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“Buddhism Between Tibet and China, under the careful editorship of Matthew T. Kapstein and with the collaboration of ten exceptionally well-qualified specialists, reveals that the relationship between ‘the Rooftop of the World’ and ‘the Middle Kingdom’ has not always been one of revolt and repression. Rather, what we find in this highly informative and aptly illustrated volume is that—throughout the past thirteen hundred years and continuing right up to the present moment—Chinese individuals from various walks of life have often displayed a serious interest in Tibetan Buddhism. Not only have they learned much from this complex, captivating religion, they have also taken concrete steps to support and popularize it. This fine book offers a welcome palliative to all the harsh rhetoric that customarily surrounds the Tibet-China conundrum.”
 

—VICTOR MAIR, Ph.D., Professor of Chinese Language and Literature, University of Pennsylvania
 

 


“This splendid book about the multifaceted Tibetan-Chinese interactions through Buddhism will quickly become established as path-breaking and authoritative in its field. The book is diverse in the different regions of the Chinese world that come under discussion, from Tibet, Qinghai, and Sichuan to Beijing and Taiwan; and in the periods considered, which range from the seventh to the twenty-first centuries. And this book is a veritable storehouse of insight and information on Tibetan Buddhism in China, including art, thought, and eminent personalities. The writing is objective, detailed, and highly readable. I recommend it strongly.”
 

—COLIN MACKERRAS, PH.D., Professor Emeritus, Griffith University
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Preface


DURING THE SPRING of 1996, as I was leaving my apartment in New York’s Morningside Heights to buy bagels one Sunday morning, I came across a group of Chinese university students, all wearing T-shirts emblazoned with the characteristic lotus, book, and sword emblem of the Tibetan Sakyapa order. I stopped to chat with them and learned that they were from many different places in China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia, but were in the States to pursue graduate studies, mostly in the sciences and engineering. They gathered to meditate together on Sundays in the apartment of a fellow student who was connected with the Sakyapa center in Singapore. In fact, they had no idea that Buddhism was a subject taught at Columbia University, where I was then teaching, or that any member of the faculty would have heard of the Sakyapa, in their terms the “white sect” of Tibetan Buddhism. Their bemused expressions as they answered my questions betrayed evident puzzlement about my interest.


As a frequent visitor to Nepal, where Tibetan monastic development has been much assisted by donors from Singapore and Taipei, Hong Kong and Kuala Lumpur, it had become clear to me during the 1970s and 80s that there was very considerable ethnic Chinese involvement in Tibetan religious activity. I was therefore aware that prosperous Chinese had emerged among the major contemporary patrons of Tibetan Buddhist institutions and teachers, no doubt surpassing in this regard the contributions of either Hollywood heroes or Microsoft moguls. Nevertheless, my chance meeting with the overseas Chinese students that morning underscored for me the degree to which religious relationships between Tibet and China had remained invisible even to those of us who were engaged in the academic study of Tibetan or Chinese Buddhism. Was recent Chinese participation in Tibetan Buddhism, I found myself wondering, the fruit of cultural relations developed over centuries, or the product of uniquely contemporary circumstances?


Certainly, the painful political reality of the modern Tibet-China relation has skewed our perspectives and inhibited inquiry in this area. Though several pioneering scholars in Chinese and Tibetan studies did contribute to our knowledge of Chinese Buddhism in Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism in China—one thinks above all here of Berthold Laufer, Ferdinand Lessing, Paul Demiéville, Rolf Stein, and Herbert Franke—further research along these lines has languished until very recently, particularly in the United States. Scholars involved in East Asian Buddhist studies tended to see Tibet as a world apart, while those of us working on Tibetan Buddhist materials have often had our professional homes in departments of South Asian studies and have therefore encouraged our students to focus on something called “Indo-Tibetan Buddhism.” As a result, the sustained religious contact between Tibet and China throughout the past thirteen hundred years has remained obscure.


Nevertheless, in a few areas Tibeto-Chinese religious relations have aroused recent scholarly interest. The best example, no doubt, is the story of Tibet’s contact with China’s Chan Buddhist traditions during the Tang dynasty. Following the lead of Paul Demiéville’s path-breaking investigations of documents found at Dunhuang, there has been intensive research on this topic during the past few decades, above all by Buddhist scholars in Japan. Mention, too, must be made of recent art historical scholarship, which has shed new light on the cross-pollination of Chinese and Tibetan Buddhist styles and techniques. The works that have aroused the greatest attention in this context were executed in Chinese imperial ateliers during the Ming and Qing dynasties, or by Tibetan painters during the same epoch, notably in far eastern Tibet, where the use of diaphanous washes inspired by Chinese brushwork served to convey the sense of aetherial luminosity cultivated in Tibetan tantric meditation. As the present book seeks to demonstrate, however, the interrelationship of Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist traditions was more widely ramified, and has proven more enduring, than even these two very rich areas of study reflect by themselves.


In the introductory chapter I provide a brief historical overview of the religious connections between Tibet and China, surveying the contents of the volume as a whole. The eleven chapters that follow offer case-studies spanning more than a millennium, beginning with the study of a Sino-Tibetan cave temple in Gansu created under the Tibetan empire during the early ninth century and continuing down to H.H. the Dalai Lama’s 1997 visit to Taiwan. In between, pertinent examples of the intersections of Tibetan and Chinese Buddhism during the Yuan (or Mongol), Ming, Qing (or Manchu), and Republican periods are considered in depth. These studies are all based on extensive original research and field work, presented here for the first time. Together they demonstrate that Buddhism not only served to mediate relations between Tibetan ecclesiastical powers and the Chinese imperial court, as has often been assumed to be the overarching concern that defined the relationship, but that it also provided what was in effect a cultural lingua franca, through which Chinese, Tibetans, and frequently others as well might, despite their many differences, interact on common, sanctified ground.


As mentioned above, Tibeto-Chinese religious relations have been in large measure neglected by scholars formed after the Second World War. This reflects in part practical limitations on research due to political restrictions, for, from the foundation of the People’s Republic in 1949 to the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1978, it was generally impossible for scholars from abroad to pursue Tibetan studies in China. Those interested in Tibet necessarily turned their attention to the Himalayan regions and to Tibetan refugee communities in South Asia. It was only during the 1980s that renewed prospects for Tibetological research in China gradually began to emerge. Hence, recent advances in the study of Tibeto-Chinese relations have been largely due to researchers who have entered the field during the past quarter century. This generational transition is reflected in the composition of the present volume: whereas a few of the contributors are senior figures in Tibetan studies, most belong to the post–Cultural Revolution generation of Tibetanists. Some in fact completed—and several of them published—their dissertations while this book was in preparation. The gradual opening of China to Tibetological research has been in these cases a fundamental, enabling condition, essential to the development of their scholarship, so that their work reflects a new interrogation of Tibeto-Chinese cultural relations, as well as access to newly available materials and sources.


The present volume had its genesis in the meetings of the Tibetan and Himalayan Religions Group of the American Academy of Religion that I organized in 2000. The contributions of the particpants on that occasion—Karl Debreczeny, Rob Linrothe, Paul Nietupski, Gray Tuttle, Zhihua Yao, Abraham Zablocki, and myself—became the point of departure from which the book grew. I wish to thank Professors Janet Gyatso and Georges Dreyfus, then the chairs of the Tibetan and Himalayan Religions Group of the AAR, and the entire Steering Committee of the Group, for their encouragements, and in particular Professor Robert Gimello, who thoughtfully offered the response to the original presentations. I am grateful, too, to Ester Bianchi, Fabienne Jagou, Carmen Meinert, and Elliot Sperling, who graciously consented to join this project after it was already in progress.


The painting that adorns the cover of this volume, generously made available for reproduction here by the Margot and Thomas J. Pritzker Foundation, depicts the Buddha Dīpaṃkara poised literally between Tibetan and Chinese worlds. Probably of Xi Xia provenance, it reflects the unique station of the Xi Xia kingdom of the eleventh-twelfth centuries as a cultural crossroads, where Indian, Chinese, and Tibetan Buddhists contributed to the protection and edification of the realm. In the cartouche to the Buddha’s upper right, we read Dīpaṃkara’s name in Tibetan, while the same is inscribed in Chinese in the cartouche to his left. As realised here, the Buddha mediates between opposing worlds, a role that he will assume throughout the pages that follow as well.


For their invaluable assistance at the University of Chicago with the preparation of this work for publication, I am grateful to Rachel Lindner and Susan Zakin for their careful editing of the text, and to You Hong for her help with the Chinese glossary. I acknowledge, too, the contribution that the China Committee of the University’s Center for East Asian Studies has made over the years to my ongoing research concerning Tibetan affairs in China. Tim McNeill and MacDuff Stewart at Wisdom Publications, together with the editors of the series Studies in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, have my profound thanks for the characteristic enthusiasm with which they welcomed this project. And kudos are due to Laura Cunningham and Tony Lulek for the expertise and efficiency with which they shepherded the work through the final stages of its production.


