Nagarayogi 

  Visukalpa 

  Saraha 

    

  

Arya Nagarjuna 

  

    

Matangi Chandrakirti 

Tilopa Shishyavajra 

Naropa Krishnacharya 

| Balahaka  

Marpa Gö Khukpa Lhetsé 

Tsurton Wanggi Dorje Ngarwa Senggé Gyaltsen 

Khonton Gepa Kirti Ngok Yeshe Senggé 

Jagang Sonam Rinchen Ngok Aryadeva 

Thurlha Tsultrim Kyab Lentsa Nyima Cham 

  Takpa Rinchen Drak 

    

  

Thangpe Phakpa Kyab 

 
660. Ibid.  
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Serding Zhonnu Wö 

Choku Wozer 

Phakpa Wö 

Buton Rinchen Drub 

  

    

Khyungpo Lhepa Zhonnu Sonam Lama Dampa Sonam Gyaltsen 

 Namkha Zangpo 

 Rendawa Zhonu Lodro 

    

  

Jey Tsongkhapa 

 

Figure 13. Tashi Lhunpo monastic transmission lineage 661 

 

The two major Gelukpa Tantric monasteries of Gyumé (estd. 1433) and Gyuto (estd. 1475) 

follow their respective abbatial Guhyasamaja lineages to this day (see Figs 14 and 15). The Gyumé 

lineage passes through Jey Tsongkhapa and Jey Sherab Senggé (1383–1445), the founder of the 

Gyumé Monastery before it is transmitted through the successive abbots of the monastery. The 

Gyuto Guhyasamaja transmission lineage passes through Jey Tsongkhapa and Jey Sherab Senggé, 

who transmits it to Jey Kunga Dondrub (1419–1486), a principal disciple and founder of Gyuto 

Monastery. Kunga Dondrub, who is considered the first abbot, passed the transmission through 

a succession of the Gyuto abbots.662  

  

 
661. Gsang ’dus bla brgyud gsol ’debs dang bdag bkyed ngag ’don (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bla brgyud gsol 

’debs dang bdag bskyed ngag ’don bkra shis lhun po rgyud pa grwa tshang gi ’don rgyun la rje thams 
cad mkhyen pas zhus dag mdzad pa), Tashi Lhunpo: Rgyud pa grwa tshang, 82v.–84r. 

662. “Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bla ma brgyud rim gyi gsol ’debs dpal ldan stod rgyud pa’i ’don sgrig thun 
mong ma yin pa dngos grub gter chen,” Rgyud stod grwa tshang gi chos spyod, Vol. 1: 92–99.  



 

321 
 

 

 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 

Jey Sherab Senggé, the first abbot of Gyumé Monastery 663 

Gyuchen Jinpa Pel, the second Abbot 

 

 

Khenpo Samten Chopel (In Tibet; and in India upon coming into exile)  

 

 

Khenpo Lobzang Wangdu, the current abbot (in India) 

 

Figure 14. The Gyumé monastic transmission lineage according to The Sun that 
Blossoms the Lotus of Blessings: The Abbatial Lineage of the Gyumé Monastery (Dpal 
ldan smad rgyud grwa tshang gi mkhan brgyud rim byon gyi gsol ’debs dngos 

grub pad+mo bzhad pa’i nyin byed)664 
 
 

 

Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 

Jey Sherab Senggé  

Jey Kunga Dondrub, the first abbot of Gyuto Monastery 

Gyamawa Lhawang Rinchen, the second abbot 

 

 

Konchok Chopel, the 109th abbot (In Tibet) 

Panggon Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen, the 110th abbot (In exile in India) 

 

 

 
663. The Guhyasamaja lineage prayer composed by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, which traces the lineage 

from Vajradhara to himself, has fewer transmission masters than that monastic abbatial 
Guhyasamaja lineage that lists each monastic abbot who has held the office for only a few years. While 
the extra-institutional lineage is more condensed, it has Neten Zangkyongpa connecting Tsongkhapa 
and Je Sherab Sengge, the founder of Gyudmed Monastery. The monastic lineage, however, connects 
Sherab Senggé directly to Tsongkhapa based on their monastic history of Sherab Sengge receiving the 
teachings directly from Tsongkhapa in the year of his death. See Ibid, Vol. 2: ZA 3–4. 

664. Dpal ldan smad rgyud grwa tshang gi mkhan brgyud rim byon gyi gsol ’debs dngos grub pad+mo 
bzhad pa’i nyin byed, in Smad rgyud grwa tshang gi chos spyod rgyas pa, 11 vols. (Hunsur, India: 
Gyudmed Tantric College, 1982), Vol. 2: ZA 1–16. 
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Khenpo Thubten Tenzin, the 126th abbot (current; in India) 665 

 

Figure 15. The Gyuto monastic transmission lineage: The Guhyasamaja Root Tantra and the 
Four Commentaries [According to The Treasury of Blessings: Eulogy to the Lineage Masters of 
Guahyasamaja Tantra (Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bla ma brgyud rim gyi gsol ’debs dpal ldan 

stod rgyud pa’i ’don sgrig thun mong ma yin pa dngos grub gter chen)] 666 
 

All these transmission masters after Jey Tsongkhapa were said to have transmitted a 

collection of Guhyasamaja texts comprising what is popularly known as “Guhyasamaja [Root 

Tantra] with four commentaries (gsang ’dus [rtsa rgyud] ’grel pa bzhi bsgrags).” In 1414, Jey 

Tsongkhapa edited the earlier versions of Guhyasamaja Root Tantra667 and Acharya 

Chandrakirti’s Bright Lamp: An Extensive Commentary [to Guhyasamaja Root Tantra]668 at 

Ganden Monastery. In that year, to aid the study and practice of Chandrakirti’s commentary for 

a more accurate reading of the root tantra, Tsongkhapa also wrote three supplementary texts—

Annotated Commentary Elucidating the Text and Meaning of “the Bright Lamp,”669 Bejeweled 

Sprout: Exegetical Analysis Establishing the Comprehensive and Specific Meanings of Difficult 

 
665. The official Gyuto Monastery website lists Ven. Lobzang Khedrub as the 127th abbot. An abbot is 

listed among the lineage holder and entered in the monastic prayer for lineage-holders only after as 
abbot successfully bestows the Root Guyhasamaja Tantra and Four Commentaries to the general 
monastic assembly and officiates the major Guhyasamaja rituals.  

666. “Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bla ma brgyud rim gyi gsol ’debs dpal ldan stod rgyud pa’i ’don sgrig thun 
mong ma yin pa dngos grub gter chen,” Gsang chen rig ’dzin gyi sde chen po dpal ldan stod rgyud 
grwa tshang gi gsung rgyun chos spyod nyer mkho ’ga’ zhig phyogs gcig tu bkod pa yid ’phrog nor bu’i 
do shal (Rgyud stod grwa tshang gi chos spyod), 5 vols. (Tenzin Gang: Rgyud stod Tantric College, 
1975–1977), Vol. 1: 91–99. 

667. Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa zhes bya ba rgyud kyi rgyal po chen po (Śrī-guhyasamāja-mahātantrarāja), in 
Bka’ ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 81: 442–583. 

668. Chandrakirti, Sgron ma gsal bar byed pa zhes bya ba’i rgya cher bshad pa (Pradīpodyotananāma-
ṭika), in Bstan ’gyur, Dpe bsdur ma edition, Vol. 15: 829–1334. 

669. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Gsang ’dus rgya cher bshad pa sgron ma gsal ba’i tshig don ji bzhin 
’byed pa’i mchan gyi yang ’grel, in Rje’i gsung ’bum, Zhol edition, Vol. 4: 3–954. 
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Points,670 and Condensed Meaning of the Outlines of “the Bright Lamp.”671 Thereafter, Geluk 

monastics practicing Guhyasamaja tantra studied the Root Tantra by relying on Chandrakirti’s 

commentary and Tsongkhapa’s three supplementary texts, which were later collectively called 

“Guhyasamaja [Root Tantra] and Four Commentaries.” Although later Gelukpa masters varied in 

the inclusion or exclusion of the Root Tantra as well as in the enumeration of the four 

supplemental texts, the concept of the Guhyasamaja [Root Tantra] complemented with four 

supplemental texts became popular within the Geluk monasteries and a mandatory course in 

advanced tantric studies at the monasteries of Gyumé and Gyuto.  

In faithful observance of the convention, the Eulogy to the Guhyasamaja Lineage Masters 

(Gsang ’dus bla rgyud gsol ’debs), for example, lists all successive monastic abbots who have 

imparted Guhyasamaja [Root Tantra] with its four supplemental texts during one of the Tantric 

congregations. When thousands of Tibetans fled Tibet in 1959, the Gyuto abbot Khensur Konchok 

Chopel could not take to flight due to old age, and Khensur Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen, the sixteenth 

Panggon Rinpoche, substituted for the abbot during the crucial rehabilitation phases in India for 

nearly two decades between 1959 and 1975. Although it is held that a handful of Tibetan officials 

in Dharamsala schemed in the process of withholding his formal appointment, Panggon 

Rinpoche, who is a Tsokchen Tulku, a Geshe Lharampa of the first degree from Drepung 

Monastery, and a leading Tantric expert in the Geluk School, is revered as an abbot by the Gyuto 

monastery for his abbatial responsibilities. He is listed in the monastic eulogy of the lineage 

masters for having transmitted ‘the Guhyasamaja and the Four Commentaries.’ It is maintained 

that abbots who have not fulfilled the traditional bequeathing of the transmission were generally 

 
670. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rgya cher bshad pa sgron 

ma gsal ba’i dka’ gnas kyi mtha’ dpyod rin po che’i myu gu, in Rje’i gsung ’bum, Zhol edition, Vol. 5: 
59–334. 

671. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Sgron gsal rgya cher bshad pas ’chad pa’i sa bcad bsdus don, in Rje’i 
gsung ’bum, Zhol edition, Vol. 5: 5–58. 
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omitted from the monastic lineage prayer. This unwritten convention is said to be practiced in 

Gyume Monastery as well. 

 

Acquisition of Multiple Transmissions  

Tsongkhapa’s transmission practice demonstrates the importance of acquiring multiple 

transmissions of the same text or teaching. In contrary to the general understanding that receiving 

a single transmission of text, teaching, or initiation suffices for someone interested in pursuing 

related study and practice, Tsongkhapa, for example, is found listed as a principal recipient and 

transmitter of the Guhyasamaja Tantra in its two major lineages (Figs. 3 and 4)and other multiple 

sublineages (Figs. 6–9). Given the difference in the exposure and specialization in different 

traditions and schools of thought of the early transmission, Tsongkhapa sees the acquisition of 

multiple lineages as essential for developing alternative perspectives and approaches. 

