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A lucid and landmark translation that offers an intriguing glimpse into Tibetan history, the Mongol Empire, and the spiritual development and remarkable lives of the early luminaries of the Sakya lineage of Tibetan Buddhism.





“May the accounts of the holy lives preserved in this text inspire future generations of practitioners to follow in these great masters’ footsteps, and may the future generations of the Khön Sakyapa continue to uphold the Buddhadharma for countless generations to come.”


—from the foreword by HIS HOLINESS THE SAKYA TRICHEN


“The Amazing Treasury of the Sakya Lineage, by Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam (1597–1659), is a work of extraordinary importance for the Sakya tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. For more than a thousand years the Khön family has been the vital heart of the Sakya order. As the definitive genealogy of the Khön family from its legendary origins, and as one of the greatest historical masterpieces of the Sakya tradition, Ameshab’s book is a work of remarkable traditional scholarship. This volume is a noteworthy event in the translation into English of the Buddhist historical literature of Tibet.”


—CYRUS STEARNS, translator of Taking the Result as the Path: Core Teachings of the Sakya Lamdré Tradition


“This volume is a feast for those interested in the traditional accounts of Sakya history. Abounding in referential intertextuality with alternating segments of prose and verse, the text lends itself to a rich literary analysis of the genre of genealogical history. A clear and elegant translation adds to the joy of reading this work and difficulty to put it aside.”


—VESNA A. WALLACE, professor of South and Inner Asian religious traditions, University of California at Santa Barbara
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FOREWORD
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THE SAKYA DUNGRAB CHENMO, translated in part here in this first volume of The Amazing Treasury of the Sakya Lineage, is one of the Sakya order’s most important historical texts. It records the biographies of the hereditary lineage of the holy family of the Khön Sakyapa from its earliest ancestors over a thousand years ago until contemporary times. It includes the biographies of the masters who were the throne holders of the lineage, as well as many of their brothers and sisters. Their great lives illuminate the history of the Sakya order and demonstrate the Khön family’s continuous dedication to the study, practice, teaching, and preservation of the Buddhadharma.


It is said that the Khön Sakya lineage has three names. The first, Lharik, means “celestial race.” The second, Khön, literally means “disagreement,” referring to an ancient disagreement between sons of the celestial race and demons known as rakshas. The celestial race was victorious in the disagreement and the leader took as a wife one of the raksha daughters, and it is from his union that the Khön lineage began. But figuratively, Khön indicates the victory of Manjushri’s wisdom light in overpowering the darkness of ignorance. The third and most well-known name of the Khön lineage is Sakyapa, which is the name of both the region in Tibet where the Khön masters built their original monastery and the great tradition of religious practice that originated there.




As the centuries have passed, more and more biographies have been added to the Dungrab Chenmo, recording the holy lives of successive generations. The first Dungrab Chenmo was written in the seventeenth century by Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam, who was the twentyseventh throne holder of the Sakya order. It included the biographies of the Khön masters up until that time. In the eighteenth century, a supplementary volume was added by the thirty-first throne holder, Sachen Kunga Lodrö, which added biographies up until that time. Early in the twentieth century, a third volume was composed by my grandfather, Dakshul Trinley Rinchen, the thirty-ninth throne holder, adding biographies up until contemporary times.


Now two scholars have begun the important work of translating these three volumes into English for the benefit of the wider world. The first of two volumes of Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam’s history is presented here. I rejoice in the translators’ activities and wish them every success in their endeavors.


May the accounts of the holy lives preserved in the Dungrab Chenmo inspire future generations of practitioners to follow in these great masters’ footsteps, and may the future generations of the Khön Sakyapa continue to uphold the Buddhadharma for countless generations to come.
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The Sakya Trichen


June 8, 2023
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IN 2018, THE SECOND Annual North American Sakya Monlam festival was held in Minneapolis. At that time, Khenpo Kunga Sherab, Ani Vajra Rinpoché, Dakmo Chimé, and others attended a dinner with His Holiness Sakya Trichen Rinpoché, who was staying at Silvia Yueh’s house. During the meal, His Holiness shared a delightful narrative pulled from the vast history of the Sakya tradition. When he had finished, Silvia Yueh, president of the Sachen Foundation, asked His Holiness where he had heard this story. His Holiness replied that it was from The Amazing Treasury of the Sakya Tradition, often glossed in shorthand as The Succession History of Glorious Sakya, or simply The Great Succession History. Ms. Yueh inquired if this text was available anywhere in English. His Holiness replied that, regretfully, it was not. Because of its significance and its unique content, His Holiness continued, he hoped that in the future it would be translated and made widely available for scholars and practitioners.


His Holiness’ comments planted a seed in Khenpo Kunga Sherab, who at first thought to begin fundraising to pay for a translation. Khenpo Kunga consulted His Holiness Sakya Trizin Ratna Vajra Rinpoché, who generously offered to fund this translation via the Sachen Foundation. Inspired, Khenpo Kunga then decided that he would himself undertake the translation. Given that the early Sakya school was so deeply connected to the Mongols, Khenpo Kunga Sherab contacted Professor Matthew King, who researches Buddhism along the Tibet-Mongol interface, and asked whether he would like to work on this text. Matthew was delighted at the opportunity, and now, a couple of years later, the result is volume 1 of The Amazing Treasury of the Sakya Lineage, cotranslated here with full scholarly annotation and introduction. Volume 2, also generously funded by the Sachen Foundation, is currently in preparation and will find its way into print with Wisdom Publications soon.


To acknowledge our debts and thank the many interlocutors who helped with this challenging project, it is necessary to briefly offer readers a few general notes about the literary qualities of The Amazing Treasury. Like most Tibetan monastic histories of the last millennia, whether prose or verse history (e.g., chos ’byung), chronicle (lo rgyus), or succession narrative (gdung rabs, gdan rabs, rgyal rabs, etc.), The Amazing Treasury is best thought of as a critical, selective compilation of hundreds of excerpted sections from older texts deemed by its author to have historical worth.1 Jamgön Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam, the author of the present text to whom we will be introduced below, intervenes often in the narrative to summarize his points, to compare and assess contradictory evidence, and to articulate his original historical arguments. Beyond such scattered authorial interventions, the bulk of The Amazing Treasury is an intertextual collection of other works, heavily weighted toward genealogies and biographies, but also philosophical tracts, meditation instructions, legal documents, letters, and much more besides.