Matthew T. Kapstein
Vaishakh, 2008
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Transcription Conventions


TIBETAN NAMES and terms are given in the main body of this book using simplified phonetic spellings.1


In this system, most of the letters used may be pronounced according to their common English values. The exceptions to this rule are:


           ö and ü, which are pronounced as in German


           e and é, which are both pronounced like the French é, the accent being used here only at the end of words, to remind readers that a final e is not silent: e.g., dorjé


           z and zh, which resemble s and sh; thus, Zhalu sounds rather like Shalu


In some instances, however, we have retained established conventional spellings for proper names, instead of phonetic transcriptions: for instance, Gyantse instead of phonetic Gyeltsé (for literary Tibetan rgyal-rtse), and Derge for Degé (lit. sde-dge). The Tibetan spelling list given at the end of the book provides the exact literary orthography for all Tibetan names and terms used herein. The literary orthography has also been employed in the following cases: some names, terms and titles given only parenthetically; transcriptions of inscriptions; and all Tibetan expressions given in the endnotes to each chapter.


For Chinese, we use the standard Pinyin transcriptions throughout, though for a small number of proper names, such as Chiang K’ai-shek, we retain the forms that will be recognized by most anglophone readers. Similarly, for persons and places in Taiwan, we employ the standard spellings accepted in the Republic of China. A Chinese glossary supplies the characters corresponding to the transcriptions used in the text.


1   As described in the article by David Germano and Nicolas Tournadre, “THDL Simplified Phonetic Transcription of Standard Tibetan”: (http://www.thdl.org/xml/showEssay.php?xml=/collections/langling/THDL_phonetics.xml).




Introduction: Mediations and Margins


Matthew T. Kapstein


DURING THE 1980s, Buddhist Studies entered a new and dynamic phase characterized in part by the abandonment of an earlier disposition to think of “Buddhism” as a singular term. Gone was the emphasis on core beliefs and doctrines, with respect to which local developments had often been regarded as late modifications, wholesale deviations, or else the simple resurgence of non-Buddhist, indigenous cultural strata. Against this, local Buddhisms were henceforth to hold pride of place and Buddhism as such was no more. In many respects, this shift of orientation proved to be a salutory one, as the standard in the field came to be defined increasingly by historically and culturally nuanced studies of persons, artifacts, schools of thought, and events in particular places and times. Where Buddhist Studies may have once seemed a narrowly circumscribed and relatively coherent field, it began to transform rapidly into a cluster of specialized disciplines devoted above all to regional Buddhisms: Indian, Chinese, Korean, Tibetan, Japanese, Sri Lankan, Thai, and so forth.


That the field did not just dissolve into various subunits, however, is perhaps due to two countervailing research trajectories that in quite different ways reached beyond national bounds. On the one hand, continuing work on Buddhist scriptural collections required, in many contexts, taking the canonical languages, rather than individual nations or ethnicities, as the meaningful units of analysis, thereby giving due allowance to the transnational character of the major classical Buddhist languages and the literature preserved in them. At the same time, a variety of collaborative, comparative studies on such topics as Buddhist hermeneutics, soteriology, mnemonics, hagiography, and mortuary beliefs, among others, continued to underscore the importance of key themes linking the varied local traditions, even if the treatment of those themes appeared at times to be notably diverse.1


Despite the very rich veins for reflection that have been tapped through these three predominant research areas—canonical Buddhist Studies, local or national Buddhist Studies, and comparative Buddhist Studies—there are significant issues that have nonetheless tended to be overlooked, given this configuration of the field. With the notable exception of so-called “Silk Road Studies,”2 the role of Buddhism in the cultural, economic, and political relations among different peoples and nations seems a particularly remarkable area of neglect. Though work in this area has by no means been altogether absent—in particular, recent contributions on Sino-Indian relations by Liu Xinru and Tansen Sen testify to the considerable prospects for such research3—it is surprising that it has remained marginal to the orientations that in recent years have been most visible in Buddhist Studies overall. Nevertheless, it is indisputable that Buddhism has historically proven to be a powerful medium whereby political, economic, technological,4 and artistic ties have been negotiated and forged, besides its role in fostering religious life more narrowly conceived.


In seeking to encourage scholarship that examines Buddhism as a bridge among differing Asian milieux, the present volume offers a collection of original studies of Buddhism in the history of cultural and political relations between Tibet and China. Outside of the special value these contributions may have for students of these two lands in particular, it may be hoped that the work as a whole will be also seen as a stimulus to pursue the investigation of Buddhism in Asian “cross-border” relations more generally.


Part of the interest in examining this history through the Buddhist lens stems from the sheer tenacity of the Tibet-China relationship. From the period of their first serious encounters during the seventh through ninth centuries, when the two nations rivaled one another in their quest for imperial supremacy in large parts of Inner Asia, and down to the present day, when Tibet exists as an independent state no more but maintains nevertheless a unique cultural identity both in China and the world at large, Buddhism has regularly provided a vital connecting medium, whether during times of antagonism or of fraternity. Throughout this long history the role of religion in mediating Tibet-China relations has evolved together with the relationship itself, but, at the same time, we will find in the pages that follow that certain patterns and themes regularly reappear, despite marked overriding trends of change.


In its legendary representation, the Buddhist link between Tibet and China was first forged with an imperial wedding that served as a pretext for Buddhist proselytism. Contemporary historians may continue to debate whether the Tibetan monarch Songtsen Gampo (d. 649/650) did in fact adopt the foreign religion and whether his Chinese bride, the Tang princess Wencheng (d. 680), really played any role in its transmission. But for the Buddhists of Tibet, it is an article of faith that the precious image of the Lord Śākyamuni in Lhasa, the most revered object of Tibetan pilgrimage, was brought to their land from China by a royal emanation of the female buddha Tārā, on the occasion of her wedding to their king, a mortal manifestation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara himself.5 For the Tibetan religious imagination, therefore, Sino-Tibetan relations had as their first and most valued offspring nothing less than Tibetan Buddhism itself.


Whatever may be eventually decided regarding the true historical record of Buddhism in Tibet during Songtsen Gampo’s reign, the story nevertheless contains a symbolic measure of truth; for soon Buddhism did come to enjoy a significant role in the mediation of Chinese and Tibetan affairs, providing a common framework of religious meaning for two powers that were otherwise frequently at war. It was a role that, variously adapted and readapted with the passage of time, remained vital until the early years of the twentieth century, influencing religion, politics, and art among Tibetans, Chinese, and their neighbors, leaving a legacy that is still visible, even now when the forms of religio-political culture characteristic of medieval and early modern Central and East Asia have long since passed from the scene.


After the mid-ninth-century collapse of the old Tibetan kingdom, however, Tibet never regained the political and military dominance it had enjoyed during its two centuries of imperial glory. In effect, the Tibetan presence in Inner Asia came to depend increasingly upon the symbolic power of the Tibetan Buddhist clergy, conceiving of itself (and frequently becoming similarly conceived by others) as the truest heir to the great traditions of Buddhism in India, upholding the intellectual prowess of the major monastic universities, especially Nālandā and Vikramaśīla, and supercharged with the mastery of occult ritual and yoga derived from the teachings of the renowned Indian tantric adepts, the mahāsiddhas.6 It was, and for many remains, a unique and heady blend of rational and charismatic authority, and as such proved compelling to the rulers of the Western Xia, Mongol Khans, Chinese and Manchu emperors, and Republican-era warlords alike.


One important aspect of the Tibet-China tie therefore concerns the formation of what is often termed the patron-priest, or donor-chaplain, relationship (Tib. mchod yon). As it is generally understood, this was a form of reciprocity in which the religiously symbolic consecration conferred on China’s rulers by Tibetan hierarchs was recompensed by the rulers through material and worldly empowerment—in the form of gifts, grants, titles, and seals of authority. However, the relationship was considerably more nuanced than this short explanation suggests and, when studied with care with respect to particular examples, it is frequently found to turn on the necessity of resolving or at least managing specific political or economic sources of conflict, whether actual or potential. The exchange relationship, moreover, served as a vehicle promoting commercial and cultural interactions extending often far beyond the official inventories of initiations bestowed or gifts received. In short, the patron-priest relationship provided a focal point around which a broad range of issues informing Tibet-China connections were arrayed.7


Besides this, as suggested by reference to the Xia and the Mongols above, Tibetans and Chinese were by no means the only parties to the Tibet-China Buddhist relationship. A variety of peoples, and sometimes states, in Inner Asia and throughout the Sino-Tibetan Marches (i.e., the border regions extending from Yunnan in the south to the Qinghai-Gansu frontiers in the north) acted as mediators in the rapports of the Tibetans and Chinese. At one time or another, the actual agents or beneficiaries of Tibet-China exchange may have been Tangut, Naxi, Monguor or Yi, and many others as well. The multi-ethnic character of Tibet-China relations in particular permitted China, whose bureaucracy and court often struck outsiders as impenetrable and monolithic, to greet its Inner Asian others with an exceptionally pluralistic face.