For example, Tsongkhapa describes how certain aspects of the teachings and practice of 

the Guhyasamaja Tantra by the early transmission masters of the Marpa lineage were influenced 

by Kalachakra Tantra, at times leading to the imposition of Kalachakra concepts onto the 

Guhyasamaja tradition. In his presentation on the correlation between the five stages (rim lnga) 

and the six-fold practices (sbyor ba yan lag drug) of Guhyasamaja Tantra, Jey Tsongkhapa, in his 

Lamp Brilliantly Illuminating the Five Stages,672 explicates the modes of correlation proposed by 

various schools and traditions, in particular some early masters of the Marpa transmission 

lineage. He demonstrates how the masters correlate the yogic practices673 to the six gradational 

phases of Tantra.674 Jey Tsongkhapa considers the mode proposed by some early masters of 

 
672. Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, Gsang ’dus rim lnga’i rab tu gsal ba’i sgron me, in Gsung ’bum: 

Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 7: 148–152. 

673. Withdrawal (pratyāhāra, sor bsdud), concentration (dhyāna, bsam gtan), wind control (prāṇāyāma, 
srog rtsol), retention (dhāraṇā, ’dzin pa), subsequent application (anusmṛti, rjes dran), and 
meditative stabilization (samādhi, ting nge ’dzin). 

674. Body accentuation (kāyaviveka, lus dben), speech accentuation (vāgaviveka, ngag dben), vajra 
recitation (vajrajāpa, rdor bzlas), mind accentuation (cittaviveka, sems dben), illusory body 
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Marpa transmission lineage of the Guhyasamaja as an imposition of Kalachakra-inspired patterns 

on to the Guhyasamaja Tantra.675 

However, despite the discrepant views held by some masters in the Marpa transmission 

lineage of the Guhyasamaja Tantra, Jey Tsongkhapa adopts his reading of the tantra in 

compliance with the other later masters of the Marpa lineage. In view of hermeneutical and 

soteriological differences, masters like Jey Tsongkhapa devise ways of identifying lineages and 

seeing all lineages as non-contradictory. 

 

Order in Apparent Disorderliness 

The Guhyasamaja teachings received, practiced, and transmitted by Jey Tsongkhapa have their 

origin in Buddha Vajradhara. A lineage was passed down through a string of celestial and human 

masters, including Arya Nagarjuna, wherefrom they diverge in different lineages to converge to a 

large extent in the persons of Marpa and Gö Khukpa Lhaytse in Tibet. All Guhyasamaja lineages 

that channeled through Marpa and Gö converged in Buton Rinchen Drub. Buton passed them 

down through different individuals, mostly uniting in the person of Tsongkhapa. The 

transmission lineages preserved in the Geluk School are primarily attributed to Jey Tsongkhapa. 

 

Transmission of Texts and Teachings 

Drepung Trisur Tenpa Tenzin (1917–2007), in his Sound of the Right-Spiralling Conch: A 

Religious History of Drepung Gomang, wrote that Khangsar Tulku Ngawang Thubten Chokyi 

Wangchuk (c.1880–1941), a Lama from Gomang College of Drepung Monastery, gave oral 

transmissions of Jey Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works or Gsung ’bum eleven times in monasteries 

 
(māyādeha, sgyu lus), and clear light (prabhāsvara, ’od gsal) and unification (yugganaddha, zung 
’jug). 

675. Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i man ngag rim pa lnga rab tu gsal ba’i sgron me (Rim lnga 
gsal sgron), in Gsung ’bum: Tsong kha pa, Zhol edition, Vol. 7: 148–149. 



 

326 
 

of Central Tibet including the three monastic seats of the Geluk School. Khangsar Rinpoche also 

imparted an equal number of oral transmissions of Kanjur, which runs in about 108 volumes, in 

addition to the collection of works of other great masters.676 At about the same time, Gelukpa 

masters were transmitting the Collected Works in monasteries all over Tibet. Even though it was 

not a monastery-mandated curricular requirement for the Gelukpa monks, it is nonetheless 

coveted and cherished by senior monks, including those holding monastic offices and positions 

such as of abbots or principal teachers and reincarnate lamas. For example, in around the dawn 

of the twentieth-century, Drakpa Gyatso (19th–20th c.), a holder of the Hearing Lineage (snyan 

brgyud), passes the transmission of the Collected Works of Tsongkhapa and also his two 

disciples—Gyeltsab Jey and Khedrub Je—to head lamas of local monasteries in Amdo such as 

Jamyang Lekshe Gyatso (1916-?) of Ganden Phuntsok Tengye Ling Monastery677 and Jamyang 

Khyenrab (1892-?) of Geden Tashi Chokhor Ling Monastery.678  

 Although The Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa were printed as early as 1426 and the 

manuscript editions must have existed even earlier, instances of public transmission of 

Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works were reported only as late as the late eighteenth century. Although 

all texts, barring the biographical works and the reprints of canonical texts, in The Collected 

Works were attributed to Tsongkhapa, two facts are relevant. Firstly, Tsongkhapa taught the texts 

compiled in The Collected Works individually during his early years, and instances of the 

transmission of texts collectively have been reported during his lifetime. Secondly, no 

biographical accounts or teaching register show that Tsongkhapa transmitted his teachings in 

 
676. Bstan pa bstan ’dzin, Chos sde chen po dpal ldan ’bras spungs bkra shis sgo mang grwa tshang gi chos 

’byung chos dung g-yas su ’khyil ba’i sgra dbyangs (’Bras spungs sgo mang chos ’byung), 2 vols. 
(Mundgod, Karnataka: Dpal ldan ’bras spungs bkra shis sgo mang dpe mdzod khang, 2003), Vol. 2: 
232. 

677. Lha mchog rgyal, Dgon gong ma’i lo rgyus ’pho ’gyur rang yul srol (Pe cin: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 
2002), 311. 

678. Lha mchog rgyal, Dgon gong ma’i lo rgyus ’pho ’gyur rang yul srol, 325. 
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their entirety to his direct disciples or of the disciples conferring transmissions of the complete 

set of the Collected Works.  

 The above historical events narrate the transmission of Tsongkhapa’s nineteen-volume 

Collected Works at a conducive period of history when the complete transmission of the entire 

collection is held by masters who are single master in a series of continuous sessions. In the earlier 

practices, transmission ideally begins with grand preparatory rituals, including consecration (rab 

gnas) and initiation (dbang) followed by an audible reading of the texts to the recipients. The 

transmission concludes with dedication (bsngo smon) and long-life (bran bzhugs) rituals. A 

master conveys the entire Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa to selected recipients in a 

continuous session that lasts for at least a month. 

For long, it has been a customary publication practice in Tibet to put together sizeable 

works of a master into a comprehensive ‘Collected Works’ (bka’ ’gum, gsung ’bum), which runs 

anywhere from one to over a hundred volumes. Jey Tsongkhapa’s works were formally put 

together as Collected Works of Jey [Tsongkhapa] in 1426. Jey Tsongkhapa began composing short 

poems, and essays from his age of wrote his books in over three decades, marked by the year he 

commenced his writing of Golden Rosary of Perfect Teachings in 1385 till the Fall of the year of 

his death in 1419, when he completed Commentary to “The Chakrasamvara Root Tantra.”  

Jamyang Zhepa Ngawang Tsondru (1648–1722), the most revered member of the 

Drepung Gomang Monastic College, received textual transmissions of the collection of Kanjur in 

its entirety from Kanjurwa Jinpa Gyatso (1629–1695)679, who likely received the transmission 

from Jamyang Namgyel (17th c.). Jamyang Namgyel was a disciple of Kanjurwa Gonpo Sonam 

Chokden (1603–1659), who is a holder of Kanjur transmission, the Forty-sixth Ganden Tripa, 

 
679. As a Lama associated with expertise on Kanjur, Kanjurwa Jinpa Gyatso, according to the postscript 

of a 106-volume edition of Kanjur published in China in 1692, may have contributed in its 
publication. See Jonathan Silk (ed.), “Introduction to Alexander von Staël-Holstein’s Article ‘On a 
Peking Edition of the Tibetan Kanjur Which Seems to be Unknown in the West’,” Journal of the 
International Association of Buddhist Studies, 22/1: 211–249. 
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and a teacher to the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682). The Fifth Dalai 

Lama, in his Waves of Faith, credits his teacher Kanjurawa for retrieving and consolidating 

transmissions of individual Kanjur texts that were scattered across the Tibetan plateau. The Dalai 

Lama narrates that his teacher was pained by the fact that the transmission of the individual texts 

of Kanjur is at a critical stage and needed immediate retrieval and preservation. In the process of 

his search, it is held that Kanjurwa heard that Terton Jatson Nyingpo (1585–1656) has a complete 

transmission of Kanjur. However, upon approaching Terton in 1636, he learned that Terton has 

received a transmission of only the beginning, middle, and final portions of the Kanjur 

collection.680 Though unsure of how complete, Kanjurwa is alleged to have collected transmissions 

from several masters. 

On the contrary, Jamyang Zhepé Dorje (1648–1721/1722), in his Register of Teachings 

Received, lists Gonpo Sonam Chokden as preceded by other Kanjur masters,681 who, according to 

Sakya scholar Sherab Wozer, to as early as the twelfth century.682 

 
680. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Mgon po bsod nams mchog ldan bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan gyi rnam 

thar ngo mtshar dad pa’i rlabs ’phreng, in Gsung ’bum: Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, 28 vols., 
Vol. 11: 327–328. 

681. Jamyang Zhepé Dorje, in his line of transmission in the Register of Teachings Received, lists Gonpo 
Sonam Chokden as preceded by Kanjur transmission masters Lochok Dorje (1595–1671), 
Dorjedenpa (d.u.), and Lhopa Kunkhyen Bagtonpa (d.u.). See ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje, Kun 
mkhyen chen po ’jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje’i gsan yig las bka’ ’gyur gyi mdo phyogs skor gsan 
tshul te tshan pa gnyis pa, in Kun mkhyen ’jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje’i gsung ’bum, Bla brang 
bkra shis ’khyil Edition, 16 vols. (Mundgod, India: Gomang College, 1997), Vol. 4: 129–130. While 
Jamyang Zhepé Dorje’s appears to connect Gonpo Sonam Chokden to Lhopa Kunkhyen Bagtonpa 
and other early masters, the Fifth Dalai Lama, then in his sixty-third year and at a tea-ceremony 
leading to Desi Sangye Gaytso’s coronation, appears to be cruiously discussing the lineage of Kanjur 
transmission. See Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Za hor gyi ban+de ngag dbang blo bzang rgya 
mtsho’i ’di snang ’khrul pa’i rol rtsed rtogs brjod kyi tshul du bkod pa, in Gsung ’bum: Ngag dbang 
blo bzang rgya mtsho, Vol. 7: 190. 

682. Sherab Wozer lists Bari Lotsawa Rinchen Drak (1014–1112) and Tengpa Lotsawa Tsultrim Jungney 
(1107–1190) among the earliest Kanjur transmission masters and credits them and the later masters 
including Zhonnu Tsultrim (13th c.) for preserving Kanjur transmission in Tibet. However, he does 
not provide any background details. See Shes rab ’od zer, Collected Writings of ’Phreng-po Gter-chen 
Śes-rab-’od-zer (Gangtok: Gonpo Tseten, 1977), Vol 1.231.  
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Jamyang Zhepé Dorje was fortunate that, unlike Kanjurwa Gonpo Sonam Chokden, he 

was able to receive textual transmission of Kanjur texts according to the Gyaltse Thempangma 

(Rgyal rtse them spangs ma) edition in its entirety from his teacher and transmission master 

Kanjurwa Jinpa Gyatso.683 However, this was not the case as far as the transmission of the writings 

of Tsongkhapa was concerned. Active in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 

Jamyang Zhepa had to be content with transmissions of only those writings from Tsongkhapa’s 

Collected Works that his teachers happen to hold.  