Despite their historical significance, many of the larger works quoted so extensively in The Amazing Treasury are no longer extant. Even in the seventeenth century, when this work was written, many of these sources were barely attested. Now, three centuries later and across the chasm of the upheavals and erasures that so severely affected Tibetans in the twentieth century, we have less access to even fewer of these precious sources. The historical remoteness, rarity, and genre conventions of many of these early excerpted works have posed steep interpretative challenges not only for the translators of the present volume, but also for generations of highly educated native Tibetan readers deeply trained in the Sakya tradition! This is because many excerpts in the early sections of The Amazing Treasury are pithy, technical, and deeply braided with colloquial shorthand from another age. These excerpted sources are also sometimes representative of regional and historically specific understandings of the doctrine and practice of sūtra and tantra, often as this was explained (and debated) in the circles of charismatic teachers many centuries ago. Finally, befitting New Translation period conventions, much early excerpted material in The Amazing Treasury draws in complicated ways upon Sanskrit poetics and literary convention and Indian mythology—evidence of the high regard given to those few Tibetans of the period who could show their mastery of Indian literary arts and tradition, of whom many Sakya hierarchs were preeminent examples. Similarly, narratives about Khön patriarchs, whose lives became deeply entwined with the sprawling structures of the Mongol Empire and Yuan dynasty, often make obscure reference to imperial sites and administrative structures.


Hence His Holiness’ comment about the great value and inimitability of this text for scholars and practitioners today. And hence our need to thank the many Tibetan monastic specialists who have helped us in innumerable ways to interpret difficult passages. We, Khenpo Kunga Sherab and Matthew King, must first express our immense gratitude for the guidance and kindness given by His Holiness Gongma Trichen Rinpoché, the Forty-First Sakya Trizin, His Holiness the Forty-Second Sakya Trizin Ratna Vajra Rinpoché, and Asanga Rinpoché, with whom we were in regular conversation over the entire course of this project.


We next wish to humbly thank the community of Sakya scholars from inside Tibetan regions of the PRC and in exile who took up our many queries about dozens of particularly challenging sections and references in The Amazing Treasury, usually through a lively WeChat group called “Questions on Doubts” (Bka’ ’dri zhu tshom). We would also like to acknowledge Barbara Hazelton, a colleague of Khenpo Kunga’s at the University of Toronto. Barbara translated a few of the early pages of this text, for which we are grateful. We are also very thankful to Dr. Gareth Sparham, professor emeritus at the University of Michigan, who kindly helped correct our rendering of the long Sanskrit title of this text. We are also endebted to Khenpo Chenyang Gyatso, who was born in the vicinity of Sakya and who generously helped identify many regional references in the text.


We must also thank Khenchen Diphu Palden Gyatso, who generously offered to sponsor the production of original artwork of the thirty-five major protagonists of the first half of The Amazing Treasury. We are also most grateful to the talented Tibetan artist Urgyen Gyalpo, now based in Toronto’s Tibetan refugee community, for the original artwork he created for this volume. In many cases, we needed to make decisions about the appropriate iconography for these figures, many of whom are not widely represented in extant images. For this, we relied upon Sachen Kunga Lodrö’s instructions for how to draw the Sakya lineage lamas (as carefully prescribed in the ’Dzam gling byang phyogs kyi thub pa’i rgyal tshab dpal ldan sa skya pa’i gdung rabs rin po che’i bris thang bzhengs tshul ngo mtshar rgya mtsho’i gter). These wonderful and historically significant images are included in the text below.


We are also very grateful to the current vajra master of Sakya Monastery in Tibet, the most venerable Palden Doyön, who has been enormously generous and supportive over the course of this project. For example, he helped identify many little-known texts referenced in The Amazing Treasury, offered much advice about complex passages, and provided pictures of hard-to-access wall murals at Sakya as references for the aforementioned artwork.


We, the translators, are most indebted to the ongoing support given by the Sachen Foundation for this project. We offer our heartfelt thanks to all the hardworking directors, as well as to the sponsors—a global community of devotees of the Sakya tradition whose generosity has made this translation possible. Finally, we thank Daniel Aitken, Brianna Quick, and the production team at Wisdom Publications for their support, editorial prowess, and encouragement as we collectively bring this project into print.


Khenpo Kunga Sherab, Toronto, Ontario


Matthew King, Claremont, California
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TIBETAN


The transcription of Tibetan words in this book follows the Wisdom Publications system. The Wylie transliteration is given on first usage, either as a note or in parentheses in the text as appropriate. If it is not otherwise marked, transliterations are always of the Tibetan.


MONGOLIAN


Keeping the spelling of Mongolian words consistent and not overly technical for the sake of nonspecialists is always challenging. This book follows classical Mongolian spelling (marked in notes and parentheses as “Mong.”). We follow the Tibetan and Himalayan Library (THL)’s vertical script Mongolian transcription system, developed by Prof. Christopher Atwood, except that we retain γ instead of ġ or gh on the old Mostaert and Lessing models.


FOREIGN TERMINOLOGY


Certain English terms, Buddhist technical language, and proper nouns are followed by transliterated equivalents in Tibetan and, as the case may be, Mongolian, Sanskrit, Chinese, etc. In each case, transliterated equivalents are given in parentheses or as notes with the respective language clearly marked, separated by a semicolon: for example, “… fields of knowledge in logic and epistemology (Skt. pramāṇa; Tib. tshad ma; Mong. kemjiy-e)…”.
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THE AMAZING TREASURY is one of the most capacious Buddhist histories to have ever been written in the Tibetan and Mongolian heartlands of Asia. As its title suggests, this is a work brimming with the wealth of rare and otherwise lost stories. Its author was Jamgön Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam (’Jam mgon A myes zhabs ngag dbang kun dga’ bsod nams, 1597–1659), a member of the Khön family lineage and the twenty-seventh throne holder, or “Sakya Trizin,” of Sakya Monastery (r. 1620–51). Ameshab completed The Amazing Treasury in 1629, little more than a decade before the power and influence of the Khön family and Sakya school began a precipitous decline. This came following the deposition of their patron, the Tsang Desi Karma Tenkyong Wangpo,2 who was defeated in the Tsang-Mongol war that concluded in 1642. The decentering of Sakya power and influence was only quickened by the concurrent rise of the Geluk (Dge lugs) school of Tibetan Buddhism and the Ganden Phodrang state of the Dalai Lamas and their powerful patrons, the Qošud Mongolian Empire and the Manchu ruling elite of the Qing Empire (1644–1912).3


