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PREFACE

Translating into English such a text as The Six Brothers is a task not
to be undertaken lightly. It is with some trepidation that we present
this English translation. As this book represents the first attempt to
render The Six Brothers into English, we anticipate that different
opinions will arise as to the lexical choices we made and our overall
approach. Translation is not a perfect science and often requires one
to have a ‘feel’ for the author’s originally intended meaning as well as
knowledge of both the linguistic structures employed and the
historical and religious context in which a text has been written.
Indeed, there is debate amongst Tibetan scholars as to the precise
meaning of certain passages of The Six Brothers, so some ambiguities
have required delicate treatment on our part.

Helping us in our quest for accuracy, we are deeply indebted to the
great mind of the eminent Tibetan scholar, Professor Tsewang, of
Tibet University. Close personal contact with him over the years, and
careful study of his excellent commentary on The Six Brothers,
(’ﬂﬁﬁ?}gﬂ'C\Eﬂm'qéﬁ'ﬂaﬁ'qﬁml A New Commentary on The Six
Brothers. 2002.), has allowed us to improve this translation in a way
that would otherwise have not been possible. It was with great
sadness that we learned of his sudden and tragic passing away during
the course of working on this translation. We will always fondly
remember his generosity of spirit in teaching his many students, his
quick wit and lucid intellect. His contribution to Tibetan studies will
form a lasting legacy.

We are also very grateful for the Tibetan instruction we have received
from other outstanding teachers at Tibet University over a period of
many years. In particular, special thanks is due to Professor Lhakpa
Tseten, the Director of the Foreign Students Department, for his
comments and thoughtful input.

There are others, of course, that deserve our sincere gratitude for their
help in producing this book. Jigme Dorje, Tsering Penjor, and Tsomo
of the Tibetan Academy of Social Science, Lhasa, have been tireless



in their support of this project. Tsewang Gyurme, the former
president of the Tibetan Academy of Social Science, has shown great
interest in this work and is always a source of encouragement. Mr
Sun Yung, the current president of the Tibetan Academy of Social
Science, has also been a keen supporter of joint co-operative projects.
We also wish to thank the People’s Printing Press of the Tibet
Autonomous Region for kindly supplying us with a manuscript of the
Tibetan text for reproduction at the back of this book. It was a
pleasure to work with the staff of the People’s Printing Press during
the publication process.

Thanks is also due to Mark Patterson and Mike Randall for their proof
reading and valuable comments and suggestions. A big thank you
also to Elke Martin for all her work on the layout and formatting.

Finally, we wish to thank the Tibet Autonomous Region Foreign
Affairs Bureau in Lhasa for supporting this project and providing the
necessary visas. Their unequivocal support, especially through the
personal involvement of Mr Ju Jianhua and Mr. Ma Zhijian, has been
greatly appreciated.



INTRODUCTION

The writer of the colophon cautiously suggests that The Six Brothers
originated from India, written perhaps by the Indian Pandita Umapati
(@'64‘:!’%'). He further speculates that the Pandita Umapati is the Indian
scholar who was invited to Ngari by Khamba Gedun Sanbo, being the
same Umapati mentioned in the scripture Thubten Chidor
(@m’qga\@ﬁ;‘) written by Kedrup Rinpoche. .There may be no reason
to question Umapati’s authorship, but since there is no conclusive
evidence to indicate whether this is true, other theories about the
authorship exist.

It is clear from the text itself that The Six Brothers is derived from
India, being set somewhere in the northern part. The likelihood that
this text has been translated from Sanskrit into the Tibetan language is
quite high, as this would follow an established tradition. However,
because of the absence of an original manuscript in Sanskrit, there is
continued speculation as to whether this is the case. Some suggest
that The Six Brothers could not be a translation from Sanskrit, because
of the beautiful way it has been written and that no translator, however
skilful, could reproduce this so well in Tibetan. There is a school of
thought which suggests The Six Brothers was first composed in
Tibetan by an unknown scholar who spent many years living in India.
It may be that this great Tibetan scholar first received this story as an
oral teaching from an Indian pandita and then decided to record it in
Tibetan.

