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A Brief History of Tibetan

Buddhism

7Y Je% 136 2 B H <5

Tibetan Buddhism centers around
the monastery. We may introduce our dis-
cussion of the history of Tibetan Buddh-
ism by describing the ancient monastery
of Samye. A proper Tibetan monastery is
necessarily comprised of images of divin-
ities, a body of resident monks, and a
space for religious assembly. Samye, the
oldest such monastery in Tibet was es-
tablished in today’s Dranang County in
Lhoka approximately 60 km southeast of
Lhasa in AD 779, more than a century
after Buddhism was first introduced into
Tibet.

The Samye Monastery was con-
structed by Trisong Detsen, the fifth king
of Tubo (Tibet) who reigned from AD 755
through AD 797, its architect was Santar-
akshita, the great Indian master. The main
hall of the monastery is a three-story
building with each of its three levels
characterized by a different architectural
style: the first level, made of stone, is
traditional Tibetan, the middle, made of
brick, reflects the Chinese style of the
Tang Dynasty, while the top level, con-
structed of wood, is Indian in style. The
images enshrined on each floor are also
correspondingly Tibetan, Han Chinese
and Indian in shape and appearance. This
actual physical stratification of cultural
influences is atypical of Tibetan architec-
ture but nonetheless serves to illustrate
the principal ingredients of what became
a distinctive and uniquely Tibetan form
of Buddhism. The other buildings of the
Monastery include side halls, scripture
translation rooms, monks’ dormitories and
stupas. It was here that the Indian master
Santarakshita initiated seven young aris-
tocrats, the first Tibetans ordained into

monkhood, who were later to become
known as “the Seven Sadmi” (sadmi means
‘awakened”).

After its construction, Samye went
through & long period of expansion, even-
tually developing into a huge monastery
which was said to include in addition to the
buildings in the monks' living quarters, 108
halls of various sizes arranged about the
main hall. Today Samye still stands majest-
ically before the northern bank of the Yarlu
Zangbu River, overlooking the Lhasa Lho-
ka highway across the river, an irresistible
attraction to travellers who arrive in Tibet
for the first time.

Samye, as the earliest monastery of
Tibetan Buddhism, also stands as a sym-
bol of triumph of Buddhism, an imported
religion, over Bon, the indigenous religious
faith of Tibet. Bon, or Bon-po, is a pri-
mal religion that originated from the na-
ture cults of the ancient inhabitants of the
Tibetan Plateau. It was the dominant reli-
gion throughout the region before the arri-
val of Buddhism in Tibet, and for some time
after. The Bon-pos believed the universe
was divided into three sectors: heaven,
earth and the netherworld, each ruled by
its own deity (heaven ruled by Zang, earth
by Nianand the netherworld ruled by Lu or
Long, the dragon). According to this ani-
mist religion, the earth and the netherworld
were populated with spirits and demons
who could and would curse any humans
insufficientlv respectful to them or to the
divinities.

In the early 7th century, Songtsen
Gampo (?-650), the 7th chief of a people
called Sibu living south of the Yarlu Zang-
bu River, unified Tibet after subduing all
the other tribes in the region, and founded
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The main hall of the Samye Monastery, a
blending of Han, Tibetan and Indian architec-

tural styles, and a panoramic mural of the
monastery therein.

RO A e R R S Rt N
SR, BN T R R, SRS
5,




Kings of the Tubo Dynasty

The First Seven Kings
Nyetri Tsenpo

Mutri Tsenpo

Tingtri Tsenpo

Soltri Tsenpo

Metri Tsenpo

Datri Tsenpo

Satri Tsenpo

The Second Two Kings
Triku Tsenpo

Gyaltri Tsenpo

The Third Six Kings
Asheley

Tesheley

Tisheley

Kuruley

Chohgsheley

Yesheley

The Fourth Eight Kings
Sonam Senteh

Tedruna Shungtsen
Seneh Nahteh

Seneh Poteh

Teneh Namu

The Yarlong Valley. Extending south from the
middle reaches of the Yarlu Zangbu River, this
valley is the cradle of the Tibetan people. The
cultivation of highland barley in Tibet began on