The mid-eighteenth century provides one of the early glimpses into the retrieval and 

consolidation of the textual transmission of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works. One of the most 

instrumental masters in this regard is Longdol Lama Ngawang Lobzang, a prominent eighteenth-

century Gelukpa lama from Sera Jey Monastery and a repository of an unending list of 

transmissions including of Kanjur and Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works.  

A study of the biographies of Longdol Lama and the records of transmission lineages in 

Stairway to Liberation recounts how, for the sake of consolidation of the textual transmissions of 

the collection of Tsongkhapa’s writings, he relied on at least forty transmission masters spanning 

over five decades. They include: Lobzang Palden Yeshe (1663–1737), Phurchok Ngawang Jampa 

(1682–1762), the Seventh Dalai Lama Kelzang Gyatso (1708–1757), Sharchen Ngawang 

Chodrak (1710–1772), Takpu Lobzang Tenpé Gyaltsen (1714–1762), Changkya Rolpé Dorje 

Tenpe Dronme (1718–1786), Konchok Jigme Wangpo (1728–1791), Won Gyalse Kelzang 

Thubten Jigme Gyatso (1743–1811), Lobzang Thokmey (17th–18th c.), Chozang Paljor Drakpa 

(17th–18th c.), Chuwar Gedun Tashi (17th–18th c.), Pelri Ngawang Dondrub (17th–18th c.), 

Dakpo Lobzang Jinpa (17th–18th c.), Dongkong Chö Dorje (17th–18th c.), Dongkong Sonam 

 
683. Jamyang Zhepé Dorje mentions Tselpa and Thempangma editions and followed the latter, which was 

based on the Narthang Edition. See ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje, Kun mkhyen chen po ’jam 
dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje’i gsan yig las bka’ ’gyur gyi mdo phyogs skor gsan tshul te tshan pa gnyis 
pa, in Kun mkhyen ’jam dbyangs bzhad pa’i rdo rje’i gsung ’bum, Bla brang bkra shis ’khyil Edition, 
Vol. 4: 129–130. 
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Wangpo (17th–18th c.), Ludrub Gyatso (18th c.), Ngari Geshe Thokmey (18th c.), Ngawang 

Trinlé Zangpo (17th–18th c.), Phuntsok Gyatso (17th–18th c.), Lobzang Chopel (17th–18th c.), 

Rinchen Jampel Chochok (17th–18th c.), Paljor Drakpa (17th–18th c.), Reting Lobzang Dondrub 

(17th–18th c.), Dedruk Lobzang Namgyel (17th–18th c.), Sertse Lobzang Namgyel (17th–18th 

c.), Kelzang Thupten (17th–18th c.), Zhizang Gelek Gyaltsen (17th–18th c.), Nyendrak (17th–

18th c.), Lobzang Gyaltsen (17th–18th c.), Kachu Thabkhey Gyatso (18th c.), Rinchen Drakpa 

(18th c.), Lobzang Tsultrim (18th c.), Zhangzhung Yeshe Thayé (18th c.), and Drakri Ngawang 

Dondrub (18th c.). Another ten masters, from whom he inherited transmissions of teachings of 

Tsongkhapa’s works conveyed through Tsongkhapa, are Trichen Ngawang Chokden (1677–

1751), Yulgyel Choktu (17th–18th c.), Chuwar Gedun Tashi (17th–18th c.), Trinlé Lhundrup 

(17th–18th c.), Geré Lhatsun (17th–18th c.), Nupton Zedpé Dorje (17th–18th c.), Kelzang 

Thubten Gyatso (17th–18th c.), Gedun Phuntsok (17th–18th c.), Zhiwalha Phakpa Gelek 

Gyaltsen (1720–1799), and Ngawang Kunga Lodro (1729–1783).684 

 In his Stairway to Liberation, Longdol Lama meticulously lists the titles and pages of 

Tsongkhapa’s writings according to the Tashi Lhunpo Edition of The Collected Works specify the 

transmissions that he does not hold. A cursory scan through his own two-volume Collected Works 

points to about three dozen texts.685 Further research on the development of textual transmission 

by Gelukpa masters of the nineteenth through the twenty-first century will shed more light on the 

retrieval and consolidation of the transmission of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works.  

Longdol Lama Ngawang Lobzang, in the course of drawing an exhaustive list of scriptures 

and exegeses in his List of Essential Writings for the Holders of the Geden Tradition, further 

 
684. Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Bya bral rnal ’byor pa zhig gis mdo sngags chos rnams thob po’i 

thob yig thar pa’i them skas,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, Vol. TSA, Section 17: 
793–976. See also Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Thob yig thar pa’i them skas mdo sngags kyi 
khrid kyi skor sogs kyi tho dang rgyud yig skor brgyud kyi phyi ma,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag 
dbang blo bzang, Vol. TSHA, Section 18: 977–1067. 

685. Loc. cit. 
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shortlists a handful of works that he considered quintessential. First among these was “a complete 

transmission of The Collected Works of Tsongkhapa, which, according to the Tashi Lhunpo 

edition, for example, has nineteen volumes including the eighteen [standard] volumes and a 

volume of sealed writings (bka’ rgya ma).”686 

Nonetheless, Longdol wrote in his Stairway to Liberation that the Seventh Dalai Lama 

Kelzang Gyatso (1708–1757) gave transmission of fifteen volumes of Tsongkhapa’s Collected 

Works at the request of Tatsak Jedrung Lobzang Palden and others. However, he did not explicate 

any further on his sources or of ways the Seventh Dalai Lama received the said transmission. On 

the other hand, Longdol Lama himself appeared to have relied on around forty masters to seek 

transmissions of Tsongkhapa’s writings, a few of which he did not find. Had transmission truly 

preexisted and, favorably, in the hands of the Seventh Dalai Lama and the masters to whom he 

conferred, Longdol Lama’s effort to seek transmission from around forty masters necessitate a 

more credible explanation. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

In brief, the oral and textual transmission of sutra and tantric scriptures and treatises as well as 

the teachings originating from Tsongkhapa remain crucial for preservation and perpetuation of 

the Buddhist tradition in the Geluk School. Just as the transmissions of Kanjur and Tenjur 

represent the continuation, in textuality and orality, of the authorized teachings of Buddha 

Shakyamuni and their exegesis, the transmissions of the writings compiled in The Collected 

Works of Jey Tsongkhapa reflects the continuation of the most authorized Tibetan exegetical work 

on the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni and classical Indian treatises for the Geluk School. 

 
686. Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, “Dge ldan ring lugs ’dzin pa gsan rgya che bar ’dod pa rnams la 

phan pa’i mtshan tho,” Gsung ’bum: Klong rdol ngag dbang blo bzang, Section ZHA (21): 1137. 
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Epilogue 

 
Tsongkhapa was unique. “So is everyone,” I dare say. Yet Tsongkhapa’s uniqueness lies in what 

he means to the millions of Buddhists, particularly for his followers of the Geluk School across the 

globe over many centuries. Owing to the divinization by his biographers and its acceptance of the 

devouts, his personality has evolved, possibly striding two steps ahead or behind his true historical 

self. The deification of Tsongkhapa as an emanation of multiple Buddhist divinities extends a 

reciprocal divine authority to the one deifying as much as to the one who is deified. For the 

devouts, the reciprocity is return in merits. There is no denial of or objection to the deification, 

except that Tsongkhapa himself did not lay claim to any divine status or of connection thereof, 

either explicitly or implicitly. Simply put, there is no first-person statement from Tsongkhapa 

asserting such status.  

   There is also nothing wrong with elevating a person to the status of divinity for so long it 

allows people to genuinely appreciate Tsongkhapa for who he claims to be, and not otherwise.  

 Irrespective of the deification, Tsongkhapa’s life is a journey of a young seven-year novice 

monk who evolves in the remaining years of his life to become the founder of the largest Tibetan 

Buddhist school, whose membership includes the Dalai Lamas and Panchen Lamas of Tibet. The 

founding of the central Geluk monastery of Ganden, nurturing of disciples that would grow into 

millions, organizing of religious congregation that became one of Tibet’s most celebrated festivals, 

and others contributed to the growth of the school. However, at the core of all these is his much-

celebrated Collected Works of Jey Tsongkhapa, which contains more than 400 titles in 16,946 

pages published in eighteen or nineteen volumes according to popular editions.  

This dissertation focuses on the role of The Collected Works in the formation of the Geluk 

School in Tibet during the fourteenth-fifteenth centuries. The dissertation, in no way, minimizes 

the significance of other socio-cultural, political, and economic factors, which have contributed to 
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the formation and growth of the school in their effective ways. However, this dissertation contends 

the role of Tsongkhapa’s oeuvre in the formation and growth of the school is second to none. 

 The dissertation presents how the strength and uniqueness of Tsongkhapa’s writings lie 

in his uncompromising regard for classical Indian scriptures and treatises, which he sees as an 

unyielding vanguard in the presentation and elucidation of the Buddha’s teachings. This regard 

has comprehensively shaped the educational orientation in the Gelukpa monastic academia, 

where classical Indian scriptures and treatises constitute the primary course texts throughout 

their programs, leading to the highest Geshe Lharampa degree, which is loosely equivalent to the 

degree of the Doctorate in Divinity (D.Div.). Among Tibetan texts, Gelukpa schools accord their 

highest regard to the works of Tsongkhapa that skilfully unravel, incisively analyze, and rationally 

establish the meaning and import of the classical scriptures and treatises. The complementary 

course works comprising of Tibetan texts were mostly written by highly learned disciples of 

Tsongkhapa, including Gyeltsab Jey (1364–1432), Khedrub Jey (1385–1438), and the First Dalai 

Lama Gedun Drub (1391–1474), who all express their conviction in the Tsongkhapa’s 

elucidations. The collegiate textbooks called Yigcha, despite their superficial differences, 

invariably subscribe to the Indian scriptures and treatises and the writings of Tsongkhapa. The 

works of Tsongkhapa remain central to Gelukpa spirituality and intellectualism, which 

significantly characterize the school’s tradition.  

 Similarly, Tsongkhapa's writings have been studied and transmitted in unbroken 

continuity to this day. For centuries, masters have persevered to not only understand the 

intellectual import of Tsongkhapa’s writings but also preserve the oral transmission of his 

teachings in an unbroken chain of transmission masters of the oral lineage.  