Volume 1 of this translation is focused not on events from the author’s seventeenth century, but an earlier transformational period spanning the tenth to fourteenth centuries. The Amazing Treasury widely illuminates that long era of innovation and upheaval across East, Inner, and South Asia. In the generations that followed the collapse of the Tibetan empire in the ninth century, the emergent Sakya tradition, with the Khön family lineage at its core, abounded with translators, adopters, arbiters, and innovators of Indic Buddhist traditions newly circulating into Tibet. In time, the Sakya transported their Dharma transmission and unique form of kin and monastic authority from the southern Tibetan plateau to the heart of a radically transformed Eurasian geopolitics. In the thirteenth century, the Mongol Empire forever transformed medieval Eurasia, and the Sakya school became confidants, tutors, and preceptors to some of its most powerful leaders. Khön luminaries like Sakya Paṇḍita and Phakpa Lodrö Gyaltsen, along with their Mongol patrons and disciples such as Köden Ejen and Qubilai Qaγan, innovated new forms of trans-Asian patronage, systematized study, and practice of Indian-derived scholasticism and tantrism, Buddhist aesthetic cultures, and moral models of religious and political authority that have endured over the last eight centuries down to today.


It is to Ameshab’s spacious and enthralling seventeenth-century account of those events that the present volume is dedicated. To tell its story, The Amazing Treasury compiles and critically compares a vast collection of eyewitness accounts, oral traditions, songs and poems, philosophical treatises, and biographies. As readers explore his rich reconstruction of the Khön family and its special reception of Indian Mahāyāna Buddhist scholasticism and tantricism that began a thousand years ago, remember that this text was written at a time when the Sakya school was facing an uncertain future. Indeed, one imagines that Ameshab hoped that a literary reconstruction of the Sakya’s “golden age” would ensure its continuity through the complex and often bloody upheavals of seventeenth-century Tibet.


As readers will see below, the Khön patriarchs and their Sakya Buddhist tradition were emblematic of, and a catalyst for, much of the religious, social, and political developments at the center of what Ronald Davidson lastingly called the “Tibetan Renaissance” (ca. ninth to thirteenth centuries CE).4 This was a prolonged Tibetan mediation of newly circulating Central and South Asian scholastic and tantric movements that dramatically and enduringly transformed the transmission, translation, canonization, and practice of the Buddhadharma in Inner Asia. The Amazing Treasury uniquely documents this movement from sources thought to derive from the very center of the Renaissance era.


This remarkable work shatters any remnants of “Tibet as Shangri-la” outside of Eurasian history, for here we see the Sakya shaping, and being dramatically shaped in turn by, broader geopolitical theater and intellectual currents. This is especially true of the frame of Mongolian and Chinese history, which comes to surround the lives and writing of the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Sakya forefathers whose life stories make up the bulk of volume 1. For this reason, The Amazing Treasury is something of a global history, or at least an example of global literature, as this was conceived by the seventeenth-century Tibetan luminaries like Ameshab in the Eurasian throughways of Inner Asia.


It is not only for scholars and practitioners of today that The Amazing Treasury is so illuminating. For several centuries after it was written, this text was closely read by Buddhist monastic historians well outside of cultural Tibet. In Mongolia and Siberia, for example, Ameshab’s account of the Sakya patriarchs (and the histories upon which it drew) had enormous effect. Readers need only open classical works of Mongolian monastic historians to see the imprint of these narratives—historians such as Saγan Sečen, Rasipunsuγ, Thuken Chökyi Nyima, Güng Gombojab, Dharmatāla Damchö Gyatso, and Zava Damdin Lubsangdamdin. They, like Mongolian and Siberian Buddhists today who are reviving their Buddhist traditions after some seven decades of socialist state repression, understood their reception of the Buddhadharma to be owed in fundamental ways to Sakya lamas at the courts of the sons and grandsons of Činggis Qan.5 So, too, generations of Manchu emperors and their legions of Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist preceptors, scribes, ritualists, artists, and historians who, beginning in the seventeenth century, projected Qing imperial authority into Inner Asia on the strategic memory of the Sakya–Mongol relations of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.


All this is to say that, if one wishes to understand the form, scope, and content of Buddhism in Inner Asia over the last millennium, one must develop a thorough understanding of the history of the Sakya tradition and of the succession history of the Khön family that is its core. To that end, there is no better premodern guide than Ameshab’s Amazing Treasury translated and annotated below.


The remainder of this introduction offers readers a brief overview of the Khön family lineage and the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism. It then summarizes the narrative arc of The Amazing Treasury and the historical traditions upon which it was based, followed by a short account of its author, the fraught times in which he lived, and his stated reasons for composing this text. The extensively annotated and illustrated translation then follows in full.


THE KHÖN SAKYAPA


According to the memory of its millennia-old tradition, the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism is distantly rooted in celestial ancestors referred to as the Lharik, or “celestial generation” (Lha rigs).6 In time, those divine beings were remembered to have materialized as the prominent Khön (’Khon) aristocratic family who were active in the pseudo-historical Yarlung dynasty (yar klung, ca. second century BCE–seventh century CE) and the powerful Tibetan Empire that followed (seventh–ninth centuries CE).7 The Tibetan Empire period begins with early tsenpo kings like Namri Songtsen (Gnam ri srong btsan, ca. 570–618), in whose courts the Khön were also remembered to have served. Indeed, Ameshab identified his Khön ancestors populating the royal circles of the Pugyal (spur rgyal) ruling elite.8 They appeared to him in the textual records as courtly confidants and ministers, and especially among the early patrons and practitioners of Indian Buddhist tantrism and monasticism that began arriving in Tibet in the seventh century.


Owing to the exemplary lives of persons like Khön Barkyé and Khön Jekungdak—the latter served as minister to the famous Tibetan Dharma king Trisong Detsen—this “royal generation” (rgyal rigs) became known collectively as the “Khön family” (’Khon gyi gdung). Their political and religious authority, continuous over the last thousand years and more, was at the heart of the genesis of the Sakya tradition and of what we now gloss as Tibetan Buddhism generally. It remains so today.