The various forms of religious relations that unfolded between Tibet and China through the centuries found their most concrete embodiments in the many material artifacts—the products of extensive architectural, artistic and publication projects—in which the conjunction of the two realms was physically manifested through various forms of production. These range from mid-Tang-period murals in Dunhuang, to celebrated monuments such as the Yuan-dynasty “White Stūpa” in Beijing, to the Ming Yongle editon of the Tibetan Buddhist canon and the elaborate Tibetan tantric formulae adorning the tomb of the Manchu Qianlong Emperor, together with countless more.8 Through detailed consideration of three prominent religious edifices, the first part of this book, “Sites of Encounter,” examines key issues in China-Tibet relations during the periods in which they were constructed.


In “The Treaty Temple of the Turquoise Grove,” I suggest that the famous temple of Dega Yutsel, well-known from the documents discovered by M.A. Stein and P. Pelliot at Dunhuang, can in fact be identified with a still-surviving cave-temple in the complex at Anxi Yulin, not far from Dunhuang in Gansu province. Beyond this, however, the chapter urges a broadening of the investigation of the place of Buddhism in relations between Tibet and Tang China. In recent scholarship one notes a tendency to emphasize the question of “Tibetan Chan” while neglecting other aspects of Chinese Buddhism that were transmitted to Tibet during this time, as well as the role of Buddhism in managing often hostile political relations. Here, it is the presence of Buddhism in Tibet-Tang diplomacy that forms the background for understanding the construction of the Treaty Temple.


The second chapter, “The Commissioner’s Commissions,” by Rob Linrothe, discusses the puzzling Yuan-period site of Feilaifeng in Hangzhou (in modern Zhejiang province), whose Tibetan tantric icons have frequently been understood as evidence of cultural confrontation on the part of the Mongol administration in their relation to the Chinese. Linrothe argues that the controversial Tangut official Yang Lianzhenjia, the principal patron of the site, was perhaps seeking to act with greater nuance than his detractors have generally recognized, and sought not confrontation, but accommodation between Chinese and Tibetan forms of Buddhism.


“Dabaojigong and the Regional Tradition of Ming Sino-Tibetan Painting in the Kingdom of Lijiang,” by Karl Debreczeny, introduces us to the powerful role of Tibetan religious culture among the Naxi of Yunnan. Debreczeny’s careful art historical analysis of the sixteenth-century temple of Dabaojigong demonstrates the equal importance of Tibetan patronage to the West and Chinese patronage to the East, as allegiances to both were clearly inscribed in the iconographic program of the temple, as well as in the characteristic style of its paintings, despite the evident Tibetan Buddhist affiliation that determined Dabaojigong’s overall religious orientations.


In all three of these studies, spatial intermediacy—the frontier settings of Anxi Yulin and Dabaojigong, and the frontier origins of Yang Lianzhenjia—plays a determining role in the formation of cultural ties. This theme serves, too, to introduce the principal concerns of the following section, “Missions from the Frontiers,” which turns to examine the manner in which Tibetan clergy from frontier regions acted to facilitate relations between Chinese and Tibetan civilizational spheres. While our subject matter here is in some respects continuous with that of the previous section—for patronage and the development of specific sites are key themes here as well—the agency of religious professionals in relation to worldly powers is now the chief concern.


In chapter 4, “Tibetan Buddhism, Perceived and Imagined, along the Ming-Era Sino-Tibetan Frontier,” Elliot Sperling examines three Tibetan monasteries in the Qinghai and Sichuan borderlands that received the support of the imperial court and whose hierarchs sometimes traveled to the capital. What emerges from his investigation is that these connections served the Ming as a form of cultural diplomacy, helping to secure or stabilize the sometimes unruly regions in which direct Chinese authority could be exercised only at great expense and with much difficulty. This is perhaps most striking in the third of his case-studies, concerning the district of Songpan: the Tibetan clerics honored here as “imperial preceptors” were in fact representatives not of the major Buddhist orders, but of Tibet’s autochthonous Bön religion. Together with Karl Debreczeny’s contribution, this chapter also underscores the importance of Ming-period trade between China and far eastern Tibet. In both of these chapters, it is clear that the sponsorship of religion, whether by the Chinese court or local rulers, at once reflected the prosperity realized through this trade and was intended to secure conditions favoring its continuation and increase.


The patron-priest relationship may be said to have reached its quintessential form during the Ming dynasty.9 This was in large measure due to the fact that the Ming had few pretensions to rule Tibetan regions, and much less Tibet itself, which is to say that their concerns stressed ceremonial propriety, trade, and the security of China’s frontiers. Their precedent, moreover, was in most respects taken over by the Qing. Unlike their predecessors, however, the Qing eventually did seek to exercise authority in Tibet, but unlike the Yuan-dynasty Mongols they came to this reluctantly; although the Manchus overthrew the Ming in 1644, they asserted their rule in Tibetan regions sporadically throughout the eighteenth century.10 Moreover, as Paul Nietupski shows in “The ‘Reverend Chinese’ (Gyanakpa tshang) at Labrang Monastery,” in many places Qing control of Tibetan areas remained nominal at best. Under these circumstances, the continuing ceremonial relations with Tibetan and Mongol Buddhist hierarchs served as an important means to maintain an imperial presence in places remote from the real centers of Manchu power, while, for the hierarchs involved in such relations, the favor of the court advanced their religious mission, and helped to consolidate the position of the monasteries as the effective administrative centers in Qinghai, Gansu, and elsewhere.


The reciprocal relations that were forged between China’s rulers and Tibetan ecclesiastical figures, often themselves from border districts, did not come to an end with the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911. During the Republican period, Chinese interest in Tibetan Buddhism in fact expanded, and the Tibetans who traveled to China to teach, perform rituals, and raise support continued often to be natives of Amdo (Qinghai/Gansu) or Kham (Sichuan/Xikang).11 One of the most outstanding examples of such missionaries was Bo Gangkar Rinpoché (1893–1957), the subject of Carmen Meinert’s study in chapter 6. Indeed, Gangkar Rinpoché’s career, which continued into the early days of the People’s Republic, mirrors the changing political circumstances of his time in which he served different political agendas and was eventually made part of the communists’ “civilizing project” in cultural Tibet. In his story we may even detect the beginnings of the globalization of the Tibet-China Buddhist relation that will be discussed in greater detail in the final chapter. For Gangkar’s Chinese disciples included such figures as Zhang Chengji (C.C. Chang) and Charles Luk, whose English translations of Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist classics opened new vistas to students of Asian religions in the West.12


Although, from the Yuan-period on, Tibetan clerics often traveled to China on pilgrimage conferring Buddhist teachings on highly placed persons, up to and including the emperors themselves, and received honors and riches in return, one is struck that so few Chinese Buddhists appear to have ventured to visit Tibet. The contrast is all the more striking when we recall that large numbers of Indian and Nepalese Buddhist scholars and adepts did journey to Tibet, combining pilgrimage, teaching activity, and fundraising while there.13 The Chinese may have been put off in part by the Tibetans’ barbaric reputation, fostered in Confucian dynastic historiography. Or they may equally have been dissuaded by the hardship always associated with travel in the mountains and deserts to the west. Or they may have been convinced that theirs was an infinitely superior civilization, so that they had nothing of value to gain from their rude neighbors on the high plateau.14 Whatever their reasons, however, one of the striking shifts that occurs after the 1911 fall of the Manchu dynasty is the arrival of numbers of Chinese pilgrims and travelers in Tibetan Buddhist milieux. “The Modern Chinese Discovery of Tibetan Buddhism” considers important facets of this development, together with the parallel expansion of Tibetan Buddhist teaching and practice in the Chinese heartland itself.