 Today the person and writings of Tsongkhapa remain central for the Gelukpa School to 

the extent that the rejection of the either entails the culpability for outright annulment or 

disqualification of membership from the Geluk school. No founder of schools in the Tibetan 

Buddhist tradition earns as much preeminence as Tsongkhapa. 
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  This unequaled regard for Tsongkhapa is well articulated in the words of the Fifth Dalai 

Lama Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (1617–1682), one of Tibet’s most celebrated Buddhist scholars 

and a leading authority on the Gelukpa thought, philosophy and practice. A reincarnate Lama in 

the line of Jey Gedun Drub, who is the principal disciple of Jey Tsongkhapa, the Fifth Dalai Lama 

praises Tsongkhapa for excelling all great scholars and practitioners of Tibet, as guardedly and 

tactfully wrote: 

In fact, spiritually realized masters such as ‘the Twenty-five [Disciples] comprising 
of the King and his Subjects’ of the Period of the Early Diffusion (snga dar), and 
others including the Great Translator Drokmi, the Three Whites [—Sachen Kunga 
Nyingpo, Jey Sonam Tsemo, and Drakpa Gyaltsen,] and Mar[pa] and Mi[larepa] 
of the Period of Later Diffusion (phyi dar) may be mutually comparable [to Jey 
Tsongkhapa] from the point of their spiritual accomplishments including the 
qualities of the generation and completion practices. However, from the point of 
intellectual authority on myriad fields such as the three-fold vows, including the 
Pratimoksha Vows, the hermeneutical treatises on the four-fold schools of thought 
and philosophy, and writings on logic and grammar, there is a difference of 
superiority and inferiority. 
 Similarly, those possessing intellectual mastery on the five traditional 
sciences (gnas lnga rig pa) such as Sa[kya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen], Ngok [Loden 
Sherab], Shong[ton Dorje Gyaltsen], Pang [Lodro Tenpa], Buton [Rinchen Drub], 
and others may be mutually comparable [to Jey Tsongkhapa] from the point of 
their elucidation of the misunderstandings and misinterpretations in the studies 
and contemplation. However, from the point of how, with the blessings of Lord 
Manjushri, he established, in an unprecedented manner, the explicit topic of 
emptiness, which forms the unique view of Arya Nagarjuna, as well as the secret 
and profound topics such as the Illusory Body (sgyu lus), many of which were 
beyond the scope of comprehension of the early scholars and practitioners, are 
vividly evident.687  
 

The credibility of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s praise of Tsongkhapa lies in the uniqueness of 

Tsongkhapa’s writings, which well mirrors his personality as a true, Buddhist scholar-

practitioner. 

One of the masters listed above is Buton Rinchen Drub (1290–1364), a prominent master 

from whom Tsongkhapa indirectly received a trove of sutra and tantra transmissions. With 

twenty-eight volumes of writings covering an enormous breadth of academic topics and 

 
687. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, Dmigs brtse ma’i Tikka tshig don rab gsal, in Gsung ’bum, 28 vols. 

(Pe cin: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2009), Vol. 15: 363–364.  
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disciplines, Buton was celebrated as one of the most prolific scholars, translators, editors, 

historians, and authors. Before Buton died, Tibet saw the coming of Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang 

Drakpa (1357–1419). With his incisive, analytical, and rational approach to knowledge and 

practice of Buddhism centered on the classical Indian Buddhist scriptures and treatises, he 

changed the epistemic, hermeneutic, and philosophical approach to education and knowledge on 

the Tibetan plateau. Centuries later, when budding Tibetan scholars grappled for sthe quest of 

pure knowledge, from behind their shoulder, they hear their friend whisper these two lines:  

 
If you have not seen it, study Bu.688  
If you have not grasped it, read Jey. 689  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

  

 
688. Bu refers to Buton Rinchen Drub. At the age of twenty, when Rinchen Drub excelled in his monastic 

debates, his colleagues remarked that he was highly learned like his teacher. They then called him 
Buton (bu ston), meaning “the learned [spiritual] son.” 

689. Je refers to Je Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa. The word Je, meaning ‘master’ or ‘lord,’ is also an 
abbreviation of Tsonakhapa’s honorific name—Je Rinpoche, meaning ‘precious master’ or ‘precious 
lord.’  
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Appendix  

Abhayakaragupta (abhayākaragupta, ’jigs med 
’byung gnas sbas pa, d.1125) 
Abhidharma (abhidharma, mngon pa) 
Achalanatha (acalanātha, mi g-yo mgon po) 
Adhimuktipramodagarbha (ādhimukti-pramoda-
garbha, mos pa rab tu dga’ ba) 
Akarasiddhi (ākarasiddhi, *’byung gnas grub thob, 
12th–13th c.) 
Akya Lobzang Thubten Jigme Gyatso (a skya blo 
bzang thub bstan ’jigs med rgya mtsho, b.1950) 
Akya Tulku (a kya sprul sku) 
Amdo (a mdo) 
Amdo Nawoche (a mdo sna bo che) 
Ameyzhab Ngawang Kunga Sonam (a myes zhabs 
ngag dbang kun dga’ bsod nams, 1597–1659)  
Amitayu (amitāyu, tshe dpag med) 
Amluk (am lugs)  
Amoghasiddhi (amoghasiddhi, don yod grub pa) 
Ananta (ānanta) 
An-Hsi (an shi) 
Arik Geshe Gyaltsen Wozer (a rig dge bshes rgyal 
mtshan ’od zer, 1726–1803) 
Aryadeva (āryadeva, ’phags pa lha, c. 200–250 CE) 
Asangha (asaṅga, thogs med, c. 300–370 CE) 
Atisha (atiśa, a ti sha), also Atisha Dipankara 
Atisha Dipankara (atiśa dipāṅkara, mar me mdzad, 
982–1054) 
Avadhuti (avadhūti, a va dhu’ ti pa) 
Avalokiteshvara (avalokiteśvara, spyan ras gzigs) 
Ba Ratna (sba ratna, 8th c.) 
Ba Selnang (sba gsal snang, 8th c.) 
Balahaka (balāhaka, sprin gyi shugs can) 
Balti Drachompa Sempa Gyaltsen (sbal ti dgra bcom 
pa sems dpa’ rgyal mtshan, circa. 1130–d.1214)  
Balti Kazhipa Losel (sbal ti dka’ bzhi pa blo gsal, 
mid-14th–mid-15th c.)  
Bari Lotsawa Rinchen Drak (ba ri lo tsA ba rin chen 
brag, 1014–1112)  
Baser Kachupa (’ba’ ser dka’ bcu pa) 
Baso Chojé (ba so chos rje), see Baso Chokyi 
Gyaltsen 
Baso Chokyi Gyaltsen (ba so chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 
1402–1473) 
Bepé Nyima (spas pa’i nyi ma, *sūryagupta) 
Brikuti Devi (bhṛkuṭi devi, 7th c.) 
Buddhapalita (buddhapālita, sangs rgyas bskyangs, 
circa 470–550) 
Buddhirakshita (buddhirakṣita, blo sems ’tsho) 

Bumram (’bum rams) 
Buton Rinchen Drub (bu ston rin chen grub, 1290–
1364) 
Chahar Lobzang Tsultrim (cha har blo bzang tshul 
khrims, 1740–1810) 
Chak Lotsawa Chojé Pel (chag lo tsA ba chos rje 
dpal, 1197–1263/4) 
Chakrasamvara (cakrasaṃvara, ’khor lo bde mchog) 
Chandrahari (candrahari, zla ba Senggé) 
Chandrakirti (candrakīrti, zla ba grags pa, 600–650) 
Changkya Rolpé Dorje (lcang skya rol pa’ rdo rJey, 
1718–1786) 
Che Doseng (lce mdo seng) 
Chel Lotsawa Chokyi Zangpo (dpyal lo tswa ba chos 
kyi bzang po)  
Chen’nga Chodrak (spyan snga chos grags, circa 14–
15th c.) 
Chen’nga Chokyi Gyalpo (spyan snga chos kyi rgyal 
po, 1335–1407) 
Chen’nga Drakpa Jangchub (spyan snga grags pa 
byang chub, 1356–1386) 
Chen’nga Tsultrim Bar (spyan snga tshul khrims 
’bar, 1038–1103) 
Cheton Kunga Zangpo (lce ston kun dga’ bzang po, 
14th–15th c.) 
Chim Jampel Yang (13th–14th c.) 
Chim Lobzang Drakpa (mchims blo bznag grags pa, 
1299–1375)  
Chimé Rabgye (’chi med rab rgyas), also Zangzang 
Nering  
Chodrak Gyatso (chos grags rgya mtsho, 1454–
1506), the Seventh Karmapa 
Chodrak Yeshe (chos grags ye shes, 1453–1526), the 
Fourth Zhamarpa 
Chojé Dondrub Rinchen (chos rje don grub rin chen, 
1309–1385) 
Chojé Sogyel (chos rje bsod rgyal), also Chojé 
Sonam Gyaltsen 
Chojé Sonam Gyaltsen (chos rje bsod nams rgyal 
mtshan), also Chojé Sogyal 
Choku Wozer (chos sku ’od zer), also Chowö  
Chokyab Zangpo (chos skyabs bzang po, 14th c.) 
Chokyi Gyaltsen (chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 1938–
1989), the Tenth Panchen Lama 
Chokyi Pelba (chos kyi dpal ba)  
Cholung (chos lung) 
Chomden Rikpé Reldri (bcom ldan rig[s] pa’i ral gri, 
1227–1305) 

Transliteration of Tibetan, Sanskrit and Chinese Names 
Transliteration Schemas: Turell Wylie (Tibetan); International Alphabet of Sanskrit 
Transliteration (Sanskrit), and Pinyin (Chinese) 
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Chowö (chos ’od) 
Chozang Peljor Drakpa (chos bzang dpal ’byor grags 
pa, 17th–18th c.) 
Chungzang (cung bzang, a minister, 8th c.) 
Chuwar Gedun Tashi (chu bar dge ’dun bkra shis, 
17th–18th c.) 
Cö (gcod) 
Dakpo Lobzang Jinpa (dwags po blo bzang sbyin pa, 
17th–18th c.) 
Damchö Pelbar (dam chos dpal ’bar, 1523–1599), 
the Twenty-sixth Gaden Tripa 
Darmo Lobzang Chodrak (dar mo blo bzang chos 
grags, 1638–1710) 
Dargyeling Monastery  
Daryulwa (dar yul ba, circa. 14th c.) 
Dechen Chokhor (bde chen chos ’khor) 
Dedruk Lobzang Namgyel (sde drug blo bzang rnam 
rgyal, 17th–18th c.) 
Delek Gonpo (bde legs mgon po) 
Denbak Mawé Senggé (’dan bag smra ba’i sengge, 
17th–18th c) 
Desi Sangye Gyatso (sde srid sangs rgyas rgya 
mtsho, 1653–1705) 
Devakara (devākāra, lha’i ’byung gnas) 
Devakarachandra (devākāracandra, lha’i ’byung 
gnas zla ba) 
Dewachen (bde ba can) 
Dharma Shri (dharmaśrī, chos kyi dpal ba) 
Dharma Zangpo (dar ma bzang po, 14th–15th c.) 
Dharmakirti (dharmakīrti, chos kyi grags pa) 
Dipankara (dīpaṅkara, dmar me mdzad), also Atisha 
Dok Yeshe Senggé (ldog ye shes sengge) 
Dolpa Marshurwa Sherab Gyatso (dol pa dmar zhur 
ba ses rab rgya mtsho, 1059–1131) 
Dombhi Heruka (ḍombhi heruka, Dom bhi he ru ka) 
Domé (mdo smad) 
Dondrub Rinchen (don grub rin chen, 1309–1385), 
also Chojé Dondrub Rinchen 
Dongkong Cho Dorje (gdong kong chos rdo rJey, 
17th–18th c.) 
Dongkong Sonam Wangpo (gdong kong bsod nams 
dbang po, 17th–18th c.) 
Dongton Yeshe Pel (ldong ston ye shes dpal, 14th–
15th c.), also Jñanashri 
Donyo Dorje (don yod rdo rJey, 1463–1512), a 
Rinpung ruler  
Donyo Neljor (don yod rnal ’byor) 
Doram (rdo rams) 
Dorje Lodro Rinchen (rdo rje blo gros rin chen) 
Dorje Rinchen (rdo rje rin chen, 14th–15th c.) 
Dorjedenpa (rdo rje gdan pa) 
Dragon Kazhipa Rinchen Pel (gra dgon dka’ bzhi pa 
rin chen dpal, Gsang ’dus pa, 14th c.) 
Dragor Chokyab Sangpo (bra gor chos skyabs bzang 
po, 14th c.) 
Drakpa Gyaltsen (grags pa rgyal mtshan) 
Drakpa Gyatso (grags pa rgya mtsho, 19th–20th c.) 
Drakpa Lodro (grags pa blo gros, 14th–15th c.) 