From among the many tributaries of the Khön family, it was the “Sakya” branch (sa skya, meaning “Pale Earth” for reasons described below) that formed a major school of Inner Asian Buddhism and that are the dominant protagonists of The Amazing Treasury. According to later monastic historians like Ameshab, the Sakya Buddhist school was founded by a Khön patriarch very precisely in 1073 CE. That year, a temple complex that would become Sakya Monastery was raised in the Sakya Valley of Tsang (Gtsang), Central Tibet. The man responsible was Khön Könchok Gyalpo (’Khon dkon mchog rgyal po, 1034–1102). Könchok Gyalpo was a quintessential figure in the transition from the older tantric traditions of the Tibetan Empire (which had collapsed two centuries earlier, in 842 CE) to the flush of new tantric and Mahāyāna Buddhist transmission washing over Tibet in the generations that followed. This latter transmission of the Dharma, the so-called “Later Spread” (Phyi dar) or “New Translation” (Gsar ma) period, is usually dated to the career of the illustrious Western Tibetan translator Rinchen Sangpo (Rin chen bzang po, 958–1055).


Khön Könchok Gyalpo was both a contemporary of Rinchen Sangpo and a lineage holder of more ancient Khön tantric transmissions descended from imperial times. On the advice of his brother, Könchok Gyalpo began to study the new Buddhist movements circulating through the Himalayas and the Tibetan plateau. He and other Tibetans did so at the feet of mostly itinerant South and Central Asian translators, charismatic teachers, and tantric practitioners with ties to great northern Indian monastic universities like Vikramaśīla9 and Nālandā.10 They were also intermediaries for the non-institutionalized tantric transmissions of South Asian adepts like Tilopa, Nāropa, Kṛṣṇācārya, Saraha, and Virūpa, mahāsiddhas who never visited Tibet but whose life stories, songs of realization, and teaching and practice lineages transformed Buddhist life in the Land of Snows.


Among the many mahāsiddhas, or “great [tantric] adepts,” who populate the Tibetan imagination, Virūpa11 is considered the original progenitor of the unique tantric transmission of the Sakya school. Virūpa, “the Ugly One,” is remembered to have previously served in the illustrious position of abbot of Nālandā monastery. Performing his abbatial duties by day, Virūpa secretly pursued his practice of tantra at night. Progress in his practice, however, was slow. In time, Nairātmyā,12 the consort of the buddha Hevajra (Tib. Kye rdo rje; Ch. Jingangwang), appeared to him in visions and bestowed instructions and initiations. Inspired, Virūpa abandoned his post and adopted the lifestyle of a siddha to accomplish the “quick path” of the Hevajra tantric system. Centuries later, Tibetans understood Virūpa as the authoritative wellspring for the Lamdré, or “path and result” (lam ’bras), method. His teaching lineages on this technique were, and remain, the specialty inheritance of the Sakya school.13




The founder of Sakya Monastery, Könchok Gyalpo, personally encountered the dispensation of these new siddha movements via the great translator and yogi Drokmi Lotsāwa Śākya Yeshé (’Brog mi lo tsā ba shākya ye shes, ca. 992–1072). Drokmi Lotsāwa was a Tibetan who had studied extensively in what is now Nepal and India with South Asian masters such as Prajñendraruci and Gayadhāra. According to later biographical traditions about him, Drokmi received transmissions of the Hevajra Tantra14 and its explanatory tantras from these two masters, along with specialist teachings on the aforementioned path and result, or Lamdré. Such were the more immediate tantric ecologies in which the Sakya school, so named, took shape in the eleventh century.15


The Hevajra Tantra is itself a prominent protagonist of Ameshab’s Amazing Treasury, and the Lamdré and Hevajra corpus generally was a major preoccupation of Ameshab’s prodigious historical scholarship beyond the pages of the present historical work.16 Given its importance, it will be useful to share a little about the literary history of this tantra as it became known and practiced in Tibet, especially among the Sakya and Kagyü schools, via Renaissance-era figures like Drokmi, Könchok Gyalpo, and Marpa Lotsāwa.17


The Hevajra Tantra, known also by its longer Sanskrit title, Hevajraḍākinījālasaṃvara Tantra, was classified and canonized over time by Tibetan exegetes and doxographers as one of the many yoginī tantras (rnal ’byor ma’i rgyud) belonging to the unexcelled yoga tantra class (Skt. anuttarayogatantra; Tib. rnal ’byor bla na med pa’i rgyud). Among “New Translation” Buddhist movements in Inner Asia such as the Sakya, the unexcelled yoga tantra corpus was considered to be the highest tantric teachings of the historical Buddha Śākyamuni (given privately, in different forms, across a vast swath of time). Some New Translation schools (such as the later Geluk tradition) classified the Hevajra corpus as a mother tantra (Skt. mātṛtantra: Tib. ma rgyud), recognizing an emphasis on the cultivation of wisdom via the “mind of clear light” (Skt. prabhāsvaracitta; Tib. ’od gsal gyi sems).


By contrast, it seems that since at least the time of Phakpa Lodrö’s thirteenth-century Catalogue of the Tantras (Rgyud sde’i dkar chag), the Sakya school has categorized the Hevajra system as nondual tantra (Skt. advayatantra; Tib. gnyis med kyi rgyud). In general, nondual tantras were often so classified for privileging neither the cultivation of wisdom via the mind of clear light nor the cultivation of method via the illusory body (Skt. māyādeha; Tib. sgyu lus), the emphasis of so-called father tantra (Skt. pitṛtantra; Tib. pha rgyud).18 However, the Sakya school seems to have historically classified the Hevajra Tantra corpus as nondual for another reason: its practice and explanatory lineages balance generation stage (Skt. utpattikrama; Tib. bskyed rim) practices with those of the completion stage (Skt. niṣpannakrama; Tib. rdzogs rim).


The version of the Hevajra Tantra that became best known and translated in Tibet contained 750 stanzas. Contemporary scholars have tended to date its composition to the eighth century CE.19 The canonized Hevajra Tantra arrived in Tibet made up of two segments, the first with eleven chapters and the second with twelve. For this reason, Tibetan authors like Ameshab often refer to the Hevajra Tantra in shorthand as the “Two-Part” tantra (Skt. Dvikalparāja; Tib. Brtag gnyis).20 As with many other tantric works compiled in the Tibetan canon, Tibetan scholars considered the extant Hevajra Tantra to be only an abridged exposition of a lost complete work in thirty-two chapters and five hundred thousand verses.