Another established opinion by certain scholars in the Tibet
Autonomous Region is that The Six Brothers was written by
Shangshung Choéwang Tragpa, (@:'@:‘?ﬁ\:ﬁq:'gu]ww) the famous
disciple of Tsongkhapa, in order to dispel criticism that monks of the
Gelugpa sect were not capable of writing poetry. Regardless of who
the author or translator may be, all agree that he was a supreme master
of the Tibetan language and has written (or translated) a story, perhaps
six or seven hundred years ago, which is considered to be something
of a masterpiece.



The title of this text, qﬁqigqa})’qmq‘éﬁ could be translated .int.o
English as ‘The Biography of the Six Youths’. However, it is
immediately clear from the story that these six youths are indeed
brothers.  The category of literature known as %ﬂm'q‘g’r\' (the
abbreviation of %:q:\rq‘quiw) has a broader meaning thz'm just
‘biography’. The term gzq&\z'q'qg = is derived from the Sanskrit word
‘avanda’ and literally means ‘the narration of a realisation’. A
%’z:]mmgﬁ' Is a story or narrative which typically deals with practical
lessons about living an ethical life. A biography, or more specifically
a spiritual biography, is known in Tibetan as a FIEX .

The Six Brothers is an intriguing narrative describing the six
perfections or ‘paramitas’ of the Bodhisattvas (which are the
foundation for obtaining enlightenment) and an exhortation to practice
them. According to the system of classifying texts into the ‘three
baskets’ of teachings (é’§ﬁ'ﬂ]@5\l'), a system established during the
reign of King Trisong Detsen (@'ﬁ:’é'qs’a\') in the eighth century, this
particular %’qm'qgg' is considered to be a teaching which pertains to
the ‘basket” of teachings on ethical discipline ~ (qﬁm'q’ri'§§§').

Tibetan poetry, or perhaps more correctly ‘poetics’, (ga\':ﬂ"' literally
‘pleasant sounding speech’) can be a rich blend of both prose and
poetic verse. Poetic verse has strict metrical demands, being
dependent upon a certain number of syllables per line. The number of
syllables per line is always an odd number. Verses are typically four
lines comprised of five, seven, nine or eleven syllables. Though
somewhat rare, poetic verse can have up to as many as thirty three
syllables per line. In The Six Brothers there are a number of stanzas
which contain four lines each with thirty one syllables.

In contemporary Tibetan poetry, poetic verse is often broken up into
stanzas of four lines, with, of course, each line having the same
number of syllables. Stanzas do not necessarily require the same
number of syllables per line as the preceding stanza. Though
somewhat less common, stanzas of two, six or eight lines (all with the
same syllable count) are also possible. An entire poem can be one
long stanza of many lines, all containing the same number of
syllables. Apart from the syllable count, the foremost consideration in
composing Tibetan poetry, be that poetic prose or verse, is that it must
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be pleasing to the ears — known in Tibetan as %raiﬁ Though this may
appear somewhat of a subjective criteria, it is one that Tibetans seem
to have a unique ability to be acutely attuned to.

The Tibetan text of The Six Brothers is divided up into seven
chapters, including an introductory salutation. The division between
the stanzas of poetic verse and the sections of poetic prose are not
marked in the Tibetan text. However, we have separated the English
into poetic stanzas (usually of four lines, though there are some of six
and eight) and poetic prose. This has been done for ease of reading
and understanding.

This particular style of poetry, which combines verse and prose, is
known as %q'qaﬁ'ﬁx'%qgn]' or in its more commonly abbreviated
form qqsﬁgn@m’a\r ~ ‘a mix of verse and prose’. (%u]'qqsﬁ' means
‘verse’ or ‘chopped/cut words’ and %q'ma]' means ‘prose’ or
‘loose/relaxed words’.) We have translated each stanza of verse by
looking at it as a whole rather than line by line. A line by line
translation of Tibetan poetry can often be very difficult to comprehend
i English. When studying the Tibetan text, it is necessary to look at
the whole stanza in order to grasp the intended meaning. Tibetan
poetry can be very dense and packed with meaning, usually requiring
expansion in English. What appears as a few words in the Tibetan text
often requires many words in English. Unable to preserve the poetic
meter of the Tibetan original, we have rendered the English verse
form in what could be called ‘free’ prose.