Drakpa Shenyen (grags pa bshes gnyen), also 
Drakshe 
Drakri Ngawang Dondrub (brag ri ngag dbang don 
grub, 18th c.) 
Dratsang Yikcha (grwa tshang yig cha) 
Dratsepa Rinchen Namgyel (sgra tshad pa rin chen 
rnam rgyal, 1318–1388) 
Drawo Monastery (gra bo dgon) 
Drepung (’bras spungs) 
Drepung Gomang (’bras spungs sgo mang) 
Drepung Losel Ling (’bras spungs blo gsal gling) 
Drepung Tripa Tenpa Tenzin (’bras spungs khri pa 
bstan pa bstan ’dzin, 1917–2007) 
Drigung Jigten Gonpo Rinchen Pel (’bri gung ’jig 
rten mgon po rin chen dpal, 1143–1217) 
Drigung Thil (’bri gung thel) 
Drolungpa Lodro Jungne (gro lung pa blo gros 
’byung gnas, 11th–12th c.) 
Dromton Gyalwé Jungney (’brom ston rgyal ba’i 
’byung gnas, 1004–1064) 
Droton Kunga Gyaltsen (gro ston kun dga’ rgyal 
mtshan, 1338–1400/1401), also Kungyelwa 
Drumbu Lung (grum bu lung) 
Duldzin Drakpa Gyaltsen (’dul ’dzin grags pa rgyal 
mtshan, 1374–1434)  
Dulnag Dpal ldan bzang po (’dul nag dpal ldan 
bzang po) 
Dulwa Chojé Wozer Gyatso (’dul ba chos rje ’od zer 
rgya mtsho, 1557–1623) 
Dungkar Lobzang Trinlé (dung dkar blo bzang 
’phrin las, 1927–1997) 
Dungri (dung ri) 
Düsum Khyenpa (dus gsum mkhyen pa, 1110–
1193), the First Karmapa 
Dzingji (rdzing ji) 
Dzogchen (rdzogs chen) 
Ganden Drubchö (dga’ ldan sgrub mchod) 
Ganden Jangtse (dga’ ldan byang rtse) 
Ganden Phuntsok Tengye Ling Monastery (dge ldan 
phun tshogs bstan rgyas gling) 
Ganden Yangpachen (dga’ ldan yangs pa can) 
Ganden Shartse (dga’ ldan shar rtse) 
Ganden Tripa (dga’ ldan khri pa) 
Gadong (dga’ gdong) 
Gampopa Sonam Rinchen (sgam po pa bsod nams 
rin chen, 1079–1153) 
Ganden (dga’ ldan) 
Ganden Ling (dga’ ldan gling) 
Gangchen Tso (gangs can mtsho) 
Garmi Yonten Yungdrung (gar mi yon tan g-yung 
drung, 10th–11th c.)  
Geden (dge ldan) 
Geden Tashi Chokhor Ling (dge ldan bkra shis chos 
’khor gling)  
Gedingpa Choku Wozer (dge sdings pa zhos sku ’od 
zer), also Chowö 
Gedun Drub (dge ’dun grub, 1391–1474), the First 
Dalai Lama 
Gedun Gyatso (dge ’dun rgya mtsho, 1475–1542), 
the Second Dalai Lama  
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Gedun Phuntsok (dge ’dun phun tshogs, 17th–18th 
c.) 
Gekyong (dge skyong, 14th c.) 
Geré Lhatsun (ge re lha btsun pa, 17th–18th c.) 
Geshe Shaton (dge bshes sha ston, 14th–15th c.)  
Gilgit (bru sha/gru sha) 
Gö Khukpa Lhetsé (’gos khug pa lhas btsas, 11th c.) 
Gomishra (gomiśra, go mishra) 
Gompa Rinchen Tsondru (sgom pa rin chen brtson 
’grus, 16th c.) 
Gongkar (gong dkar) 
Gongsum Dechenpa Chokyi Pelba (gong gsum bde 
chen chos kyi dpal ba, mid-14th–mid-15th c.) 
Gonpawa Wangchuk Gyaltsen (dgon pa ba dbang 
phyug rgyal mtshan, 1016–1083) 
Gonpo Sonam Chokden (mgon po bsod nams mchog 
ldan) 
Gonzang (mgon bzang, 14th c.). 
Gorampa Sonam Sengge (go rams pa bsod nams 
sengge, 1429–1489) 
Götsangpa Gonpo Dorje (rgod tshang pa mgon po 
rdo rJey, 1189–1258) 
Guhyasamaja (guhyasamāja, gsang ba ’dus pa) 
Guhyasamaja Akshobhya (gsang ’dus mi bskyod pa, 
guhyasamāja-akṣhobhya) 
Gunaprabha (guṇaprabhā, yon tan ’od) 
Gunashri (gu na śrī, yon tan dpal, 14th–15th c.) 
Gungru Gyaltsen Zangpo (gung ru rgyal mtshan 
bzang po, 1383–1450) 
Gungthang Konchok Tenpé Dronmé (gung thang 
dkon mchog bstan pa’i sgron me, 1762–1823) 
Guru Chowang (gu ru chos dbang, 1212–1270) 
Guru Padmasambhava (gu ru padma ’byung gnas) 
Gyaltsen Pel (rgyal mtshan dpal, 1213–1258) 
Gyalwang Chojé Lobzang Trinlé Namgyel (rgyal 
dbang chos rje blo bzang ’phrin las rnam rgyal, 19th 
c.) 
Gyangro Jangchub Bum (gyang ro byang chub ’bum, 
13th–14th c.) 
Gyeltsab Chojé (rgyal tshab chos rje), see Gyeltsab 
Dharma Rinchen 
Gyeltsab Dharma Rinchen (rgyal tshab dar ma rin 
chen, 1364–1432) 
Gyuchen Konchok Yarphel (rgyud chen dkon mchog 
yar ’phel) 
Gyuchen Kunga Dhondrub (rgyud chen kun dga’ 
don grub, 1419–1486) 
Gyuchen Sangye Gyatso (rgyud chen sangs rgyas 
rgya mtsho) 
Gyuchen Tashi Phak (rgyud chen bkra shis ’phags) 
Gyuchen Tsondru Phak (rgyud chen brtson ’grus 
’phags) 
Gyumé (rgyud smad) 
Gyuto (rgyud stod) 
Heshang Moheyan (héshang móhēyǎn, hwa shang 
ma ha ya na) 
Hevajra (hevajra, kye rdo rje) 
Hor (hor) 

Horton Namkha Pel (hor ston nam mkha’ dpal, 
1373–1447) 
Indrabhuti (indrabhūti, indra bhu’ ti), also 
Indrabodhi 
Indrabodhi (indrabodhi, indra bo di), also 
Indrabhuti 
Indraketu (indraketu, dbang po’i tog) 
Jagangpa Sonam Rinchen (bya sgang pa bsod nams 
rin chen) 
Jakhyung Dargyeling Monastery (bya khyung dar 
rgyas gling dgon) 
Jakhyung Monastery (bya khung dgon) 
Jamchen Chojé Shakya Yeshe (byams chen chos rje 
shAkya ye shes, 1354–1435) 
Jamgag Pakshi (’jam gag pak shi, 13th–14th c.), also 
Chim Jampel Yang 
Jamgon Kongtrul Lodro Thayé (’jam mgon kong 
sprul blo gros mtha’ yas, 1813–1899)  
Jamkarwa Jampel Chozang (’jam dkar ba ’jam dpal 
chos bzang) 
Jampa Ling (byams pa gling) 
Jampel Rinchen (’jam dpal rin chen), also Jamrin 
Jampel Tashi (’jam dpal bkra shis, 14th c.) 
Jamrinpa (’jam rin pa, 14th c.), also Jampel 
Rinchen 
Jamyang Chojé Tashi Palden (’jam dbyangs chos rje 
bkra shis dpal ldan, 1379–1449)  
Jamyang Chokyi Pelba (’jam dbyangs chos kyi dpal 
ba, 1316–1397), also Chokyi Pelba 
Jamyang Gawé Lodro (’jam dbyangs dga’ ba’i blo 
gros, 1429–1503) 
Jamyang Gedun Phel (’jam dbyangs dge ’dun ’phel) 
Jamyang Khyenrab (’jam dbyangs mkhyen rab, 
1892–?)  
Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo (’jam dbyangs mkhyen 
brtse chos kyi dbang po, 1820–1892)  
Jamyang Lekshe Gyatso (’jam dbyangs legs bshad 
rgya mtsho, 1916–?) 
Jamyang Namgyel (’jam dbyangs rnam rgyal, 17th 
c.) 
Jamyang Zhepa Ngawang Tsondru (’jam dbyangs 
bzhad pa’i rdo rje ngag dbang brtson ’grus, 1648–
1722), also Jamyang Zhepé Dorje 
Jamyang Zhepé Dorje (’jam dbyangs bzhad pa), also 
Jamyang Zhepa Ngawang Tsondru 
Jangchub Lama (byang chub bla ma) 
Jangchub Wö (byang chub ’od, 948–1078) 
Jangsewa (byang se ba, 14th–15th c.) 
Jangtse Chojé (byang rtse chos rje) 
Jey Rinpoche (rje rin po che) 
Jey Sherab Senggé (rje shes rab sengge, 1383–1445) 
Jey Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (rje tsong kha pa 
blo bzang grags pa, 1357–1419) 
Jedzing (bye rdzing) 
Jetsun Chokyi Gyaltsen (rje btsun chos kyi rgyal 
mtshan, 1469–1544/6) 
Jincheng Gongzhu (kyim sheng kong jo) 
Jñanagarbha (jñānagarbha, ye shes snying po, circa 
8th c.) 
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Jñanakara (jñānakāra, ye shes ’byung gnas, 11th–
12th c.) 
Jñanapada (jñānapada, ye shes zhabs, 9th c.) 
Jñanasutra (jñānasūtra, ye shes mdo) 
Jonang (jo nang) 
Jonang Chokle Namgyal (jo nang phyogs las rnam 
rgyal, 1306–1386) 
Jotsowa Phakpa Wö Yonten Gyatso (jo mtsho ba 
’phags pa yon tan rgya mtsho, 14th c.), also Phakwö  
Jowo Mikyö Dorje (jo bo mi bskyod rdo rje) 
Jowo Shakyamuni (jo bo shAkya mu ni) 
Kachen (dka’ chen) 
Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen (dka’ chen ye shes rgyal 
mtshan, 1713–1793) 
Kachu (dka’ bcu) 
Kachu Thabkhey Gyatso (dka’ bcu thabs mkhas rgya 
mtsho, 18th c.) 
Kadampa (bka’ ’gdams pa) 
Kalachakra (kālacakra, dus ’khor) 
Kamalashila (kamalaśīla, pad ma’i ngang tshul, circa 
740–795) 
Kambala (kambala, also kambala-pāda and 
kambalāmbara-pāda, lwa ba pa, fl. 10th c.) 
Kanjurwa Gonpo Sonam Chokden (bka’ ’gyur mgon 
po bsod nams mchog ldan, 1603–1659) 
Kanjurwa Jinpa Gyatso (bka’ ’gyur ba sbyin pa rgya 
mtsho, 1629–1695)  
Ka-Nying (bka’ rnying)  
Karam (bka’ rams) 
Karma Chakmé Ragasya (karma chags med rA ga a 
sya, 1613–1678) 
Karma Pakshi (karma pakshi, 1204/06–1283), the 
Second Karmapa 
Karma Vajra (las kyi rdo rje) 
Karmapa Deshin Shekpa (karma pa de bzhin gshegs 
pa, 1384–1415), the Fifth Karmapa 
Kashgar (shu lig, also shu leg) 
Kashmir (kha che, also kha che’i yul) 
Kashyapa (kaśyapa, ’od srungs) 
Katokpa Dampa Deshek (kah thog dam pa bde 
gshegs, 1122–1192)  
Kawa Drimé Wö (dka’ ba dri med ’od) 
Kazhipa Drakpa Gyaltsen (bka’ bzhi pa grags pa 
rgyal mtshan, 14th–15th c.) 
Kazhipa Losel (dka’ bzhi pa blo gsal, 1326–1409) 
Kazhipa Sherseng (dka’ bzhi pa sher seng, 14th c.)  
Kazhipa Tsultrim Rinchen (dka’ bzhi pa tshul 
khrims rin chen, 14th c.) 
Kelzang Gyatso (bskal bzang rgya mtsho, 1708–
1757), the Seventh Dalai Lama 
Kelzang Thubten Gyatso (bskal bzang thub bstan 
dbang phyug, 17th–18th c.) 
Kelzang Thubten Jigme Gyatso (skal bzang thub 
bstan ’jigs med rgya mtsho, 1743–1811) 
Kelzang Thupten (skal bzang thub bstan, 17th–18th 
c.) 
Kham (khams) 
Khangsar Ngawang Thubten Chokyi Wangchuk 
(khang gsar ngag dbang thub bstan chos kyi dbang 
phyug, 1880–1941) 