The Hevajra Tantra is notable for its use of its so-called coded or “twilight” language (Skt. sandhyābhāṣā; Tib. dgongs skad), which purposefully remains illegible without the guidance of a qualified guru and the associated oral lineage. Like other tantras that became popular in Tibet during the “five forefathers of the Sakya” period (such as the Cakrasaṃvara Tantra), the Hevajra Tantra presents methods for accomplishing both “common attainments” (Skt. sādhāraṇasiddhi; Tib. thun mong gi dngos grub) and the “supreme attainment” of complete enlightenment (Skt. uttamasiddhi; Tib. mchog gi dngos grub). Very much in common with other yoginītantras arriving in Tibet during this period, the Hevajra Tantra presents a path to supreme attainment organized through the generation of great bliss (Skt. mahāsukha; Tib. bde ba chen po), meditation upon the channels (Skt. nāḍi; Tib. rtsa), winds (Skt. prāṇa; Tib. rlung), and drops (Skt. bindu; Tib. thig le), as well as the yoga of sexual union (Skt. sampuṭa; Tib. yang dag par sbyor ba). Though it was translated into Chinese in 1055 by Dharmapāla (Ch. Fahu 法護), the Hevajra system was never widely adopted in East Asia.21 Its post-Indic life was largely in the Tibetan cultural world, from where it later spread among Mongol, Manchu, Siberian, and Han practitioners.


In the early eleventh century, nearly contemporaneously with Dharmapāla, the aforementioned Drokmi Lotsāwa translated the Hevajra Tantra into Tibetan. Based upon commentaries attributed to the Indian siddha Nāropa, the Hevajra Tantra was widely promoted in the teachings of the early Kagyü tradition. Indeed, Drokmi is remembered to have returned to Tibet and taught Sanskrit to the translator-adept Marpa Chökyi Lodrö (Mar pa chos kyi blo gros, ca. 1002–97), progenitor of the Kagyü school (bka’ brgyud) and guru to Tibet’s famous yogin Milarepa (Mi la ras pa, 1040–1123). But most impactfully, Drokmi helped transmit Virūpa’s Hevajra system to the early Khön patriarchs of the Sakya school.


The Hevajra system generally and the Lamdré path and result method specifically became central to the institutional and doctrinal identities of the Sakya Buddhist tradition. As Ameshab copiously describes below, in the hands of Sakya hierarchs during the thirteenth century, the Hevajra system was transposed into the heart of Eurasian geopolitics. Phakpa Lodrö Gyaltsen, a Khön master practitioner and holder of the throne of Sakya, initiated no less than the Mongol emperor Qubilai Qaγan and his principal consort, Čabui, into the Hevajra system.22 These were truly epochal events for Ameshab and countless other Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist historians who have retold its story over the centuries; though it must be noted that, contra such memorialization, this was not in fact the first initiation by a Tibetan master of a Mongolian qaγan. As Johan Elverskog points out, “We know from Situ Panchen’s History of the Kagyu Sect [i.e., the Sgrub brgyud karma kam tshang brgyud pa rin po che’i rnam par thar pa rab ’byam nor bu zla ba chu shel gyi phreng ba] that Karma Pakshi (1204 or 1206–1283/4) the second Black Hat Karmapa had initiated Möngke Khan into the Cakrasamvara mandala already in 1256.”23 In any case, as we shall see in abundant narrative detail below, from receiving Hevajra initiation and transmission from this Khön master, two of the most powerful individuals in premodern world history were transformed into devotees of this tantra and into disciples of the Sakya tradition.24


Gilded in Hevajra-centered ritualism and based on an earlier Tangut model, the Sakya tradition and its Mongolian patrons developed a lasting model of “preceptor-patron” (yon mchod) sovereignty and relationality known most simply as “the Two Systems” (Tib. lugs gnyis; Mong. qoyar yosu). This model of unified Dharmic and political authority has remained central to Inner Asian Buddhist institutional life, diplomacy, historical consciousness, and moral authority into the present century. Indeed, understanding how yon mchod is constructed historically is important if one is to understand the broad contours of Buddhist history and communal relation in Inner Asia after the thirteenth century (very much including the contrasting claims of sovereignty and dominion made by the People’s Republic of China and the Tibetan exile community over the last seven decades). The Amazing Treasury is an invaluable resource in this regard.


Returning to the genesis of the early Sakya, Drokmi Lotsāwa is said to have taught not only Könchok Gyalpo but also the shepherd Sé Karchungwa (Se ’khar chung ba, 1029–1116), alias Setön Kunrik (Se ston kun rig), along with the latter’s student, Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston chos ’bar, 1053–1135). Zhangtön Chöbar was, like Könchok Gyalpo, emblematic of the synthetic religiosity of many early masters of the New Translation movement. For example, Zhangtön Chöbar was a dedicated practitioner of the Great Perfection (Rdzogs chen) teachings of the older transmission cycle, which only in time and in contrast to the new transmissions would be grouped together as the “Old” [Translation] schools, or “Nyingma” (Rnying ma). He is said to have continued his great perfection practice by day and then turned to his new practice of Lamdré by night, a wonderfully personal example of the syncretism and improvisation of this period.


At the confluence of these many streams was Könchok Gyalpo’s son, Sachen Kunga Nyingpo (Sa chen kun dga’ snying po, 1092–1158). Drokmi, Setön Kunrik, and Zhangtön Chöbar all transmitted the Lamdré to Sachen. He additionally studied under the great translator and tantric guru of his father, Mel Lotsāwa Lodrö Drakpa (Mal lo tsā ba blo gros grags pa, ca. eleventh century). Mel Lotsāwa was a proponent of New Translation tantric systems, such as the Cakrasaṃvara25 and Mahākāla,26 and Sachen received initiation into both systems from him, along with those of Vajrabhairava27 and Vajrayoginī.28 Sachen synthesized all these with older, imperial-era Viśuddhaheruka29 and Vajrakīlaya30 systems maintained by his Khön family lineage.31 In time, Sachen also received a complete transmission of the Lamdré from Chöbar, accompanied by a command to neither teach nor even reference the tradition for a period of eighteen years.