The subject of a sentence or a clause is often left implicit in Tibetan.
We have supplied the subject or agent when this has been necessary
for comprehension. We have also, on occasions, added other
information which is clearly implied by the context but is not explicit
in the text itself. This is again to help with clarity of understanding for
the reader. When the subject or contextual information has been
added, we have chosen not to enclose this in parenthesis, as is the
practice of others, as we felt that this impedes the natural flow of the
text.

Tibetans divide translation styles into three categories. The first is
known as R YR ‘direct translation’, the second R:’ﬁ\’]&'ﬂqﬂ]'m' ‘leaving



as is’ translation (this is primarily concerned with transliterating the
pronunciation of Sanskrit words) and the third is ﬁa@; ‘meaning
translation’. We have endeavoured to follow the ‘meaning’ school of
translation without, we hope, compromising the actual words of the
author. We have preserved the many similes, metaphors and
synonyms that are replete in this text, even though they may not
always sound perfectly natural in English. At times we have been
more direct or ‘literal’ in our translation, keeping in mind the need to
primarily transfer the intended meaning of the author.

Widely considered as the ‘mother’ of all contemporary Tibetan poetry,
The Six Brothers contains as many as one hundred and thirty different
kinds of metaphors, similes and synonyms. The scope of this study
does not include an identification or detailed explanation of these.
This would be a study of its own that would require another volume.
Our goal has been to transfer the meaning of this text as clearly and
accurately as possible. Tibetan poetry makes distinctions between
many kinds of similes and metaphors, and also has an elaborate
system of &Eq'qéﬁ' ‘synonyms’ or ‘epithets’. The study of &Ea\'m“g’ﬁ‘
(also translated as the study of ‘synonomics’ or ‘metaphors’) forms an
important part of Tibetan literature. Synonomics is one of the five
‘lesser’ or smaller branches of knowledge - known as the

Reppi g

When aqfq'qu/zi' appear in the text, we have noted this as a footnote.
Sometimes we have translated the synonym or metaphor directly and
on other occasions we have given the meaning of the synonym. For
example, the moon has many different titles. One of them is
g'};ﬁﬂﬁq'i’r ‘The Lord of the Stars’. We have used this title in the
text and given a footnote explaining its metaphorical content. In the
following cases, which are also all synonyms for the moon, we have
not always given the literal translation in the text but rather used

! The five minor branches of learning are: 1. %’ﬁ(ﬂ’ poetry, 2. NESL:!ER
synonyms, 3. éf:]'gx' literary composition, 4. ;}‘R’%N' astrology, 5. gl\]'ﬁf{' dance
and drama. The five major branches of learning, known as the 5\;51 N’%'Q'g' are:
1. S Rayey arts and crafts, 2. ﬁq‘iu]q medicine, 3. ﬁciu]q grammar/language,
4. a5 uw%n]'q' logic, 5. 3= %3 Xay=s Buddhist philosophy.



‘moon’ with an explanation in the footnotes: qﬁ'@g:‘ﬂ@'@i ‘Source
of Happiness’, :ﬁm@'nﬁwa\qﬁm: ‘Crystal Mansion’, Néi&’q'ﬁqqéﬂ'
‘Lord of the Night’, 2‘5:‘63\' ‘Rabbit Bearer’, Qﬁ'f:ﬂan(aﬁ'ga\' ‘The
Face Everyone Loves’, mmzm@dag=agy  ‘The Source of Nectar’,
?\'ﬁ?ﬁ'ﬂ]gﬂ}NEWNa’qa‘“'Q'&'Gﬁ' *The One of the Rabbit Image and Cool
Rays’.

We have translated only the first part of the colophon, as this section
was relevant to the text itself. The remainder of the colophon we did
not directly translate but gave a general summary as it has no
immediate relevance to the text itself. The entire colophon has been
included in the Tibetan text for those who may wish to study it. The
Tibetan manuscript that we used is the one published by the Tibet
People’s Press (Ht:\'étm'a'ﬁ&m\i'ﬁa‘iﬁ'mt]), in 1980. (The same
manuscript was reprinted in 2000, being the one that appears at the
end of this book. In the 2000 edition of the manuscript, a contents
page and chapter headings have been added. We have not translated
these contemporary additions as they were not part of the original
text.)