Kharnak Peljor Gyatso (mkhar nag dpal ’byor bzang 
po, 16–17th c.) 
Khedrub Dorje Zangpo (mkhas grub rdo rje bzang 
po, 16th c.) 
Khedrub Gelek Pelzang (mkhas grub dge legs dpal 
bzang, 1385–1438) 
Khedrub Jey (mkhas grub rje), also Khedrub Gelek 
Pelzang  
Khedrub Tenpa Dargyé (mkhas grub bstan pa dar 
rgyas, 1493–1568) 
Khenpo Chorin (mkhan po chos rin, 14th–15th c.) 
Khonton Gepa Kirti (’khon gad pa kirti, 10th–11th 
c.) 
Khon Konchok Gyalpo (’khon dkon mchog rgyal po, 
1034–1102) 
Khuton Ngodrup (khu ston dngos grub, fl. 11th c) 
Khyenrab Tenpa Chopel (mkhyen rab bstan pa chos 
’phel, 1804–1907/1908) 
Khyungchenpa (khyung chen pa) 
Khyungpo Lhepa (khyung po lhas pa), see 
Khyungpo Lhepa Zhonnu Sonam 
Khyungpo Lhepa Zhonu Sonam (khyung po lhas pa 
gzhon nu bsod nams, 14th c.)  
Konchok Jigme Wangpo (dkon mchog ’jigs med 
dbang po, 1728–1791) 
Konchok Kyab (dkon mkhog skyabs, 14th c.) 
Krakuchanda (krakuccanda, gser thub) 
Krishna (kṛṣṇa, nag po pa) 
Krishnacharya (kṛṣṇacārya, nag po spyod pa) 
Krishnapada (kṛṣṇapada, nag po’i zhabs) 
Kukuripa (kukura, ku ku ri pa) 
Kumbum Jampa Ling Monastery (sku ’bum byams 
pa gling dgon), also Kumbum 
Kumbum Monastery (sku ’bum dgon), also 
Kumbum Jampa Ling 
Kunga Dondrub (kun dga’ don grub, 1419–1486) 
Kunga Nyingpo (kun dga’ snying po) 
Kungyelwa (kun rgyal ba, 1338–1400/1401), also 
Droton Kunga Gyaltsen () 
Kunkhyen Drimé Wozer (kung mkhyen dri med ’od 
zer) 
Kunkhyen Tsonawa (kun mkhyen mtsho sna ba) 
Kyezang (skye bzang, a minister, 8th c.) 
Kyishö Depa (skyid shod sde pa)  
Kyisho Mara (skyid shod sma ra) 
Kyormolung (skyor mo lung) 
Labrang Monastery (bla brang dgon) 
Lama Dampa Sonam Gyaltsen (bla ma dam pa bsod 
nams rgyal mtshan, 1313–1375) 
Lama Lobzangpa (bla ma blo bzang pa) 
Len Nyima Cham (glan nyi ma lcam) 
Lerab Dorje (las rab ro rje) 
Lha Thotori Nyentsen (lha tho tho ri snyan brtsan) 
Lhaden Kachen Rabjam (lha ldan dka’ chen rab 
’byams) 
Lhaden Kachu Rabjam (lha ldan dka’ bcu rab 
’byams) 
Lhaden Kazhi Rabjam (lha ldan dka’ bzhi rab 
’byams) 
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Lhaden Rabjam (lha ldan rab ’byams) 
Lhaden Zhungluk Rabjam (lha ldan gzhung lugs rab 
’byams) 
Lharam (lha rams, also lha ram) 
Lhari Dharma Senggé (lha ri dharma sengge) 
Lhasa (lha sa) 
Lhatsun Namkha Jigmé (lha btsun nam mkha’ ’jigs 
ma) 
Lhelung (lhas lung) 
Lhepu (lhas phu) 
Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen (lho brag nam mkha’ 
rgyal mtshan, 1326–1402) 
Lhopa (lho pa) 
Ling Tsungmey (gling mtshungs med) 
Lingsé (gling bsre) 
Lithesi (li the si) 
Lobpon (slob dpon)  
Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen (blo bzang chos kyi rgyal 
mtshan, 1570–1662), the Fourth Panchen Lama 
Lobzang Chopel (blo bzang chos ’phel, 17th–18th c.) 
Lobzang Drakpa (blo bzang grags pa), also 
Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 
Lobzang Drakpa (blo bzang grags pa, as Bla ma’i 
ming can) 
Lobzang Gyaltsen (blo bzang rgyal mtshan, 17th–
18th c.) 
Lobzang Nyima (blo bzang nyi ma, 1439–1492)  
Lobzang Palden Yeshe (blo bzang dpal ldan ye shes, 
1663–1737) 
Lobzang Thokmé (blo bzang thogs med, 17th–18th 
c.) 
Lobzang Tsultrim (blo bzang tshul khrims, 18th c.) 
Lobzang Yeshe (blo bzang ye shes, 1663–1737), the 
Fifth Panchen Lama 
Lobzang Yeshe Tenpae Gyaltsen (blo bzang ye shes 
bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan) 
Lochen Jangchub Tsemo (lo chen byang chub rtse 
mo, 1303–1380) 
Lochen Namkha Zangpo (lo chen nam mkha’ bzang 
po, circa. 14th c.) 
Lochen Rinchen Zangpo (lo chen rin chen bzang po, 
958–1055) 
Lochok Dorje (blo mchog rdo rje) 
Lodrö Selwa (blo gros gsal ba), also Kazhipa Losel 
Lodro Zangpo (blo gros bzang po, 14th c.) 
Longchen Rabjampa (klong chen rab ’byams, 1308–
1363) 
Longdol Ngawang Lobzang (klong rdol ngag dbang 
blo bzang, 1719–1794)  
Lotsawa Jangchub Tsemo (lo tsA ba byang chub rtse 
mo), also Lochen Jangchub Tsemo 
Lotsawa Kyabchok Pelzang (lo tsa ba skyabs mchog 
dpal bzang, 14th–15th c.) 
Lotsawa Namkha Zangpo (lo tsa ba nam mkha' 
bzang po, 14th c.) 
Lotsawa Sonam Wozer (lo tsa ba bsod nams ‘od zer, 
13th–14th c.) 
Lubum Ge (klu ’bum dge)  
Ludrub Gyatso (klu sgrub rgya mtsho, 18th c.) 
Lui Gyaltsen (klu’i rgyal mtshan) 