Tenepo

Tejeb

Tezantsen

The Fifth Four Kings
Jedorah Lozang
Trizang Namu

Trizah Pungzang
Tritde Jezang

Latutura Nynzang
Trinyn Songtsen
Drunynteh

Daru Nynsih

Nara Songtsen
Songtsen Gampo
Kongru Kongtsen

Mangsong Mangtsen (650-76)
Tusong Mangtsen (676-704)

Tride Tsugtsen (704-54)
Trisong Detsen (755-97)
Muni (797-98)

Trisong Detsen (798-815)
Ralpachen (815-41)

Lang Darma (841-46)

a stretch of land in a hamlet in this valley. JEAS % 5
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a slave-holders' regime known as Tubo.
The new king adopted techniques and
systems based on the successes
achieved by Tibet's more advanced
neighbours, thereby invigorating the
economy and strengthening his govern-
ment. In the course of this process of
adoption, he was attracted by the Buddh-
ist belief in the supremacy of divine pow-
er, as well as its canon and strict dis-
cipline; perhaps he concluded that
Buddhism would help him strengthen his
position as the king of Tibet much more
effectively than bon-po with its seemingly
outdated espousal of equality. In the face
of strong opposition, the king decided
to bring Buddhism to Tubo. Soon Indian
Buddhist priests began to come to Tibet
in response to his requests, and by his
order twenty-one Buddhist texts, includ-
ing the Ratnamegha Sutra (The Sacred
Cloud Sutra), were translated.

During the course of his reign the
king married Princess Tritsun of Buddh-
ist Nepal and Princess Wencheng of the
Tang. The Tang princess came to Tibet
with a life-size statue of the 12-year-
old Sakyamuni, the historical “founder’
of Buddhism, and the Napalese princess
brought with her a life-size sculpted im-
age of Sakyamuni when he was 8 years
of age. The temples erected in Lhasa
around these two images later became
known respectively as Jokhang and Ra-
moche. ‘

Strongly resentful of this promotion
of Buddhism in Tibet, the Bon-pos seized
every opportunity to attack the alien new-
comer. Waves of struggle between these
two religions continued to roil Tibetan so-
ciety for several centuries.

In the mid-eighth century the vener-
ated Indian Tantric adept Padmasam-
bhava came to Tibet to preach Buddhism

at the request of King Trisong Detsen.
Armed with the teachings of esoteric
Buddhism and what was believed to be
magic power, Padmasambhava managed
to subdue the Bon-pos. This process,
however, included a partial assimilation of
the Bon religion into Tibetan Buddhism.
Bon deities became guardians of the
Buddhist doctrine. Padmasambhava also
adopted the basic ritualistic exercise of
the Bon-po, the rite of fire, believing it
served the same purpose as sacrificial
burning in Buddhism. In this way, Padma-
sambhava was able to dispel much of
the suspicion the Tibetans held towards
Buddhism. Thus, with the full support of
the king, Buddhism came to be adopted by
more and more Tibetans. It was against
this background that Samye was estab-
lished.

In 815 Ralpachen became the king
of Tibet. He continued to endorse Buddh-
ism and patronize Buddhist monks. His
enthusiastic devotion to his religion
brought about another head-on collision
between Buddhism and the Bon-po. In a
struggle for dominion, powerful aristocrats
and ministers of the Bon faith moved
steadily to isolate the Buddhist king, weak-
ening him by gradually removing his
pro-Buddhism ministers, concubines and
princes, finally strangling him in 836. When
Darma, Ralpachen’s brother, replaced him
on the throne that same year, the new king
made Buddhism a target for destruction;
he ordered the demolition of monasteries
and the burning of Buddhist literature, and
forced Buddhist monks to return to secular
life. Darma ruled for only six years, but his
oppressive policies and the consequent
flight of Buddhist teachers resulted in a
period of decline for Buddhism in Tibet,
marking the end of the “First Propagation
of the Doctrine” which had begun with

Yongpo Lhakang, Tibet's oldest palace. This
fortress-like palace was constructed for King
Nyetri Tsenpo (Tsenpo is Tibetan for coura-
geous ruler), remembered as the first great
leader of the Tubo tribe, the forbears of mod-
ern Tibetans, who emerged in the Yarlong
Valley more than two thousand years ago.

P 1T S L D 5 A B —— A L i
20002 4Fif, %l T HEZ I 23 ) R K,
HE 25 1 58— (6L 9K 1 —— R R (B
W, RS RERZ T), A X
EER.