One of the attractions of Tibetan Buddhism for the Chinese was certainly the charismatic allure of esoteric tantric ritual, promising both worldly and spiritual blessings. Strongly associated with the consecration bestowed by leading lamas upon the emperors, Tibetan tantrism in China was inevitably tied to images of imperial power. In a sense, this upsurge of interest and involvement in this form of religion can be seen to directly correspond to the political change whereby the promise of democracy made every citizen a potential king. Facets of the Republican-period advancement of Tibetan esotericism in China may be found in the tracts and practice manuals published in small editions during the 1930s and 1940s on behalf of practitioners, and later reissued in several collections. Chapter 7, “Translating Buddhism from Tibetan to Chinese” by Gray Tuttle, examines these documents, identifying the Tibetan and Chinese figures involved and the settings in which they worked. It is noteworthy that we find evidence here, together with the contributions of well-known religious figures such as Norlha Khutughtu (1876–1936), of the activity of Chinese Buddhist laymen and the formation among them of lay Buddhist associations.


A quite different aspect of the early-twentieth-century Chinese turn to Tibetan Buddhism is described in Zhihua Yao’s chapter, “Tibetan Learning in the Contemporary Chinese Yogācāra School.” For the figures discussed here, chiefly the scholars Lü Cheng (1896–1989), Fazun (1902–1980), and Han Jingqing (1912–2003), Tibetan traditions were of interest primarily for preservation of the Indian Buddhist philosophical legacy. In other words, their concerns lay in the areas of Buddhist philology and doctrinal studies, and not (or at most only secondarily) in the approaches to ritual and esotericism that were often accentuated in Tibetan Buddhist practice. As Yao argues, the representatives of contemporary Chinese Yogācāra—much like the partisans of so-called “Critical Buddhism” in recent Japanese Buddhist intellectual circles—have used Indian and Tibetan sources as the basis for launching a critique of developments in East Asian Buddhisms that, they believe, stray far from the teaching’s intent.15


Throughout much of its history, Tibetan Buddhism has sought to promote a viable synthesis of philosophical insight and ritual virtuosity, even if the ideal of a perfectly harmonious balance of the two has often been only imperfectly realized. Accordingly, while some Chinese Buddhists found inspiration in Tibetan tantra, and others in scholasticism, still others strove to realize the embracing synthesis that many Tibetans themselves took to be the appropriate goal. Particularly noteworthy in this respect was Nenghai Lama (1886–1967), whose life and teachings are examined in chapter 9 by Ester Bianchi. Though he was a colleague of Fazun early on, Nenghai was clearly more influenced by the charismatic dimensions of Tibetan Buddhism than was the former. And Nenghai, moreover, proved to be an exceptionally charismatic figure in his own right, launching a monastic movement directly in the line of the Tibetan Gelukpa order that remains a dynamic force in mainland Chinese Buddhism today.


Taken together, therefore, the third section of this collection points to two rather different projects informing contemporary Chinese engagements in Tibetan Buddhism. As seen in Zhihua Yao’s study, there has been a scholarly, philological interest in Tibetan Buddhist scriptural sources as offering a repository in which the materials needed to make up lacunae in the Chinese Buddhist tradition may be found. The interest, in this case, is largely in Tibetan translations of Indian doctrinal and philosophical works, not in contributions that Tibetans themselves may have made to the elaboration of Buddhist teaching and practice. Over and against this tendency, some Chinese seekers have responded primarily to the attractions of Tibetan approaches, involving mastery of tantric ritual and yoga, and culminating in spiritual attainment, rather than intellectual refinement, as the major Buddhist goal. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to insist on too radical a division. In the cases, for instance, of prominent modern Chinese masters such as Fazun and Nenghai, both interests are indeed represented in their lives and writings; what differs is the relative balance they found between scholastic and ritual engagements. What is perhaps most striking is that throughout the twentieth century Chinese Buddhists were moved, as Zhihua Yao puts it, “to search for a more authentic Buddhism, and so looked to Buddhism’s Indian origins and its Tibetan transmissions in order to find this.”


It may appear that, taking this and the preceding sections together, we seek to confirm the widespread impression that prior to the fall of the Qing the only real involvement of the Chinese in Tibetan Buddhism was limited to court circles, and that it was not until the Republican era that common Chinese Buddhist believers began to be engaged in Tibetan traditions as well. Without denying that there may be some element of truth to this, it is important to note, nevertheless, that we do find occasional indications of grassroots Chinese participation in Tibetan Buddhism during the Qing, and some suggestions along these lines even before. Evidence of this may be seen in Paul Nietupski’s comments on the “Chinese lamas” of Labrang Monastery in Gansu Province. And in the biography of the Qianlong Emperor’s renowned preceptor Changkya Rölpé Dorjé (1717–1786), we find it recorded that he attracted masses of the Chinese faithful during his visits to Sichuan and Wutai shan, besides his activities as a teacher of the Chinese Buddhist sangha.16 All things considered, it seems more prudent to admit that the question of Chinese popular involvement in Tibetan Buddhism during the dynastic period has not yet been adequately examined, and remains a topic of interest for future research.17


If Tibetan Buddhism in modern China has evolved into an at once popular and learned movement among Chinese Buddhists, the political dimension of the relationship has by no means diminished with the passage of time. Since the seventeenth century, when the Great Fifth Dalai Lama was received in the court of the Manchu Shunzhi Emperor, no single figure has been more emblematic of this connection than the person of the Dalai Lama. The final section of this book, “China and the Dalai Lama in the Twentieth Century,” therefore turns to this center of religio-political gravity in studies of China’s troubled rapport with Tibet’s chief hierarch at the beginning and end of the last century.


Although the Fifth was the sole Dalai Lama to visit the court before the Thirteenth did so in the early twentieth century, the preeminence of the emperor’s patronage of the Dalai Lamas was always upheld. Therefore, following his flight from Lhasa in advance of the arrival of the Younghusband expedition in 1904, and his failure to secure the aid he sought from the Jebtsundampa Khutughtu of Urga, Outer Mongolia, the Thirteenth turned to the traditional relationship with the Qing court in his quest for support and arrived in Beijing for imperial audiences in 1908. These events form the focus for Fabienne Jagou’s chapter on “The Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s Visit to Beijing in 1908.” While it has long been clear that the outcome of his meetings with the Emperor Guangxu and Dowager Cixi was not satisfactory, and that the major result of the meeting was the Dalai Lama’s determination not to solicit the Chinese court again, Jagou shows that the actual events were marked by considerable complexity reflecting, as she says, “the difficulty each faced in establishing relationships in an environment of political transition.” Part of this complexity stemmed from the Dalai Lama’s twin spiritual and temporal roles, and the felt need, on the part of the court, to nuance their response to his separate functions somewhat differently. The overriding impression, nevertheless, as noted by the Chinese monk Guankong in remarks cited by Tuttle, was that “the court had not been courteous to the Dalai Lama.” The Dalai Lama’s answer was his declaration of independence from China as soon as the dynasty fell.


The fall of the Qing, therefore, marked a complete rupture in the ceremonial religio-political bond linking the Dalai Lama to the Chinese ruler, a break whose legacy has had important and continuous implications for Tibet-China relations ever since. For, on the one hand, Chinese rulers, whether Republican or Communist, have been eager to affirm the continuity of a special connection of some kind, but without being committed to maintaining intact the dynastic-period pattern of the patron-priest relation. At the same time, from the position of the Thirteenth’s successor, Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, the struggle, following China’s assertion of its sway over Tibet in 1951, has been to find a new formula for the Tibet-China relationship, one that guarantees the integrity of Tibet. As in the past, part of the complexity of the issue stems from the Dalai Lama’s simultaneous political and spiritual roles.


These matters are brought into clear focus in connection with the present Dalai Lama’s visits to the Republic of China, that is, Taiwan, discussed in the closing chapter by Abraham Zablocki. Although both the Dalai Lama and Taiwan authorities have been keen to emphasize the non-political nature of his tours of the island, Beijing has of course regarded them as a poorly disguised pretext for collusion among “splittists.” And conflicted political reactions have been expressed in Taiwan itself, precisely owing to disagreements there between those who would opt for Taiwanese independence and those favoring, at least rhetorically, eventual reunification with the Mainland. Moreover, given extraordinary levels of interest in Tibetan Buddhism in recent years, the Dalai Lama was welcomed on Taiwan with all the acclaim and excitement that usually attends visiting pop stars. When we recall, too, that Taiwan is not the only part of the Chinese world in which Tibetan Buddhism is currently in vogue—evidence of this may be found throughout overseas Chinese communities and indeed in the PRC as well—it becomes clear that the ancient religious relationship of Tibet and China has entered the new century still full of vigor, together with the unceasing and profound contestation it has come to entail.


*   *   *   *


While the cases studied in the present volume touch on many significant aspects of the role of Buddhism in Tibet-China relations throughout the span of their history, it cannot be said that all issues of importance are treated here. (The puzzling question of pre-modern Chinese popular involvement in Tibetan Buddhism, for instance, has been already noted above.) Accordingly, in the interest of indicating possible directions for future research, let us note some of the outstanding matters not treated at length in this book.