The early Sakya tradition was thus shaped by Tibetan regional powers still rooted in powerful clans and aristocratic families connected to the imperial period that had ended in the mid-ninth century. By the tenth and eleventh centuries, these groups were apparently awash in enough gold and aspiration to fund sustained transmissions and translations from Indian tantric masters and to establish enduring networks with the large Buddhist monastic universities of northern India. The 1073 founding of the Sakya temple complex was emblematic of such developments across the central and western Tibetan plateau.


Sakya monastic historians like Ameshab long understood that Könchok Gyalpo’s choice for the site of Sakya had been foretold by none other than Atiśa Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna (A ti sha mar me mdzad dpal ye shes, 982–1055). Atiśa was a great Bengali master who came to Tibet in 1042 at the invitation of the king of western Tibet, Yeshé Ö (Ye shes ’od, 947–1024), and his nephew Jangchub Ö (Byang chub ’od, late tenth century). Atiśa’s teaching in Tibet was a watershed moment for all the New Translation movements (such as the Sakya, Kagyü, and later Geluk). His disciples would later found the widely influential Kadampa (Bka’ gdams pa) school, which also figures prominently in Ameshab’s history below. According to tradition, in the year of his arrival Atiśa had gazed upon a lion-shaped patch of pale or gray earth (sa skya) marking the slopes of Mount Pönpo in southern Tibet. He prophesied to those in his company that in the future, emanations of Avalotikeśvara, Mañjuśrī, and Vajrapāṇi would all come to dwell there.32 As predicted, four decades later, in 1073, the Sakya complex was founded. It would remain the institutional center of the Sakya school until the Chinese annexation of the Tibetan Plateau in the 1950s, when it was largely destroyed. Along with hundreds of thousands of other Tibetans, the Khön family leadership fled into exile, where they remain still. Today, networks of Sakya monasteries and Dharma centers are found across Asia, Europe, and North America. The original Sakya complex upon the slopes of Mount Pönpo in Tibet has been partially rebuilt and functions within the restricted structures of the People’s Republic of China.


THE FIVE FOREFATHERS OF THE SAKYA


Beginning with Sachen Kunga Nyingpo, the “five forefathers of the Sakya” (sa skya’i gong ma rnam lnga) together solidifed the institutional and sectarian foundations of the Sakya school.33 These five are the dominant protagonists of volume 1 of the Treasury translated here. They were the third to the seventh throne holders of Sakya, or Sakya Trizin (Sa skya khri ’dzin). Sakya Trizin is a hereditary title that has endured in a continuous lineage since the death of Khön Könchok Gyalpo in 1102. In 2017, His Holiness the Forty-Second Sakya Trizin, Ratna Vajra Rinpoché (b. 1974) inherited the title from his long-serving father, His Holiness the Forty-First Sakya Trizin, Ngakwang Kunga Tekchen Pelbar (Ngag dbang kun dga’ theg chen dpal ’bar, r. 1951–2017), now referred to as the Kyabgön Gongma Trichen Rinpoché. In 2022, the throne of the Sakya was passed from Ratna Vajra Rinpoché to his brother, Khöndung Gyana Vajra Rinpché (b. 1979), who serves as the Forty-Third Sakya Trizin. As mentioned already, our author Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam served as the Twenty-Seventh Sakya Trizin.


The layman Sachen Kunga Nyingpo, the first of the five forefathers, is remembered to have been the first to press into writing the quintessential Lamdré instructions, which had until then been consigned to a highly secretive and exclusively oral transmission. Sachen was also the first to write down Virūpa’s Vajra Verses,34 which had similarly circulated only orally. He additionally authored a collection of eleven commentaries, each originally intended for only a single disciple (among them were three women and eight men). Exemplifying the mixed form of familial and monastic authority that has uniquely reproduced the Sakya tradition over the last thousand years, Sachen Kunga Nyingpo had two famous sons: Sönam Tsemo (Bsod nams rtse mo, 1142–82) and Jetsun Drakpa Gyaltsen (Rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan, 1147–1216). These two would become the fourth and fifth Sakya Trizins and the second and third forefathers.


Sönam Tsemo is remembered to have been a gifted child. He could recite by heart the entire Cakrasaṃvara Tantra before the age of five and the Hevajra Tantra by sixteen. He was a disciple of his father’s tantric lineages, including the Lamdré, but brought the Sakya school into a new constellation by also being educated in the Indian Mahāyāna philosophical traditions at the important but still little-researched Sangphu Neuthok Monastery (Gsang phu ne’u thog).35 Founded in 1072 by Ngok Lekpai Sherab, a disciple of Atiśa, Sangphu was by the twelfth century a famous seat of Kadampa learning in central Tibet, just south of Lhasa. At Sangphu, Sönam Tsemo became an accomplished disciple of the luminary Chapa Chökyi Sengé (Phya pa chos kyi seng ge, 1109–69).36 It is said that Sönam Tsemo excelled in Madhyamaka philosophy and pramāṇa traditions of logic and epistemology, developed proficiency in reading Sanskrit, became a gifted exegete of Ascertaining Valid Cognition,37 one of Dharmakīrti’s seven treatises on logic and epistemology,38 and mastered Śāntideva’s famous Introduction to the Bodhisattva’s Practice.39 One of Sönam Tsemo’s compositions, a pithy work from 1167 entitled Entranceway to the Dharma,40 would later have a particularly strong influence upon his nephew Kunga Gyaltsen, memorialized more famously as Sakya Paṇḍita, another of the five forefathers who would take the burgeoning Sakya reputation for scholastic achievement to the global stage.41


Sachen Kunga Nyingpo’s other son (i.e., Sönam Tsemo’s younger brother) was Drakpa Gyaltsen. He, too, was recognized while still a child for his remarkable and apparently inborn abilities. By twelve years old, it is said he could recite the Hevajra Tantra by heart. Much to the amazement of the assembly at Sakya, at that tender age he also gave a large public teaching on this tantra. Like his father and older brother, Drakpa Gyaltsen remained a layman throughout his life, though he is remembered for revering the monastic community and yearning to one day ordain as a Buddhist monk. Instead, Drakpa Gyaltsen received the lay vows of an upāsaka (dge bsnyen) when he was eight years old.42 His commitment to purely guarding the lay precepts remains legendary in the Inner Asian Buddhist world, as does his commitment to avoiding alcohol or meat—by all accounts, a quite notable degree of asceticism for a lay tantrika in twelfth-century Tibet. Like his brother and father, Drakpa Gyaltsen received a rigorous education in the literature and contemplative techniques of Mahāyāna grounds and paths as well as in tantrism. Alongside his brother, he was among the first to receive Lamdré teachings from their father, Sachen, who transmitted the tradition to his sons as soon as his eighteen-year pledge to secrecy had expired. Drakpa Gyaltsen’s celebrated commitment to meditation practice, his popular teaching, his work to record and preserve the Lamdré tradition, and his long tenure as Sakya Trizin helped solidify the burgeoning doctrinal and institutional identity of the Sakya school.