NTCTHEZE R, b A HE 5 AT VL
rh i e A B AN RS - AU E
AT A (A TT2—6504F) o la #Het 1
P DCETS, g el #ni
1318138 B I -3 RS RSB e e
AR OEMABH SR, hEms
HH M H S, AT A
MEZEFZIRE N, Th, MER
HEBR A FRBE S, Kb AE# . b
RN EDBESE H ia N, i A BH i
{EB&YE—+WaE, Wkh
[vi] % 5 1 28010 JE I K B R0 Y SC
W R,

B AR T ARHIH M I
xf, AR — PP 2 Ik Bz i K
o IXFRAE TR 2} iR IR,
FUES A gEK: 2N

SittZg iy, B R 5 KU % 4
HE g AR AATERE Z 0, k3 i f%
D AT o Hh oz % ) SCHR R
ARPERR TAE, B A BT 42 pl4iC
BB A, B ARBIREEA L
KL TR, 2N T4
) Beitio JXFEFEN R T i 1S A b
S B A I, o b BO7E P RAG 4 T
Ko FRUSSFIEH T U, 522 )b a
HIEH B3%F%,

73 JGB154FE, PR (A I06815—
8364F-AENL) kAT £ 2 17, fthak 2%
b, THMSIE. BEABHIY |
WAt SEASH SHBAN B 1 Br il




the endorsement of Buddhism by Song-
tsen Gampo.

In 842 Darma was assassinated by a
Buddhist monk. The Tubo slave holder's
government collapsed in the subsequent
chaos, as slaves and commoners rose up
in revolt. Tibet, convulsed with seemingly
perpetual internal strife, lurched slowly to-
wards feudalism.

[t was not until AD 978 that Buddh-
ism began to revive as it won the support
of the emerging feudal lords. Many
sects and sub-sects of the religion were
spawned, among them the Nying-ma-pa,
the Ka-tam-pa, the Ka-gyu-pa, the Sa-kya-
pa and, most influential of all, the Ge-lug-
pa. This period of Buddhist revival in Tibet
beginning in AD 978 is referred to by scho-
lars of Tibetan history as the “Second Pro-
pagation of the Doctrine”. It was during this
period that Tibetan Buddhism, sometimes
called Lamaism, a Buddhist faith with Ti-
betan characteristics taking the Buddhist
canon as its foundation, became so firmly
established that the Bon-po could no long-
er contend with it.

The Ge-lug-pa, the youngest of all
the sects of Tibetan Buddhism, was found-
ed by the Tibetan monk Tsongkhapa
(1357-1419). The sect was named Ge-
lug, meaning “good disciple,” because it
stresses full respect for monastic discip-

Tombs of Tibetan kings. Nine tombs have
been discovered on this site southeast of the
Yongpo Lhakang. Archaeologists believe that
Songtsen Gampo and the seven kings that
followed him are buried here, along with Prin-
cess Jincheng of the Tang, wife of King Tride
Tsugtsen.
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line and adheres to a strictly systematic
program in the study of Buddhist tenets.
This earned the sect widespread renown.
As its monks were yellow hats, this order
is sometimes popularly known as the Yel-
low Sect. Because the celibacy required
of its followers perforce prevents the her-
itable passage of leadership, the selection
of its leaders follows a system of reincar-
nation originally instituted by the Ka-gyu-
pa Order, the system by which the Dalai
Lamas and the Panchen Erdenis are still
selected today. From the time of the first
Dalai and the first Panchen, both dis-
ciples of Tsongkhapa, there have been
fourteen successive Dalai Lamas, while
the Great Master Panchen who passed
away in 1989 was the tenth in his line of
reincarnation.

How then is a reincarnated Living
Buddha of the Yellow Sect recognized?
The search for a Living Buddha with the
honorific title of Hukuts* or higher pro-
ceeds by the following steps.