It will be apparent in these pages that Tibet-China ties exhibited a characteristic asymmetry: what Tibet imparted to China was religious goods, while what China bestowed in return was material. This seems to have been the case when Lama Pakpa was named State Preceptor by Khubilai Khan in the thirteenth century, when the Fifth Karmapa hierarch consecrated the Yongle Emperor in the fifteenth, and it remains so when the present Dalai Lama draws eager devotees to fill sports stadiums in Taiwan today. But, although this general impression reflects a measure of truth, it must be nuanced by taking into account the opposite trends, that is, the material goods Tibet provided to China, and the spiritual goods China bequeathed to Tibet.


The first of these points is indeed touched upon at various points throughout this book, particularly in the first five chapters. Connections with Tibet were essential to China both for reasons of security along the western frontiers and lucrative trade-relations. Following the ninth-century collapse of the old Tibetan empire, and given the frequent absence of a single stable polity in Tibet, major monasteries, with their networks of hierarchs and branch temples, often served as the essential guarantors of the peace in endemically strife-filled regions. Simply put, as E. Sperling shows, it was sometimes more cost-effective to sponsor a lama than to send in an army. But the Tibetans also had wealth that was desirable in China. Besides some rare luxury items, such as musk and medicinal plants, there was an almost insatiable demand, particularly during the Ming, for Tibetan-bred horses. Although the abundant trade in tea and horses that arose was not in itself religious in nature, Tibetan monastic establishments often facilitated and sometimes directed this commerce, above and beyond the purely ceremonial rapports they forged, which nevertheless supported the cordiality and trust through which trade is often best able to thrive.


China, moreover, was rich in spiritual goods of its own, and these were not wholly unknown to Tibetans. Two aspects of the Chinese Buddhist legacy in Tibet that have been relatively well studied are Chan Buddhism and Chinese Buddhist aesthetics, particularly in the art of painting. But these were not the only elements of the Chinese Buddhist tradition to have made their way to Tibet.


Though overshadowed by the gigantic proportions of Tibetan translations of Indian Buddhist texts, a significant body of Buddhist works was nevertheless translated from Chinese, and some of these have had a considerable influence in Tibet. Included among them are major sūtras such as the Mahāyāna version of the Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra and the Tang-period esoteric master Yijing’s Suvarṇaprabhāsottamasūtra. Another translation from the Chinese which left a deep imprint on Tibetan Buddhist thought was the Korean Wŏn-ch’ŭk’s massive commentary on the Sandhinirmocanasūtra, a work that came to be much discussed in Tibetan scholastic philosophy from the early fourteenth century on. Moreover, the early organization of the Tibetan Buddhist canon, as reflected in the extant imperial-period catalogues, may have been indebted in some respects to the models provided by the Chinese Tripiṭakas.18


Part of the Chinese literary legacy to Tibetan Buddhism consisted, too, in apocryphal scriptures, in which peculiarly Sinic iterations of Buddhist thought were often articulated and promoted. Some, like the Vajrasamādhisūtra, advanced varieties of Chan teaching, while others, including the Chinese traditions of the arhat Mulian (Maudgalyāyana), sought to achieve a seamless integration of the virtue of filial piety with the renunciation extolled on the Buddhist path.19 It is possible, too, that one of the Chinese Buddhist apocryphal scriptures translated into Tibetan, the Datong fangguang jing, inspired a Tibetan abridgement that in later legend became renowned as the first Buddhist sūtra to appear in Tibet, a tale that may be read, perhaps, as a veiled acknowledgement of the early Tibetan debt to Chinese Buddhism.20 Though most translations of Chinese scriptures into Tibetan date to the Tang dynasty, some activity along these lines continued long after, and as late as the eighteenth century we find the Qianlong Emperor sponsoring Tibetan translations of Chinese sūtras.21


Together with the project of translating Chinese Buddhist works, the Tibetans also, to varying degrees, imported Chinese traditions in branches of learning including historiography, divination, and medicine.22 Though these generally lie beyond the purview of Buddhism, strictly speaking, among the Tibetans they were nevertheless developed and maintained within a predominantly Buddhist milieu. Thus, for example, as the eponymous fount of Yijing lore and its related mantic traditions, Confucius is renowned in Tibet as a Chinese emanation of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī.23


The association of China with the bodhisattva of wisdom points to another important area in which the presence of China was felt in the spiritual life of Tibet: pilgrimage. Tansen Sen has recently summarized the findings of several generations of scholars regarding the processes whereby China was transformed into a Buddhist sacred land, on a par in many respects with India, and the importance of the identification of the Five Terrace Mountain, Wutai shan, as Mañjuśrī’s earthly abode, in these developments.24 Though Tibet, like China, came to be regarded as part of the sacred geography of the Buddhist world, it differed in that its geography was recognized almost exclusively by adherents to Tibetan forms of Buddhism. The major Tibetan holy site to achieve international recognition was Mt. Kailash, in far western Tibet, and this was as Śiva’s abode in the cosmography of South Asian Hindus.25 Chinese Buddhist pilgrims therefore generally felt no need to travel to Tibet in order to fulfill their spiritual aims.26


Tibetan Buddhists, however, did honor the sacred places of China, and Wutai shan above all. As early as the eighth century, if we are to believe the extant versions of the Testament of Ba (Sba bzhed), Tibetan envoys to China journeyed to the holy mountain to meet with the bodhisattva; and a tenth-century Tibetan manuscript from Dunhuang records the pilgrimage of an Indian guru who traveled through Tibet on his way to China, where he visited the mountain. The Tibetan veneration of Wutai shan, once aroused, never lapsed: in the eighteenth century, we find Changkya Rölpé Dorjé writing a pilgrim’s guide to the mountain; in the early twentieth, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama visits and teaches there; and late in the twentieth century, on the heels of the Cultural Revolution, the famed “treasure-revealer” (gter ston) Khenpo Jikpün discloses a new sādhana of Mañjuśrī in the course of his pilgrimage. Wutai shan and its traditions, in short, became integral to and amplified by the culture of Buddhist pilgrimage in Tibet.27


Finally, we may add, that numbers of Chinese divinities were absorbed into Tibetan Buddhist traditions, sometimes as local protectors in the frontier regions of Qinghai and Sichuan. An example that has become well known in the anthropological literature is the divinity of the terrain of Trika (Khri ka’i yul lha), in Amdo (Qinghai), who is most frequently identified with the Chinese god of war, Guan Yu.28 And the Chinese god of longevity, Shouxing, is ubiquitous in the Tibetan Buddhist world under the designation of “Long Life Man” (Mi tshe ring).29


All this being said, however, it remains evident that Chinese traditions of Buddhist study and practice have had much less of an active presence among Tibetans, at least following the waning of the Tibetan Chan movement of the eighth–ninth centuries, than has Tibetan Buddhism in China. Certainly, we would be astounded today (or at almost any time over the past thousand years!) to find young Tibetans taking up an engagement in Pure Land Buddhism or Huayen with the enthusiasm that many of their Chinese counterparts show for Dzogchen meditation or Tibetan tantric rituals. Despite this, however, those aspects of Chinese religions that became known in Tibet certainly merit continuing and thorough historical study, if we are to fully comprehend the richness and extent of Tibet’s and China’s mutual engagements.


At the start of this introduction, I proposed that the relations among differing Buddhist societies have been a neglected area of inquiry. The exercise we have begun here needs now to be considered in connection to what is already known, and what we might yet learn, of Buddhism in the relations between any pair, or group, of Buddhist realms. For once we understand more clearly than we do at present the role of the religion not just in the commerce of religious ideas, but in all forms of material and cultural exchange, and political and military connections as well, only then will have begun to grasp the full measure of Buddhism in the history of Asia. In large part, this is a task for the future. The horizons for Buddhist Studies in relation to traditional and contemporary Asian patterns of exchange remain quite wide open.
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1: The Treaty Temple of the Turquoise Grove*


Matthew T. Kapstein


Buddhism Between Tibet and Tang


THE RISE of the Tibetan empire during the first half of the seventh century corresponded closely to that of the Tang dynasty in China (618–907). With the expansion of their respective realms, it was not long before the two powers became rivals, particularly in Gansu and Xinjiang, in which both sought to control the routes and realms linking China to the West.1 The opposition of China and Tibet, however, served at the same time to strengthen cultural relations between them. Tibet, like many other Inner Asian powers, found resources in Chinese material and spiritual culture that contributed to its own civilization-building project, while China for its part made strategic use of cultural diplomacy as a means to domesticate the surrounding peoples, who so often threatened China’s northern and western frontiers.2 Buddhism, due in large measure to its place in the international culture of the time, came to play a distinctive role in the process of bilateral “confidence-building” such as this was pursued according to the diplomatic codes of the day.