In the long shadow of Drakpa Gyaltsen, the remaining two forefathers of the Sakya would become caught up in the radical upheavals of early-thirteenth century Eurasia. These two together are the dominant focus of the history translated below. Originally under duress, they would bring the Sakya school into the heart of the largest and most powerful premodern land empire in world history: the Mongol Empire, another of the major settings of The Amazing Treasury.


“TWO REDS” AT THE HEART OF THE MONGOLIAN EMPIRE


The two final forefathers were Drakpa Gyaltsen’s nephew Sakya Paṇḍita Kunga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇdita kun dga’ rgyal mtshan, 1182–1251) and his grandnephew Phakpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (’Phags pa blo gros rgyal mtshan, 1235–80).43 Unlike the three Sakya forefathers that came before, Sakya Paṇḍita (or Sapaṇ, as he is known) and Phakpa were Khön hierarchs who took the vows of Buddhist monks. The five Sakya forefathers are thus often glossed in Inner Asian Buddhist histories for the color of their robes as the “Three Whites and Two Reds” (Dkar gsum dmar gnyis): three laymen and two monks who transformed the face of Tibetan Buddhism in the New Translation period.


The two “reds,” Sapaṇ and Phakpa, not only elevated monasticism among the Khön leadership, but they also widely promoted vast learning in tantric self-cultivation and in the so-called “five [major] sciences” known to classical Buddhist scholasticism in South Asia.44 Indeed, as Jonathan Gold has argued, Sakya Paṇḍita was the nexus from which the Sakya school became a model for the scholastic cultures that have since organized all Inner Asian Buddhist traditions generally, but especially the Sakya and Geluk traditions, over the last eight centuries.45 Readers of The Amazing Treasury will be delighted to find a very detailed biographical portrait of Sapaṇ, which highlights the unique education and scholasticism then being promoted at Sakya Monastery, and the impacts his model had on generations of Khön hierarchs who later led the Sakya tradition.


The textual legacy of Sapaṇ has also remained a major touchstone for literary and intellectual life in Buddhist Inner Asia down to today. The most popular and widely read of his works clarify and schematize Buddhist ethics and philosophical inquiry. They tend to present the gradual path of Buddhist self-cultivation in both high prose meant for advanced scholastics as well as pithy verse meant for popular consumption. Some of the most well-known of his more than one hundred extant works include: Clarifying the Sage’s Intent (Thub pa’i dgongs pa rab tu gsal ba), Entrance Gate for the Wise (Mkhas pa rnam ’jug pa’i sgo), Treasury of Epistemology (Tshad ma rigs pa’i gter), Treasury of Aphoristic Jewels (Legs par bshad pa rin po che’i gter), and Clear Differentiation of the Three Vows (Sdom gsum rab dbye).46


Sakya Paṇḍita’s illustrious scholarly accomplishments also helped periodize an entirely new era in the history of Buddhism in Tibet: a transition from some six centuries of dutiful Tibetans understanding themselves as disciples and translators of the Indian Buddhist tradition to a new era of being recognized as Buddhist masters in their own right. Such recognition came to Sapaṇ not only from Central and Inner Asian scholars, practitioners, and patrons, but also, in a significant reversal, from Indians. This epochal development is often distilled in Tibetan Buddhist histories like The Amazing Treasury as a singular event: Sapaṇ’s defeat of the Indian scholar Harinanda in debate at Kyirong (Skyid grong) in 1240.


When Sakya Paṇḍita was already an old man and Phakpa still a child, the Mongol Empire literally came knocking at Sakya Monastery’s door. The period of Mongolian hegemony in Eurasia began in 1206 with the rise to power of Temujin, known to the world as Činggis Qan (i.e., Genghis Khan, ca. 1167–1227), at the head of a quickly growing tribal conquest empire.47 Two years after Činggis Qan’s death in 1227, his third son Ögedei was elected as qaγan, or “Supreme Qan,” of the quickly expanding Mongol Empire. A year later, allied Mongolian forces occupied territories bounding Tibetan societies on three sides. In 1227, the Mongols had conquered the Tangut Empire, a great patron of Buddhism that hosted many Tibetan and Uyghur monks at court.48




In the years that followed, Mongol forces sought any strategic advantage in their conquest of Song-dynasty China, including military campaigns in the Gansu and Sichuan provinces spanning the Sino-Tibetan frontiers.49 Within a few years of Činggis Qan’s elevation as qan, Tibetans began encountering the Mongol Empire while serving in the courts of the Tanguts.50 It appears that as early as 1209, the master Dishi Repa Sherab Sengé (Ti shri Ras pa Shes rab seng ge, 1164–1236) performed “Mongol repelling” rituals (hor gyi dmag bzlog) at Liangzhou.51 While Činggis Qan died during the Tangut campaign, his sons and armies continued to push deeper into the Tibetan cultural sphere in Yunnan and Sichuan. It was only a matter of time before Buddhist institutions in Central Tibet such as Sakya would come face-to-face with this globalizing imperial force transforming Eurasia.52 That encounter came with the arrival of Köden Ejen, one of Činggis Qan’s grandsons, to the eastern frontiers of the Tibetan cultural world during campaigns against the faltering Song Dynasty in China.53


Köden Ejen, the second son of Činggis Qan’s son and successor Ögedei Qaγan (r. 1229–1241), was tasked with managing Mongol campaigns along the Sino-Tibetan frontiers. Köden played a relatively minor military role in the Sino-Tibetan frontiers that is far outsized by his place in Mongolian and Tibetan monastic historiography, very much including in The Amazing Treasury. In the memory of later Buddhist historians in Inner Asia, Köden is usually misidentified as the Mongol ruler. Often, he is even assumed to have been the emperor of China.54 In 1235, Köden led Mongol forces into southern Gansu province and then Sichuan, sacking Chengdu in November of 1236.55 For the effort, Köden was given regional leadership around the aforementioned Liangzhou, contemporary Wuwei, which had been the second largest city of the Tangut Empire until a Mongol occupation began in 1226.