1. The search for the soul child, the
reincarnated Living Buaddha. The search
begins about a year after the death of a
Living Buddha. First, oracles are consult-

* Mongolian for eternal life, an honorific title
conferred on Tibetan or Mongolian lamaist Grand
Living Buddhas by the Qing government.
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One of the nine tombs.
BREEZ —

The memorial shrine of King Songtsen Gampo
atop his burial mound.
PABE T3 B . L A W I

The Four Great Guardian Deities as they appear
in the murals in the Songtsen Gampo memorial
shrine. The four gods are said to stand guard at
the four corners of the earth. The white col-
oured God of the East is the Guardian of the
Nation, the blue coloured God of the South is
the Guardian of Growth, the red coloured God
the of West is the Guardian of Great Vision and
the yellow coloured God of the North is the
Guardian of Profound Knowledge. The entry
ways of many Tibetan monasteries are protect-
ed by the images of these four tutelary deities.
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Built in the 7th century, the Dradrug, five km.
northeast of the Yongpo Lhakang, is one of the
oldest monasteries in Tibet. Formerly the winter
palace of Songtsen Gampo and his wife, Prin-
cess Wencheng, the monastery enshrines a
statue of the king in sitting position (middle)
flanked by two of his wives, Princess Wencheng
(right) and Princess Tritsun.
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An image of Tara, Avalokitesvara's consort,
Goddess of Mercy, in the Dradrug. Formed with
pearls, it is the monastery’s most prized posses-
sion. Songsten Gampo's two queens are popu-
larly considered as incarnations of Tara, Prin-
cess Tritsun as Tara under green aspect and
Princess Wencheng as Tara in her white form.
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Songtsen Gampo ascending the throne. At 13,
Songtsen Gampo became the 33rd king of
Tubo succeeding his father, who had been poi-
soned as the result of a court conspiracy.
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Towering over Lhasa, high atop the Red Hill, the
Potala Palace is the best preserved palace for-
tress on the Tibetan Plateau. Initially construct-
ed on a comparatively small scale in the time of
Songsten Gampo, the palace was greatly ex-
panded and renovated in the 17th century. Its
thirteen-story main building rises to 113 metres
and has a floor space of about 130,000 square
metres. Potala was the residence of nine Tibe-
tan kings and ten Dalai Lamas. In its collection
are vast quantities of jewels, relics, religious
carvings and statues, murals and thangkas.
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A bronze statue of Tsongkhapa (Lozang Drak-
pa) in the Potala. Tsongkhapa, the great foun-
der of the Ge-lug-pa Order, was born in present-
day Huangzhong County, Qinghai Province, in
1357. He was initiated into Buddhism at age
seven at Gyachong Monastery in his home-
town; ten years later, he went to Tibet where he
made a systematic study of the esoteric and
exoteric doctrines of all schools of Tibetan
Buddhism, and took many disciples. He aut-
hored two scriptures, Lamrim Chenpo and Ny-
agki Lamrim, based on the teaching of the
Ka-tam-pa Order. They supply the doctrinal
foundation for the Ge-lug-pa Order.
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The chamber of the fourteenth Dalai Lama in
Potala.
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An ornate cornice at Jokhang, with a view of
Potala at a distance. The monastery was con-
structed in the 7th century on a site said to
have been chosen by its founder, Princess
Wencheng.
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ed and divine revelations are solicited
through the medium of the Guardians of
the Doctrine. Visions appear deep in the
waters of the sacred lake Lhamo Latsho
revealing which direction to proceed to-
wards the birth place of the soul child,
topography recognizable as being in a
certain region, routes to take, or even the
soul child's home. Guided by the divine
information thus obtained, the monk offi-
cials then set out on their search.

2. The identification of objects. Ob-
jects used in daily life by the former Living
Buddha are placed side by side with oth-
er, similar objects; the putative soul child
is expected to recognize and separate
those objects familiar from his former life.

3. The invocation of divine revela-
tions. In the case of two or more than two
claimants, oracles will be invoked at the
request of monk officials to confirm the

identity of the reborn Living Buddha. If the
oracle recognizes the claimant that has
fulfilled the requirement of identifying his
former possessions, this soul child be-
comes the candidate.

4. The drawing of lots. A number of
cases of cheating by high-ranking monk
officials during the consultation with the
oracles during the confirmation process
led the Qing emperor Qianlong (reigned
1736-1795) to introduce a new step in the
process. By his decree a golden urn** was
placed in the Jokhang Temple in Lhasa
and another identical urn in the Yonghe-
gong Temple in Beijing for use in the con-
firmation of incarnate Living Buddhas in
Tibet, Qinghai, Xikang** and regions inha-
bited by Mongolians. The procedure begins
by placing into the urn ivory slips, each
bearing the name of one of the candidates
written in the Manchu***, Han and Tibetan
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