Tibetan traditional accounts, of course, lay greatest stress in this context upon the religious activities of the Chinese princesses sent to Tibet.3 It was the princess Wencheng (in Tibet from 641, d. 680), the bride of the Tibetan monarch, or tsenpo, Songtsen Gampo (ca. 605–650), who most fascinated the later Tibetan imagination, and to whom was attributed the Tibetan adoption of Buddhism in large measure. Nevertheless, current scholarship has not supported the elaborate legends that were built around her and her marriage to Songtsen Gampo.4 Though, like other Tang princesses who were sent to wed foreign rulers, she may be considered as a cultural emissary whose mission was conceived as a type of soft diplomacy, the extant record does not indicate that religious affairs, or political developments relating to religion, were strongly influenced by her. In 648, some years after her arrival in Tibet, the Tibetan military intervened in support of the Tang envoy to India, Wang Xuance, who had come under attack by an usurper to the throne of Magadha. As Wang’s mission in India involved visits to the major sites associated with the Buddha’s life, this perhaps suggests that Buddhism was not altogether overlooked in Sino-Tibetan relations during Wencheng’s lifetime. But she had no discernable role in connection with these events and the Tibetan action is reported without any reference to religion at all.5 During the last decades of Princess Wencheng’s life, when as queen dowager she apparently was still involved in official correspondence with the Tang court,6 Tibet entered into direct competition with China for the conquest and control of the strategically vital regions that are today Xinjiang and Gansu provinces. It was Tibet’s expansion in these territories, where Buddhism had been long established, that intensified its contact with the Indian religion, while simultaneously creating an ongoing pressure on Tang China to come to terms with a neighbor that aggressively threatened its prerogatives to the West.7


If Wencheng remains an elusive figure, her “niece,” Princess Jincheng (in Tibet from 710, d. 739) left a more clearly defined imprint upon the early religious history of Tibet.8 Married to the tsenpo Tri Detsukten (704–755) when he was a six-year-old child, she is credibly recorded to have energetically promoted Buddhism among the Tibetan nobility, inviting monks from Khotan (which by this time was a Tibetan colonial territory) to found the first sangha in Central Tibet. This endured until her death during a plague epidemic, one of the results of which was a reaction against the presence of the foreign religion and the expulsion of the Khotanese monks. During the middle decades of the eighth century, Buddhist activity in Tibet was reduced to the point that it all but vanished.9


Buddhism therefore, despite its presence in cultural affairs, played no appreciable role in Tibet-Tang relations during the period preceding the rebellion of An Lushan (755–757), nor did it enter into diplomacy proper, specifically the management of matters of war and peace between the two states. The imperatives that periodically drove Tibet and China to the bargaining table to discuss prisoner exchanges, the adjudication of frontiers, and the cessation of hostilities, did not, up to this point, involve the Buddhist religion so far as the extant record allows. Though a partial exception might be made for the expedition of 648 on behalf of Wang Xuance, even here it is not at all clear that the Tang emissary’s mission to tour the Indian Buddhist sites influenced the Tibetan decision to lend him armed support. Buddhism, in fact, entered into Tibeto-Chinese formal relations only during the last quarter of the following century, at some point following the tsenpo Tri Songdetsen’s 762 conversion and subsequent adoption (ca. 779) of it as the Tibetan state religion. As this prima facie suggests, it was the transformation of the Tibetan religious constitution that drove subsequent changes in diplomatic practice. This, at least, is the conclusion that may be drawn from the two versions of the Tang shu (“Tang Annals”), in their reports of the treaties negotiated by China with Tibet in 762, 783 and 821/822 respectively.10 Concerning the first, the Old Tang Annals (Jiu Tang shu) offers this account:


 


In the first year of the reign of Suzong (756),11 in the first month, on the jiachen day, a Tibetan mission arrived at the court to ask for peace. The Emperor ordered the ministers of state, Guo Ziyi, Xiao Hua, Zhang Zunqing, and others to entertain them at a banquet, and to proceed to the Guangzhaisi [a Buddhist temple], to conclude a treaty, to be sworn by sacrificing three victims and smearing the lips with the blood. As it had never been customary to conduct affairs in a Buddhist temple, it was proposed that on the morrow, at the Honglusi [the Foreign Affairs Bureau], the rite of smearing blood on the lips be accomplished in accordance with the rites of the Tibetans. This was allowed.12


It is notable here that, while the possibility of swearing to the treaty in a Buddhist temple is mentioned, it is explicitly refused. And that this incident occurred in the aftermath of the Tibetan coup d’état of 755, in which Tri Detsukten was deposed and assassinated, the succession passing to his thirteen-year-old son Tri Songdetsen, is significant as well. These events, which unfolded during the same tumultuous years as did the An Lushan rebellion in China, marked the culmination in Tibet of a ministerial rejection of the Buddhism that the former Tibetan ruler had favored. So it is perhaps not surprising, under the circumstances, that during the period still prior to Tri Songdetsen’s rehabilitation of Buddhism, the Tibetan nobles charged with negotiations would not have displayed a particular affinity with the foreign faith.13


Although Tri Songdetsen may have been personally drawn to Buddhism as early as 762, it was not until his promotion of it as a state religion during the late 770s that China seems to have taken notice of its growing role in Tibet. The first reference to this in Chinese records dates to 781, when the decision was made to dispatch what was envisioned as a regular embassy of Buddhist missionaries to Tibet.14 This corresponds to the apparent upsurge of interest in Chinese Buddhism shown by the Tibetan court following the conquest of Dunhuang.15 An oath-taking ceremony that accompanied the treaty of 783 unambiguously included a Buddhist rite, although the program overall remained primarily a sacrificial covenant. As the description that we find in the Old Tang Annals provides us with one of the best general accounts of Tang-Tibetan diplomatic usage, it merits citation at length:


 


In the first month of the fourth year (February–March 783), the imperial decree was issued that Zhang Yi and Shang Jiezan should make a sworn compact at Qingshui.... It had at first been agreed that the Chinese should sacrifice an ox, the Tibetans a horse, but Yi, ashamed of the alliance with the Tibetans, wished to depreciate the rites, and said to Jiezan: “The Chinese cannot cultivate the ground without oxen, the Tibetans cannot travel without horses, I propose therefore to substitute a sheep, pig and dog as the three victims.” Jiezan consented. But there were no pigs outside the barrier, and Jiezan determined to take a wild ram, while Yi took a dog and a sheep. These victims were sacrificed on the north of the altar, the blood mingled in two vessels and smeared on the lips. The sworn covenant [in the Chinese text] was: “The Tang possess all under heaven, wherever are the footprints of [Emperor] Yu, and as far as boats and chariots can go there is no one that does not obey them. Under successive sovereigns their fame has increased, and its years have been prolonged, and the great empire of its sovereigns extended, till all within the four seas listen to its commands. With the Tibetan tsenpo it has made matrimonial alliances to strengthen the bonds of neighborly friendship and unite the two countries, and the sovereigns have been allied as uncle and nephew for nearly two hundred years. Meanwhile, however, in consequence of minor disagreements, their good relations have been broken off by war, so that the borderland has been troubled and without a quiet year. The Emperor on his recent accession compassionated his black-haired people, and sent back the enslaved captives to their own country, and the Tibetan nation has exhibited good feeling and agreed to a mutual peace. Envoys have gone and returned, carrying in succession sovereign orders, putting a stop to secret plotting or the dispatch of chariots of war. They have, with the view of making the covenant of the two countries lasting, proposed to use the ancient sworn treaty, and the government, resolved to give rest to the natives on the border, have alienated their ancient territory, preferring good deeds to profit, and have made a solemn treaty in accordance with the agreement. [The text at this point includes a geographical description of the frontiers.] With regard to the places not included in the covenant, wherever the Tibetans have garrisons the Tibetans shall keep, wherever the Chinese have garrisons the Chinese shall keep, each retaining its present possessions, and not seeking to encroach on the other. The places that heretofore have not been garrisoned shall not have troops stationed in them, nor shall walled cities be built, nor land cultivated. Now the generals and ministers of the two countries having been commissioned to meet, and having fasted and purified themselves in preparation for the ceremony, proclaim to the gods of heaven and earth, of the mountains and the rivers, and call the gods to witness that their oath shall not be broken. The text of the covenant shall be preserved in the ancestral temple, with a duplicate in the official archives, and the officers in charge according to the regulations of the two nations shall always keep it.”