Luipa (lui-pāda, lu ai pa) 
Ma Gewé Lodro (rma dge ba’i blo gros, d.1089) 
Madhyamaka (madhyāmaka, dbu ma) 
Magen Yulo (ma rgya g-yu lo, circa 13th c.)  
Mahakala (mahākāla, nag po chen po) 
Mahakashyapa (mahākaśyapa, ’od srungs chen po) 
Mahamudra (mahāmudra, phyag rgya chen po) 
Maitreya (maitreya, byams pa) 
Maitreyanath (maitreyanātha, byams pa) 
Maitripa (maitripa, *byams pa) 
Manjushri (mañjuśrī, ’jam pa’i dpal), also 
Manjushrigosha 
Manjushrigarbha (mañjuśrīgarbha, ’jam dpal snying 
po) 
Manjushrigosha (mañjuśrīghoṣa, ’jam dpal 
dbyangs), also Manjushri 
Manjushrijnana (mañjuśrījñāna, ’jam dpal ye shes) 
Manjushrimitra (mañjuśrīmitra, ’jam dpal bshes 
gnyen) 
Manjushriyashas (mañjuśrīyaṣasa, ’jam dpal grags 
pa) 
Marpa (mar pa, also Marpa Chokyi Lodro) 
Marpa Chokyi Lodro (mar pa chos kyi blo gros, 
1012–1097), also Marpa  
Marton Gyatso Rinchen (dmar ston rgya mtsho rin 
chen, 14th c.) 
Matangi (mataṃgi) 
Matibhadra (matibhadra, blo bzang) 
Matibhadrakirti (*matibhadrakīrti, blo bzang grags 
pa) 
Matibhadrashri (matibhadraśrī, blo bzang dpal) 
Menram (sman rams, sman pa rab ’byams)  
Milarepa (mi la ras pa) 
Minling Terdak Lingpa Gyumé Dorje (smin gling 
gter bdag gling pa ’gyur med rdo rJey, 1646–1714) 
Minyag (mi nyag, Ch. Xixia)  
Monkhar Tashidong (mon mkhar bkra shis gdong) 
Monkharwa (mon mkhar ba, d.u.) 
Mulasarvastivada (mūlasarvāstivāda, gzhi thams 
cad yod par smra ba) 
Nagabodhi (nāgabodhi, klu’i byang chub) 
Nagakoti (nāgakoṭi, *klu’i mtha’) 
Nagakulottama (nāgakulottama, klu rigs mchog) 
Nagaraja (nāgarāja, klu’i rgyal po) 
Nagarayogi (nagarayogi, na ga ra yo gi) 
Nagarjuna (nāgarjuna, klu sgrub) 
Namgyel Serkhang (rnam rgyal gser khang) 
Namkha Lhungyel (nam mkha’ lhun rgyal) 
Namtse Deng (gnam rtse ldeng) 
Naropa (naropa, na ro pa, mi mchog, 1016–1100) 
Narthang Monastery (snar thang) 
Nenying Kunga Delek (gnas rying kun dga’ bde legs) 
Nenying Monastery (gnas rnying) 
Nering Chimé Rabgye (ne rings ’chi med rab rgyas), 
also Zangzang Nering Chimé Rabgye 
Neten Zangkyongpa (gnas brtan bzang skyong pa) 
Neupon Namkha Zangpo (sne’u dpon nam mkha’ 
bzang po, 14th–15th c.) 
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Nezurpa Yeshe Bar (sne’u zur pa ye shes ’bar, 1042–
1118) 
Ngakram (sngags rams) 
Ngari Geshe Thokmé (mnga’ ris dge bshes thogs 
med, 18th c.) 
Ngarwa Senggé Gyaltsen (mngar ba sengge rgyal 
mtshan) 
Ngawang Kunga Lodro (ngag dbang kun dga’ blo 
gros, 1729–1783) 
Ngawang Lhunpo (ngag dbang lhun po), a Nelpa 
ruler 
Ngawang Lobzang Gyatso (ngag dbang blo bzang 
rgya mtsho, 1617–1682), the Fifth Dalai Lama 
Ngawang Namgyel (ngag dbang rnam rgyal, 
d.1544/1554), a Rinpung ruler  
Ngawang Trinlé Zangpo (ngag dbang ’phrin las 
bzang po, 17th–18th c.) 
Ngok Aryadeva (rngog a’rya de ba, rngog ’phags pa 
lha, 12th c.) 
Ngok Loden Sherab (rngog blo ldan shes rab, 1059–
1109) 
Ngok Yeshe Senggé (sngog/rngog ye shes sengge, 
12th c.) 
Niguma (niguha, ni gu ma, nges par sbas ma, 
(1025–?) 
Nupton Zhepé Dorje (gnubs ston bzhad pa’i rdo 
rJey, 17th–18th c.) 
Nyangrel Nyima Wozer (nyang ral nyi ma ’od zer, 
1124–1192) 
Nyangton Chobar (nyang ston chos ’bar) 
Nyawon Kunga Pal (nyag dbon kun dga’ dpal, 
1285/1289–1379) 
Nyel (gnyal) 
Nyel Radrong (gnyal rwa grong) 
Nyendrak (snyan grags, 17th–18th c.) 
Nyetangpa Tashi Senggé (snye thang pa bkra shis 
sengge, 14th c.) 
Nyewé Rabjam (nye ba’i rab ’byams) 
Nyima Senggé (nyi ma sengge) 
Nyingma (rnying ma) 
Olkha (’ol kha) 
Olkha Jampaling (’ol kha byams pa gling) 
Padmakara (padmākāra), see Padmakaravarma 
Padmakaravarma (padmākāravarma) 
Padmasmabhava (padmasambhava, padma ’byung 
gnas) 
Pakmodru Dynasty (phag mo gru pa, 1350–1481) 
Palden Yeshe (dpal ldan ye shes, 1738–1780), the 
Sixth Panchen Lama 
Panchen Palden Yeshe (paN chen dpal ldan ye shes) 
Panchen Samdub Gyatso (paN chen bsam grub rgya 
mtsho) 
Panchen Shakya Chokden (paN chen shAkya mchog 
ldan, 1428–1507)  
Pang Lotsawa Lodro Tenpa (spang lo tsA ba blo gros 
brtan pa, 1276–1342) 
Parinayika (pariṇāyika, rab tu ’dren pa) 
Pawo Dorje (dpa’ bo rdo rJey, c. mid-14th–early 
15th c.) 

Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa (dpa’ bo gtsug lag ’phreng 
ba, 1504–1564)  
Pel Zangpo (dpal bzang po) 
Peljor Drakpa (rje dpal ’byor grags pa, 17th–18th c.) 
Peljor Gyatso (dpal ’byor rgya mtsho, 1526–1599), 
the twenty-fifth Gaden Tripa 
Pelkyong (dpal skyong, 14th c.) 
Pelri Ngawang Dondrub (dpal ri ngag dbang don 
grub, 17th–18th c.) 
Pema Lingpa (padma gling pa), also Terton Pema 
Lingpa 
Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo (pha bong kha bde 
chen nying po) 
Phakdru Drakpa Jangchub (phag gru grags pa byang 
chub)  
Phakmodru Drakpa Gyaltsen (phag mo gru grags pa 
rgyal mtshan, 1385–1432) 
Phakwö (’phags ’od), also Jotsowa Phakpa Wö 
Yonten Gyatso 
Phodrang Zhiwa Wö (pho brang zhi ba ’od, 1016–
1111) 
Phuchungwa Shonnu Gyaltsen (Phu chung ba gzhon 
nu rgyal mtshan, 1031–1106) 
Phukpa (phug pa) 
Phukpa Bumkyab (’phug pa ’bum skyabs) 
Phuntsok Gyatso (phun tshogs rgya mtsho, 17th–
18th c.) 
Phurchok Ngawang Jampa (phur lcog ngag dbang 
byams pa, 1682–1762) 
Pongsho Nangpa (spong shod nang pa) 
Potowa Rinchen Sal (po to ba rin chen gsal, 
1027/1031–1105) 
Prajñakirti (prajña-kīrti, fl. 11th–12th c.) 
Prajñaparamita (prajñapāramita, sher phyin) 
Pramana (pramāṇa, tshad ma) 
Pratimoksha (pratimokṣa, so sor thar pa) 
Punya Shri (pūṇyaśrī) 
Rabjam (rab ’byams) 
Ragya Tashi Jong Monastery (ra rgya bkra shis 
ljongs) 
Rakha Drak (ra kha brag) 
Rashmimali (’od zer phreng ba) 
Ratnamati (ratnamati, blo gros rin chen) 
Rato Dewachen (rwa stod bde ba can) 
Rechung (ras chung)  
Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro (red mda’ ba gzhon nu blo 
gros, 1349–1412) 
Rendawa Zhonnu Lodro (red mda’ pa gzhon nu blo 
gros) 
Renzong (ren tsong, 1228–1320), Yuan emperor  
Reting (rwa sbreng) 
Reting Lobzang Dondrub (rwa sbreng blo bzang don 
grub, 17th–18th c.) 
Rigdzin Godem (rig ’dzin rgod ldem, 1337–1409)  
Rigdzin Ngakgi Wangpo (rig ’dzin ngag gi dbang po, 
1580–1639)  
Riknga Lhakhang (rigs lnga lha khang) 
Rimé (ris med) 
Rinchen Drakpa (rin chen grags pa, 18th c.) 
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Rinchen Gyaltsen (rin chen rgyal mtshan, 14th–
15th c.) 
Rinchen Jampel Chochok (rin chen ’jam dpal chos 
mchog, 17th–18th c.) 
Rinchen Namgyel (rin chen rnam rgyal, 1318–
1388), also Rinnam 
Ringyelwa (rin rgyal ba) 
Rinnam (rin rnam), also Rinchen Namgyel 
Rinpung Dynasty (rin spungs, 1435/1446–1565) 
Rolpay Dorje (rol pa’i rdo rJey, 1340–1383), the 
Fourth Karmapa 
Rongton Sheja Kunrik (rong ston shes bya kun rig, 
1367–1449) 
Rongzom Chokyi Zangpo (rong zom chos kyi bzang 
po, 1040–1159) 
Sakya (sa skya) 
Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen (1182–1251) 
Sakyapa Rulers (Sa skya pa, 1260–1350)  
Samantabhadra (samantabhadra, bzang po spyod 
pa) 
Samdhong Lobzang Tenzin (zam gdong blo bzang 
bstan dzin, b.1939) 
Samye (bsam yas)  
Samye Gön (bsam yas dgon)  
Sang’ngak Ling (gsang sngags gling) 
Sangphu (gsang phu) 
Sangphu Nethok (gsang phu sne’u thog) 
Sangpuwa Konchok Tsultrim (gsang phu ba dkon 
mchog tshul khrims, 14th–15th c.) 
Sangye Lama (sangs rgyas bla ma, 1000–1080) 
Sangye Tonpa Tsondru Senggé (sangs rgyas ston pa 
brtson ’grus sengge, 1207–1278) 
Saraha (saraha, sa ra ha) 
Satvahana (satavahana, sa la gzhon) 
Sazang Lotswa Ngawang (sa bzang lo tsA ba ngag 
dbang) Mati Panchen (ma ti paN chen, 1294–1376), 
Sazang Mati Panchen Lodro Gyaltsen 
Sazang Mati Panchen Lodro Gyaltsen (sa bzang ma 
ti paN chen, 1294–1376), also Mati Panchen  
Seljé Yardren (gsal byed yar ’dren) 
Senalek (sad na legs) 
Senggé Drak (sengge brag) 
Senggé Dzong (sengge rdzong) 
Sera Choding (se ra chos sding), also Sera Tse  
Sera monasteries (se ra) 
Sera Tse (se ra brtse)  
Serché Bumpa (gser phye bum pa) 
Serdingpa Zhonnu Wö (gser sdings pa gzhon nu ’od) 
Sertsé Lobzang Namgyel (ser rtse blo bzang snyan 
grags, 17th–18th c.) 
Shakya Drub (shAkya grub, 14th–15th c.) 
Shakya Pel Zangpo (shAkya dpal bzang po, 14th–
15th c.) 
Shakya Shribhadra (śākya śribhadra, shAkya shrI 
bhadra, 1127–1225)  
Shakyamitra (śākyamitra, shAkya bshes gnyen) 
Shakyamuni (śākyamuni, shAkya thub pa) 
Shambhala (śambhala, shaṃbha la) 
Shantarakshita (śāntarakṣita, zhi ba ’tsho) 