Tracing the lives of six brothers, this enchanting story is an analogy of
the six transcendental perfections or ‘paramitas’ of the Bodhisattvas.
The three older brothers represent all that is evil in the worldly
existence of samsara and the three younger brothers represent the
perfect conduct of a true Bodhisattva ~ one who vows to attain
enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings. Both the
conduct and the names of the three younger brothers (Great
Understanding, Virtuous and Loving Kindness) clearly indicate their
exalted status as Bodhisattvas. Through the course of the story, the
three younger brothers exhort the older brothers to flee their corrupt
lives of folly and to enter the true path of enlightenment. Eventually
they succeed in doing so, but not without numerous misadventures
along the way.

The first chapter introduces each of the six brothers, describing their
various characteristics. The remaining six chapters are devoted to one
of the six perfections, presenting them in the correct order of
importance. The six perfections are: generosity, ethics, perseverance,
diligence, concentration and wisdom. (For a fuller discussion of



these, please refer to footnote number twenty in the opening salutation
on page sixteen.)

The primary focus in preparing this translation has been for those who
may wish to study the Tibetan text in conjunction with the English
translation, hence the extensive footnotes referencing the Tibetan text.
However, we have also attempted to make the translation meaningful
for those who are not students of the Tibetan language.

Finally, our intention in undertaking this translation has been to
further research Tibetan language and culture. It is to this end that we
hope we have made a worthwhile, though small, contribution to the
burgeoning discipline of Tibetan studies.
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OPENING SALUTATION

In Sanskrit:® Kegu-mara-awa-dhana.’
In the Tibetan language: gzhon nu drug gi rtogs pa brjod pa.’

Homage to the All Knowing One.’

You, the one who, born of the universal monarch® lineage in
Sergya,” discarded the kingdom of the four continents® like
throwing away chaff and lived the life of an ascetic,’

Who alone, in front of the precious tree,'’defeated all the
hosts of devils and obtained the holy nectar of
incomparable enlightenment,

Who, for the purpose of leading migrators'’ to the path of
the three vehicles'? and making them like yourself,
spun far and wide the wheel which illuminates
all false doctrines,

Who, in order to complete all of your deeds,”
entered into sublime peace'* in the Sala'’ forest,
you, the Ruler of the Victorious, ®protect us.”’

Whoever listens will enjoy drops of nectar to the ears,
and beautiful images will bring great happiness
to the eyes.

The tongues of the readers will be endowed with good
fortune, and the minds of those who practice this teaching
will be given the fruits of their wishes.

The treasury of the intellects of those who understand
will greatly increase, and the ignorance of those
who do not understand will be overcome.

This profound, excellent and great poetic story indeed
deserves to be highly praised in the presence of the wise.

Even though worldly people'®are inherently awash in the affliction of
the three poisons,’” which is the origin of endless suffering, by
believing in the vast Buddha nature” and having compassion and
sublime wisdom, and by practicing the six perfections® of the way of
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“o«§ The Six Brothers: Opening Salutation e

the Great Vehicle,™ even they will not have difficulty in attaining
unsurpassed enlightenment.

Therefore, you should practice well the wonderful deeds of
Bodhisattvas.”

: 5"1*5?15 though literally meaning ‘Indian language’, @nﬁﬁi is understood as
referring to Sanskrit.
? Kegu-mard-awd-dhana is an attempt to transliterate the Sanskrit and is not a
transliteration using the Wylie transliteration scheme.
* gzhon nu drug gi rtogs pa brjod pa is a Wylie transliteration of the title of this text.
The title could also be translated as ‘The Biography of the Six Youths’, but a
%'EWA\I'RI'QE ‘&Y' has a broader meaning than just ‘biography’, being a category of
literature which deals with practical lessons concerning living an ethical life.