       Jiezan also produced a sworn covenant which he did not put into the pit where only the victims were buried. After the conclusion of the sworn ceremony, Jiezan proposed to Yi to go into a tent of the Buddha at the southwest corner of the altar to burn incense and make oath. When this was finished, they again ascended the altar, when they drank wine and both gave and received ceremonial presents, each offering the products of his country, as a mark of liberal friendship. Finally they returned home.16


Significantly, it is the Tibetan Shang Jiezan17 who in this narrative proposes that the oath be sworn in a “tent of the Buddha” located to the southwest of the altar (a placement that seems intentionally homologous with the geographical position of India relative to China). In all events, as Imaeda suggests, the refusal of the Tibetan to deposit his copy of the covenant in the sacrificial pit may imply a disinclination toward this rite, for which the oath sworn before the Buddha was intended to compensate.18 In sum, during the final decades of the eighth century, though China may have to some degree supported Buddhist missionary activity in Tibet, in the context of more formal diplomatic practice a distinction was emerging between adherence to a sacrificial covenant, which had been the ancient practice of both the Chinese and the Tibetans, and an oath sworn before the Buddha, the practice to which the Tibetans increasingly adhered. Be this as it may, none of the treaties forged between Tibet and China succeeded in interrupting their hostilities for very long, and only with a treaty forged in the years 821–822 would a lasting peace be realized.


The relevant background can be reconstructed on the basis of the Chinese and Tibetan sources:19 Tibet, as we have seen above, had begun to seize control of parts of what is today China’s Xinjiang province during the mid-and late seventh century, and by stages came to hold sway over several of the important stations of the Silk Road, including the city-state of Khotan. By the late eighth century Dunhuang and neighboring territories in the Gansu Corridor, where the trade routes converged before entering China proper, had fallen to Tibet. The Tibetans were thus planted between China and those western powers with which China might become politically or commercially engaged, whether Arab, Iranian, Turk, or other.20 Throughout the first decades of the ninth century, events in the region thus came to be punctuated by shifting alliances and warfare among the Tibetans, Uighur Turks, and Chinese. During this period, the Uighur Empire repeatedly petitioned the Tang court for a princess to marry their Khan, and thereby to seal an accord between the two realms. In his study of Tang relations with the Uighurs, Colin Mackerras summarizes the course of events leading up to the marriage-alliance:


 


There was one faction at court which advised the emperor to grant the marriage in the interests of the state’s security.


       This clique was led by Li Jiang (764–830), chief minister from 811 to 814. Shortly after he resigned, he sent memorial to the emperor setting forth in detail the reasons for his view. He pointed out the inadequate defenses of the borders and believed that it would be inviting trouble under these circumstances to irritate the Uighurs. He also raised the possibility that by refusing their request, the emperor would drive them into the arms of their traditional enemies the Tibetans, which could well result in an alliance between the two states against China. On the other hand, to grant the Uighurs a bride would intensify the Tibetan hostility towards the Uighurs by arousing their jealousy....


       [The Emperor] Xianzong was unmoved by these arguments....


       Early in 820 a third mission arrived to make a further petition for the marriage. This time Xianzong at last gave his consent. The situation had indeed changed since 817.... Li Jiang’s arguments about the Tibetans made much better sense now, for in 818 they had broken a lull of over a decade and begun making raids against China’s borders....21


The emperor’s acceptance of the proposal was quickly interpreted by the Tibetans—no doubt correctly—as ratifying a strategic partnership whose aim was primarily to force them out of the Gansu corridor by exerting pressure from both the east and west simultaneously. The response was fast and furious, and the “pacified West” (Hexi) and adjacent areas were soon plunged into intensive warfare. As Mackerras continues:


 


Li Jiang’s suggestion that the marriage would inflame Uighur-Tibetan hostility proved justified. No sooner had the Princess of Taihe been ordered to marry the khaghan, than the Uighurs announced that they had sent forces to the far western districts of Beiting and Anxi to ward off the attempts the Tibetans were making, or might make, to prevent the Princess of Taihe from reaching Karabalghasun. Although in the first instance China also suffered renewed Tibetan raids on her borders owing to the marriage, a Sino-Tibetan peace agreement was reached soon after and the hostilities were discontinued. From a political point of view, the marital alliance with the Uighurs had definitely worked to China’s advantage.22


Accordingly, beginning in 821, when the Tibetan tsenpo was Tri Tsukdetsen, who is better known to posterity as Relpachen (806–838), a series of treaties between China and Tibet, and between Tibet and the Uighurs, was negotiated, aiming primarily to stabilize and reaffirm the integrity of the frontiers, and to restore harmonious relations between the Tibetan and Tang courts.23 The treaty of 821/822 is well known through the celebrated bilingual “unclenephew pillar inscription” (dbon zhang rdo ring) in Lhasa, the contents of which, like those of the treaty of 783, demonstrate the importance to the parties of the adjudication of borders.24 Despite uncertainties surrounding points of detail, these events would be generally remembered in later Tibetan historiography. The Fifth Dalai Lama, for instance, refers to them in his famous Chronicle, 25 and they may be seen accordingly depicted in murals in the Potala Palace, which show how the frontier wars of the early ninth century were rendered by seventeenth-century painters, as well as the dedication of a version of the “uncle-nephew pillar inscription” at Gongbu Maru (fig. 1), said to mark the frontier between the two empires.26 The latter panel makes a visual allusion to the famous metaphor comparing the Chinese emperor and the Tibetan tsenpo to the sun and moon, together holding dominion over all under heaven. The metaphor was employed in the west face of the treaty inscription of 821/822 itself, where it is written that the newly established peace between China and Tibet shall be such that “the report of its fame will embrace all that is touched by sun or moon.”27
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FIG. 1 The bilingual treaty inscription on the border between Tibet and China, flanked by the emblems of the sun and moon. From a series of murals illustrating the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Chronicle in the Potala Palace. (After A Mirror of the Murals in the Potala [Beijing: Jiu zhou tushu chubanshe, 2000].)


The treaty was ratified in separate ceremonies in the Chinese and Tibetan courts, in connection with the first of which the record makes no mention whatsoever of Buddhism, but alludes only to a sacrificial rite such as we have seen earlier.28 Concerning the oath taken in Tibet in 822, however, the New Tang Annals (Xin Tang shu) provides a remarkable account, derived certainly from the report of the Chinese ambassador Liu Yuanding:29


 


The valley to the north of the Tsang river is the principal summer camp of the tsenpo. It is surrounded by [a fence of ] staves attached together. At an average distance of ten paces [one from the other] 100 long lances are arranged. There are three gates, with a great standard planted before each,30 at 100 paces from one another, with armored soldiers guarding the gates. Sorcerers with headdresses of bird[-feathers] and belts of tiger[-skin] beat drums. Whoever entered was searched before he was allowed to go in. In the middle [of the camp] there was a raised platform, surrounded by a rich balustrade. The tsenpo was seated in his tent. [There, there were] dragons with and without horns, tigers, and panthers, all made of gold. [The tsenpo] was clothed in white wool; a red muslin [turban] was tied so as to cover his head.31 He wore a gold-inlayed sword. Pelchenpo32 was standing to his right. The ministers of State were stationed at the foot of the platform. Since the arrival of the Tang ambassador, the jishezhong, 33 minister Xidaruo, came to deliberate with him regarding [the ceremony of ] the oath. There was a great feast to the right of the tent. The serving of the dishes and the circulation of the wine there were roughly of the same order as in China. The band played the air “The Prince of Qin defeated [the enemy] ranged in battle,” and other diverse airs ... all of the musicians being Chinese. The altar for the oath was ten paces wide and two feet high. The ambassador and more than ten great ministers of the Tibetans34 faced it. More than 100 chiefs were seated below the altar. On the altar, they had arranged a great banquet. Pelchenpo ascended upon it and announced the alliance [to the gods]. A man stationed beside him translated [his words] to communicate them to those below. When Pelchenpo had finished, [those assembled] smeared their lips with blood. Pelchenpo did not smear his lips with blood. The oath being completed, one swore once again before the Buddha, and they brought saffronated water that one drank. Congratulations were exchanged with the ambassador and one descended [from the altar].35


The Tibetan ecclesiastical figure named here as Pelchenpo is certainly to be identified with one of the most powerful personages of early-ninth-century Tibet, Trenka Pelgi Yönten.36 He had risen to prominence already during the reign of Relpachen’s father, Tri Desongtsen (r. 804–815), dominating ecclesiastical affairs, and he came to assume a legendary status in later Tibetan tradition.37 As Relpachen was perhaps just sixteen years of age at the time that the treaty of 821/822 was enacted, we may assume that Trenka Pelgi Yönten still played a determining role in the affairs of his court. It was the influential position of the Buddhist monk, no doubt, that impelled the intensive religious orientations for which Relpachen’s reign would be later remembered.