Shantibhadra (śāntibhadra, zhi ba bzang po) 
Shar Chopa (shar chos pa, circa. 14th c.) 
Shar Gyalwa Tsongkhapa (shar rgyal ba tsong kha 
pa), also Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa 
Sharawa Yontan Drak (sha ra ba yon tan grags, 
1070–1141) 
Sharchen Ngawang Chodrak (shar chen ngag dbang 
chos grags, 1710–1772) 
Sharkhapa Rinchen Chogyel (shar kha pa rin chen 
chos rgyal, 14th–15th c.) 
Shartsé Chojé (shar rtse chos rje) 
Shenyen Drakpa (bshes gnyen grags pa, 1545–
1615), the Twenty-ninth Ganden Tripa  
Sherab Drakpa (shes rab grags pa, 14th c.) 
Sherab Gonpo (shes rab mgon po, 14th c.) 
Sherab Senggé (shes rab sengge, 1383–1445) 
Sherab Wozer (shes rab ’od zer) 
Shingza Acho (shing bza’ a chos) 
Shingza Lobzang Tenzin Chokyi Gyaltsen (shing bza’ 
blo bzang bstan ’dzin chos kyi rgyal mtshan, b.1980) 
Shingza Tulku (shing bza’ sprul sku) 
Shishyavajra (śiṣyavajra, slob pa’i rdo rje) 
Shramana (śramana, dge tshul) 
Shriparamshikhara (śrīparamaśikhara, dpal mchog 
rtse mo)  
Shu’pu (shud phu) 
Simhanada (siṃhanāda, sengge sgra) 
Simhasvara (siṃhasvara, sengge nga ro) 
Sogdokpa Lodro Gyaltsen (sog zlog pa blo gros rgyal 
mtshan, 1552–1624)  
Sogyel (bsod rgyal), also Sonam Gyaltsen 
Sonam Dorje (bsod nams rdo rJey, 14th c.) 
Sonam Gyaltsen (bsod nams rgyal mtshan, also 
Sogyel, 1312–1375) 
Sonam Gyatso (bsod nams rgya mtsho, 1543–1588), 
the Third Dalai Lama 
Sonam Lodro (bsod nams blo gros, 14th–15th c.) 
Sonam Tsemo (bsod nams rtse mo, 1142–1182) 
Songtsen Gampo (srong btsan sgam po) 
Suchandra (sucandra, zla ba bzang po) 
Sumatikirti (sumatikīrti, blo bzang grags pa) 
Suryagupta (sūryagupta, sbas pa’i nyi ma, fl. 10th–
11th c.) 
Svaru (svaruh, sa brtan)  
Taklung (stag lung) 
Takpa Rinchen Drak (stag pa rin chen grags) 
Takpu Lobzang Tenpé Gyaltsen (stag phu blo bzang 
bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan, 1714–1762) 
Taktsang Peljor Zangpo (stag tshang dpal ’byor 
bzang po, 15th c.) 
Taktsang Sherab Rinchen (stag tshang shes rab rin 
chen, 1405–1477) 
Taktse Drubchö (stag rtse sgrub mchod) 
Taktsepa (stag rtse pa), see Taktsepa Lhagyel 
Rabten 
Taktsepa Lhagyel Rabten (stag rtse pa lha rgyal rab 
brtan, circa. 1645–1720)  
Tashi Lhunpo (bkra shis lhun po) 
Tashi Palden (bkra shis dpal ldan) 
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Tengpa Lotsawa Tsultrim Jungney (steng pa lo tsA 
ba tshul khrims ’byung gnas, 1107–1190) 
Tenzin Gyatso (bstan ’dzin rgya mtsho), the 
Fourteenth Dalai Lama 
Terton Jatson Nyingpo (gter ston ’ja’ tshon snying 
po, 1585–1656) 
Terton Jatson Nyingpo (gter ston ’ja’ tshon snying 
po, 1585–1656) 
Terton Ogyen Lingpa (gter ston o rgyan gling pa) 
Terton Pema Lingpa (gter ston padma gling pa, 
1450–1521) 
Thangpewa Phakpa Kyab (thang spe pa ’phags pa 
skyabs) 
Thonmi Sambhota (thon mi saM bho Ta)  
Thurlawa Tsultrim Kyab (thur la ba tshul khrims 
skyabs) 
Tilopa (tailopa, ti lo pa, 988–1069) 
Tö (stod) 
Togen Timur (tho gen the mur) 
Tokden Jampel Gyatso (rtogs ldan ’jam dpal rgya 
mtsho, 1356–1428)  
Tokden Ngonyelma (rtogs ldan sngo nyal ma, 14th 
c.) 
Tokden Yeshe Gyaltsen (rtogs ldan ye shes rgyal 
mtshan, mid-14th–mid-15th c.) 
Tri Detsukten (khri lde gtsug brtan, 712–755) 
Tri Relpachen (khri ral pa can, 802–836) 
Tri Songdetsen (khri srong lde’u btsan, 742–797) 
Tri Songtsen (khri srong btsan), see Songtsen 
Gampo 
Trichen Gedun Phuntsok (khri chen dge ’dun phun 
tshogs) 
Trichen Khyenrab Wangchuk (khri chen mkhyen 
rab dbang phyug) 
Trichen Ngawang Chokden (khri chen ngag dbang 
mchog ldan, 1677–1751) 
Trijang Lozang Yeshe (khri byang blo bzang ye shes) 
Trinlé Lhundrup (’phrin las lhun grub, 17th–18th 
c.) 
Tsakho Ngawang Drakpa (tshwa kho ba ngag dbang 
grags pa, 14th–15th c.) 
Tsang (gtsang) 
Tsang Mawé Senggé (rtsang smra ba’i sengge) 
Tsangpa dynasty (gtsang pa, 1565–1642) 
Tsel (tshal, 14th–15th c.) 
Tsel Gungthang (tshal gung thang) 
Tsen Tri Gyelmo Tsun (btsan khri rgyal mo btsun) 
Tsethang (rtses thang) 
Tsok Khenchen Tsultrim Rinchen (tshogs mkhan 
chen tshul khrims rin chen, 14th c.) 
Tsokram (tshogs rams)  
Tsondru Gyaltsen Zangpo (brtson ’grus rgyal 
mtshan bzang po, 16th c.) 
Tsongkha (tsong kha) 
Tsongkhapa Lobzang Drakpa (tsong kha pa blo 
bzang grags pa, 1357–1419) 
Tsuklak Khang (gtsug lag khang) 
Tsultrim Gyelwa (tshul khrims rgyal ba) 
Tsunmo Gyel (btsun mo rgyal, 8th c.) 

Tsurton Wanggi Dorje (mtshur ston dbang gi rdo 
rje) 
Tushita (tuṣita, dga’ ldan) 
Ü (dbus) 
Üling (dbus gling) 
Umapa Pawo Dorje (dbu ma pa dpa’ bo rdo rje), also 
Umapa Tsondru Senggé 
Umapa Tsondru Senggé (dbu ma pa brtson ’grus 
sengge, c. mid-14th–early 15th c.) 
Upagupta (upagupta, nye sbas) 
Upali (upāli, nye bar ’khor) 
Upa Losel (dbus pa blo gsal, 13th–14th c.) 
Ushnishavijaya (uṣṇīṣa-vijayā, gtsug gtor rnam rgyal 
ma) 
Vagabhata (vāgAbhaṭa, pitṛaceṭa, pha khol) 
Vairochana (vairocana, snam par snang mdzad) 
Vaishravana (vaiśravaṇa, rnam thos sras) 
Vajrabhairava (vajrabhairava, rdo rje ’jigs byed) 
Vajradhara (vajradhāra, rdo rje ’chang) 
Vajradhatu (vajradhātu, rdo rje dbyings) 
Vajrapani (vajrapāṇi, rdo rje ’chang) 
Vajrayogini (vajrayoginī, rdo rje rnal ’byor rma) 
Vasubandhu (vāsubandhu, dbyig gnyen) 
Vidhyakokila (vidhyakokila, rig pa’i khyu byug) 
Vimalamati (vimalamati, dri med blo gros) 
Vimalamitra (vimalamitra, dri med bshes gnyen) 
Vinaya (vinaya, ’dul ba) 
Vinitadeva (vinitadeva, ’dul ba’i lha) 
Viryabhadra (vīryabhadra, brtson ’grus bzang po) 
Vishvakarma (viśvakarma, sna tshogs byed, las 
bzang can) 
Visukalpa (visukalpa, bi su kalpa) 
Wang Gyurme Namgyel (wang ‘gyur med rnam 
rgyal, r. 1747–1750)  
Wencheng Gongzhu (’un/wun shing kong jo) 
Wensapa Sanggye Yeshe (dben sa pa sangs rgyas ye 
shes, 1525–1590/91) 
Wön Gyalsé Kalzang Thubten Jigmé Gyatso (’on 
rgyal sras skal bzang thub bstan ’jigs med rgya 
mtsho, 1743–1811) 
Yakdé Sonam Pelzang (g-yag sde pa bsod nams dpal 
bzang) 
Yamantaka (yamāntaka, gshin rje gshed)  
Yamdrok (ya ’brog, circa 17th–18th c.) 
Yanggonpa (yang dgon pa), see Gyaltsen Pel 
Yangpachen (yangs pa can) 
Yeshe Tsemo (ye shes rtse mo, 1433–circa 1513)  
Yeshe Tsogyel (ye shes mtsho rgyal) 
Yongle (yong le/g-yung lo, 1360–1424), Yuan 
emperor  
Yonten Gyatso (yon tan rgya mtsho, 1589–1617), 
the Fourth Dalai Lama 
Yonten Gyatso (yon tan rgya mtsho, circa. 14th c.) 
Yonten Senggé (yon tan sengge, 14th–15th c.) 
Yosha (yoṣa, btsun mo can) 
Yulgyel Choktu (g-yul rgyal lcog tu, 17th–18th c.) 
Yuthok Yonten Gonpo (g-yu thog yon tan mgon po, 
circa 708–833) 
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Zangkyong (bzang skyong, 14th–15th c.), also 
Bhadrapala 
Zangzang Nering (zang zang ne rings, 15th c.), also 
Chimé Rabgye 
Zhalu (zhwa lu) 
Zhalu Chokchen Tashi Peljor (zhwa lu lcog chen 
bkra shis dpal ’byor, 16th c.)  
Zhalu Lekpé Gyaltsen (zwa lu legs pa’i rgyal mtshan, 
1375–1450]) 
Zhangzhung Yeshe Thayé (zhang zhung ye shes 
mtha’ yas, 18th c.) 
Zhigpo Sherab Senggé (zhig po shes rab sengge, 
13th c.) 
Zhijé (zhi byed) 
Zhiwalha Phakpa Gelek Gyaltsen (zhi ba lha ’phags 
pa dge legs rgyal mtshan, 1720–1799) 
Zhizang Gelek Gyaltsen (zhi bzang sprul sku dge 
legs rgyal mtshan, 17th–18th c.) 
Zopa Pel (bzod pa dpal, 14th–15th c.) 
Zulphuwa Konchok Palzang (zul phu ba dkon mchog 
dpal bzang, 14th–15th c.)  
Zulpu (zul phu)