’ﬂl\] r QER &1 is a translation of the Sanskrit word avanda and lnterally means ‘the
narranon of a reahsatlon (;UL A Qé 2y is often abbreviated to g IR Qg )

’ g Sli 5\1@§ )" is one of the titles of the Buddha. This epithet is also used of great

lamas and monks who possess Buddha-like qualities. The expression @U"Q@N‘m' is

used when paying profound respect or giving a salulatlon The expression is perhaps
best rendered as ‘(I) pay homage to’. @Eq AFAr s commonly uttered while

prostrating. The compound verb gﬂ'] AFA' means ‘to prostrate” and as a compound
noun ‘prostration’. The entire expression E&N‘GR'N@E\Q‘N'SHTQ£NY§' gives an

indication as to translator’s or compilers’ classification of this text. (This
‘classification’ expression is known as a Q@K’gﬂ). Classifying texts in this way

reflects the practise established by king Trisong Detsen, (@"5}’(‘%’:}5’5"), during the”

eighth century. During Trisong Detsen’s reign and under his guidance, Indian scholars
and Tibetan translators established three categones by which sacred writings were to
be classified. These are known as the g gli :q:w ‘the three baskets’. (These

categories were based on the gy n’}k\!&} ‘the three trainings of Buddha’. The three
trainings are 1. @'ﬂq {354&\1 ethics, 2. §K = q%’ ﬁ concentration, 3. P[N = wisdom.)
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Nos3 The Six Brothers: Opening Salutation e/

The three categories or ‘baskets’ are 1. Dﬁm:ﬁﬁ?x teachings on ethical
discipline, 2. &ﬁgqgﬁi teachings on meditation and general religious discourses,
3. &fﬁﬁﬁé?fﬁ teachings on wisdom. At the beginning of each sacred writing,
translators or compliers would write a @tq or salutation, indicating the classification.
There are three different kinds of gﬂ] 1. a&&’sga@e“q&‘@n“‘qﬁu‘ﬁ' indicated
that text was a category one or a@mqﬁ%%\?ﬁ, 2. NRK\I'@NRRSR'QQ'&&IN’SQG'
N X e S _— . .
SR RN AZAUAr a category two or AN BAREFR 3. AR A ARSI AR
B3 SR YR AU AFAA a cat th g A SFA . The Six Broth
ﬂ]@ﬁ%’(gxil @n]q a category three or & q&!qggﬁ e Six Brothers

is a category one text because it is a teaching about ethical behaviour,
6 S~ . . > 3
Q{QK'NN‘QQR'Q‘ literally means ‘one who steers a wheel’. These kings or

monarchs have extensive powers over the universe. There are four such kings, each
steenng a wheel made of a different substance. The four are:

1. “]“R@ a(qsg NN Q@Kq the monarch steering the golden wheel, 2. tirlm @
RI'ER fl!t\l QQRQ the monarch steering the silver wheel, 3. IRay @ G\NR Ay
Qgi’:]' the monarch steering a copper wheel, 4. gu}m@'ﬂl{ﬁ’;‘ﬂfmqg'{ﬂ' the
monarch steering the iron wheel, ("’J‘R Ay Q%’{Q is also spelled r.qu:;a! qu )

L\P{ a ‘monks and laity’, the colour yellowish white, an idiom for the sun and the

name of the city of Buddha's birth. According to legend, the city derived its name
from a famous sage called 5:-5;:&:(@- who had long, yellow and white dreadlocks

and taught religion in that city. (A SR‘@:’ was a sage or ascetic who

often possessed magical powers.)

8 §]R'Qe\' These are the four continents of Buddhist cosmology which surround Mt.
Meru in the qi{ﬁ [NV ‘desire realm’. The four are 1. .ETR AN QAT 2 the
eastern continent of Supreme BOdlCS, 2. g G{E'&] S) g]R the southern continent of the
Rose Apple Tree, 3. iQ RN Zi the western contmem of Utilising Cattle,

4 g § EX %,5-\ the southern continent of Unpleasant Sounds.

A " 1S to practice asceticism or to live as a hermit after renouncing all
worldly life. Buddha practiced extrerne asceticism for six years before he obtained
enlightenment.

10 ‘\t('asv " is a reference to @R‘gq’“t’ the Bodhi tree under which Buddha attained
enlightenment The Bodhi tree is a species of the Indian fig tree.

qg] is a reference to 0\{] Sl RU'IN éﬂ the six migrators who are caught in cyclical
or ‘samsaric’ existence. They are sometimes referred to as ‘transmigrators’, but this
can give the sense that they have escaped from the wheel of suffenng when in fact
they have not. The six migrators are: g gods, Fa uq demigods, & humans, 55 qq}
animals, & iﬂ]&\l hungry ghosts or pretas and Ay hell beings.
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