The insistence upon a key role for Buddhist ritual in the context of Tang-Tibetan diplomacy, a development that was due primarily to the emergence of Buddhism as the Tibetan state religion, was in evidence not only in court ceremonial. It had notable ramifications, too, for the conduct of affairs along the frontiers. The invocation of the Buddha’s august presence by the Tibetan colonial administration in order to guarantee the peace in these regions will illustrate something of the extent to which religious change came to penetrate political affairs.


The Temple of the Treaty


Among the early sources of information concerning the issues discussed in the present chapter, some of the most valuable are known thanks to the Taoist priest Wang’s revelation at the beginning of the twentieth century of the hidden text chamber in Dunhuang Mogao cave 17. His discovery brought to light roughly 4,000 Tibetan texts and documents dating to the last centuries of the first millennium, of which many stem from the period of the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang and the surrounding regions. These materials, whose value for historical scholarship was first recognized by M.A. Stein and Paul Pelliot, remain the bedrock for all study of dynastic and early post-dynastic Tibetan culture and history, and, a full century after their discovery, there remain plenty of surprises for us within them. Nevertheless, investigations of these texts have generally lagged behind the study of the larger corpus of Chinese-language manuscripts also revealed in cave 17.38 One area in which this is quite conspicuous involves the use of Dunhuang manuscript sources in connection with the interpretation of other types of material evidence from Dunhuang and elsewhere: whereas the Chinese documents have sometimes been found to refer to specific, identifiable sites, temples, icons, and so forth, relatively little progress has been made in locating convincing correlations between Tibetan Dunhuang texts and other archeological and art historical remains.39


One of the most famous of these Tibetan documents is an incomplete manuscript, roughly the last half of which is preserved in two separate sections, catalogued respectively as PT 16 in the Paris Bibliothèque nationale de France and IOL Tib J 751 in London’s British Library.40 (As the text has come to be known conventionally as the “Prayers of Dega Yutsel,” this is the usage that we shall follow here.) The portions available to us provide a highly formalized series of prayers and memorials, celebrating the establishment of a temple, known as the “Temple of the Treaty” (gtsigs kyi gtsug lag khang), at a place called Dega Yutsel, the “turquoise grove of Dega.” The text was first studied, and parts of it translated, by F.W. Thomas in his pioneering researches, Tibetan Literary Texts and Documents Concerning Chinese Turkestan.41 Since his time, valuable comments on it have been presented in the writings of Ariane Macdonald and Rolf Stein;42 and additional contributions of geographical importance, to be considered in some detail below, are found in the remarks of Hugh Richardson and Géza Uray, among others.


As the narration of the text itself makes clear, the Temple of the Treaty was founded during the reign of the Tibetan tsenpo Tri Tsukdetsen, i.e. Relpachen,43 famed in later Tibetan historiography for his lavish patronage of Buddhism.44 Following the traditions codified by his father Tri Desongtsen, he was raised under the tutelage of Buddhist monks, no doubt including Pelgi Yönten.45 The foundation of the Temple of Treaty was intended to commemorate the council and subsequent treaty concluded between Tibet and the powers of China, the Uighurs, and possibly Nanzhao, during the first years of the 820s.46 The religious solemnity of the treaty was no doubt underscored by the construction of a temple in its honor, for the very name by which it is designated means literally the “temple of the treaty-edict.”47 The location for the temple’s construction, moreover, is described as the “plain of the peace council” (mjal dum thang). In the following sections, I shall attempt to offer some suggestions regarding where precisely this is, and to suggest further that the temple in question may in fact still exist.


The “Prayers of Dega Yutsel,” as it has been preserved, consists of a series of benedictions honoring the foundation of the temple, beginning on the numbered folio 22 of the manuscript. While we have no evidence as to what may have occupied the missing folios 1–21—further benedictions, selections from appropriate scriptures, or perhaps even a detailed narrative account of the temple’s creation and the events surrounding it—given the careful preparation of the work, it is most unlikely that materials not related in some way to Temple of the Treaty would have been included therein.


Of the seven surviving benedictions, the sources of five may be identified and these were all explicitly offered by prominent parties in the Tibetan colonial administration of what is today Gansu. A general outline of the portions of the manuscript that have been preserved runs as follows:


        (1)   “Offered as a prayer ...” (PT 16, 22a1–32b4: smon lam du gsol ba//). As the title in this case evidently began on the now missing folio 21, we have no way of knowing just who presented this prayer. It is by far the most elaborate of the group, and, given the apparent arrangement of the collection according to descending hierarchical rank-order, must have emanated from among the highest echelons of Tibetan civil or religious authority.48 We shall return to this issue in discussing this remarkable text in greater detail.


        (2)   “Offered as a prayer, and presented as a donation, by the domain of the great military headquarters49 of Yarmotang, on behalf of the Three Jewels in connection with the edification of the most famous Temple of the Treaty concluded at the great council with China, the Uighur, etc.” (PT 16, 33a1 - IOL Tib J 751, 35a3: rgya drug las stsogs pha mjal duṃ chen po mdzad pa’ï gtsïgs gyï gtsug lag khang grags pha chen po bzhengs pa’ï dkon mchog gsum la dbyar mo thang khrom chen po khaṃs nas smon lam du gsol ba dang/yon du dbul ba’//). The identity of the place called Yarmotang, which is of central importance in the present context, will be the subject of further discussion.


        (3)   “Offered as a prayer by50 the Pacification Minister on the occasion of the consecration of the Temple of the Treaty of Dega” (IOL Tib J 751, 35a3–38b2: de ga gtsïgs kyi gtsug lag khang zhal bsro ba’ï tshe bde blon gyï smon lam du gsol ba’//). The “Pacification Minister” (bde blon) was among the highest ranked of the Tibetan colonial officers and seems to have been, in effect, the governor of Tibet’s conquests in Gansu and adjacent territories.51


        (4)   “Offered as a prayer by the great military headquarters of Khartsen on behalf of the Temple of the Treaty of the Turquoise Grove of Dega” (IOL Tib J 751, 38b2–39b1: de ga g.yu tshal gtsigs gyï gtsug lag khang du mkhar tsan khrom chen pos smon lam du gsol ba//). The toponym “Khartsen” may have been applied at various points to several different locations, but in our present context, as will be seen momentarily, it can only refer to Liangzhou, to the northeast of Kokonor in Gansu.52


        (5)   “Offered as a prayer by the great military headquarters of Guazhou on behalf of the Temple of the Treaty of the Turquoise Grove of Dega” (IOL Tib J 751, 39b1–40a2: de ga g.yu tshal gtsigs kyï gtsug lag khang du kwa cu khrom chen po nas smon lam du gsol ba//). The Tibetan transcription of Guazhou (kwa cu) is unambiguous and corresponds to the well-known region of Anxi in northwestern Gansu, to the immediate east of Dunhuang.


        (6)   “Offered as a prayer by the chiliarch of Chuktsam and his servitors” (IOL Tib J 751, 40a2–41a1: phyug tsams stong pon dpon g.yog gï smon lam du gsol ba’//). Though the location of Chuksam is uncertain, references in other Dunhuang texts, to which we shall have occasion to return, suggest that it was also in the vicinity of present day Anxi.53


        (7)   “Offered as a prayer by Drom Pékhongma (?)” (IOL Tib J 751, 41a2–41b4: ’brom ?spe khong ?ma’ï smon lam du gsol ba’//). The reading of several syllables of the donor’s name is in this case uncertain.54


In sum, the provenance of the manuscript in Dunhuang comports closely with the geographical frame of reference that is represented within it, that is, far western Gansu. As will emerge, however, though I am in favor of regarding matters from this angle, it is a conclusion that will prove in some respects problematic once the sum of the evidence is reviewed.


The “Prayers of Dega Yutsel” includes, in addition to the formal features of Buddhist dedicatory texts—salutations, praises, aspirations on behalf of living beings, etc.—a considerable amount of historical detail concerning the circumstances under which the temple came to be established by two very prominent ministers, Zhang Trisumjé and Zhang Lhazang. The historical narrative is repeated in longer or shorter form in several of the prayers,55 which reproduce essentially the same account with the addition or subtraction of some elements of information. In the first and fullest of the surviving prayers, the foundation of the temple is related as follows:


 


25b3   ... The divine tsenpo of Tibet, the lord of men appointed by the gods, Tri Tsukdetsen, like a body magically emanated by his ancestors,


25b4   is inscrutable56 and revered, like heaven and earth. Upright and equanimous, he commands all creatures. Open and expansive, his religious and political wisdom are refined in accordance with custom.57 His governance, sagacious and firmly crowned,58


26a1   is of great splendor so that [all] under the sun59—even the kingdoms of the south, north, east, and west—receive his order with respect, and are gathered under his sway,60 wherefore all of his undertakings are altogether realized as he intends.
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