In 1240, Köden sent a reconnaissance mission to Central Tibet headed by a pitiless Tangut commander of the Mongol army named Dorta Darqan. Even the generally rosy depictions of later Tibetan and Mongolian historians underscore the bloodiness of Dorta’s expedition.56 Radreng (Rwa sgreng) and Gyal Lhakhang (Rgyal lha khang), both Kadampa monasteries, were razed. Hundreds of their monks, an abbot, and a regional leader were murdered.57




Following their salvo, the Mongols suddenly retreated from Tibet’s violated cultural borders. In the wake of the initial campaign, Köden’s father, Ögedei Qaγan, had died. According to Mongolian imperial custom, Köden and the rest of the dispersed Činggisid nobility left the frontlines to convene a grand quraltai assembly in Qaraqorum to elect the new qaγan. Köden, according to Christopher Atwood, had designs on his father’s throne, but “the other princes considered [him] too sickly and elected his elder brother Güyüg instead.”58 In 1244, while Köden was being overlooked in the heart of empire, his forces once again departed Liangzhou for Central Tibet. Their orders were apparently to return with a Tibetan Buddhist lama who could act as teacher and tantric preceptor to Köden and who possessed enough political clout to credibly submit the Tibetan plateau to the Mongols (there was no unified Tibetan state at this time, only a constellation of polities). The Mongols appear to have initially contacted monastic leaders in the Drikung Kagyü tradition (’Bris gung bka’ brgyud). Unwilling to accompany them, the Kagyü monks strategically redirected the Mongols to the ruling Khön family and their base at Sakya.


The Mongol party arrived at Sakya Monastery in Tsang that very year, likely realizing that the unique family-based hereditary system of the Khön Sakya was a good candidate for a meaningful and continuous submission to the Mongol empire. A certain Dorsi Gön (Rdor sri mgon) and the notorious Dorta Darqan presented Sakya Paṇḍita with an official letter (gser yig) summoning him to Köden’s court. In blunt terms memorialized in the translation below, the Khön and their Sakya tradition were commanded to Liangzhou where they would enter the global stage in a staggering new imperial context spread between the Pacific and the Black Sea.


According to later Inner Asian historical tradition, when faced with the menace of this Mongol summons, Sapaṇ recalled a prophecy delivered to him by his uncle and primary religious teacher Drakpa Gyaltsen. In this recollection, Drakpa Gyaltsen had foretold the emissaries of “King Köden,” a representative of the Mongol Empire “ruled by the descendants of Činggis, the Heavenly, the Beneficial.” Bolstered by prophetic vision, Sakya Paṇḍita prepared to depart Sakya for the court of Köden.




Whether he undertook the journey out of devotion or fear, Sapaṇ apparently did not rush to Köden’s encampment at Liangzhou as ordered. Along his long route northeast past Lake Kokonor, he paused often to teach and to confer ordination and tantric initiation. Nor did he travel alone. The Mongol party had also required two young members of the Khön family to report to the Mongol encampment (apparently recognizing them as heirs and, thus, as useful hostages). These were Sapaṇ’s nephews, Phakpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (’Phags pa blo gros rgyal mtshan, 1235–80) and Chakna Dorjé (Phyag na rdo rje, 1239–67). As the Amazing Treasury abundantly describes, both of these young Khön family members would grow up to play widely impactful religious and political roles between the grand Mongol courts and the Tibetan world.59


Sakya Paṇḍita and his party finally arrived in Liangzhou in 1246, when Sapaṇ was sixty-five years old. They remained there for some time while awaiting Köden’s return from Qaraqorum. Denied the throne of the Mongol empire, the sickly Köden returned to Liangzhou only in 1247, there to find the Tibetans still waiting. According to tradition, though Köden had previously met some Tibetan monks, they had not roused his faith since they could not describe the Buddha’s qualities in any compelling detail. The Amazing Treasury and similar accounts describe how Sapaṇ first offered teachings on points of doctrine and then proved his supernormal ability by recognizing and then materializing a magically conjured temple (in some versions, a magical palace or city).


Still, Köden was skeptical. And quite sick. Köden finally confided to Sapaṇ that he was afflicted by a skin ailment (sha khra) that may have been leprosy. His court shamanists had failed in curing it, even when they resorted to animal sacrifice. Köden begged for the tantric techniques uniquely possessed by the Sakya master. Sapaṇ agreed and cured Köden by way of wrathful tantric ritual. In Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist histories from the last eight centuries, Sapaṇ’s intervention into the bodily health of the Činggisid noblemen became a narrative event that stands in for the initial conversions of the Mongols to Buddhism.60 The body natural of Köden is the body politic of the Mongols. Readers of the translation below will see how Ameshab uses the space of Köden’s body to tell a much wider story about Sakya ascension in Eurasia, and more specifically, about their role in correcting and purifying the violence of the Mongol’s rise to power. By the subjugating power of the Khön, these previously “red-faced” enemies of the Dharma were transformed into dutiful disciples and exuberant patrons. The authority that the Mongols bestowed upon Sapaṇ and the Khön lineage remained a model for religious and political life in Inner Asia for centuries, referenced for example in the creation of the Dalai Lama institution in the sixteenth century and the rise of the Qing Empire in the seventeenth.


The Sakya-Mongol alliance only grew after the deaths of Sakya Paṇḍita and Köden Ejen in 1251. In 1253, Phakpa and Chakna were summoned to the courts of Qubilai in Qanbaliq, or Dadu, contemporary Beijing.61 The former was appointed as seventh Sakya Trizin, though still a child and a long way from the safety of Sakya. At the time of their meeting, Qubilai was part of a marginalized branch of the Činggisid lineage who was tasked with managing Mongol-Chinese relations, including settling Daoist-Buddhist disputes.62 During their relationship, however, Qubilai would rise precipitiously to become supreme qaγan during the apex of the Mongol Empire’s sovereignty in Eurasia. Though he was proclaimed qaγan in 1261, he needed to overcome rival branches of the sprawling Činggisid nobility to consolidate his power. In 1271, Qubilai founded the Great Yuan Dynasty (Mong. Yeke Yuwan Ulus), though he did not defeat the remnants of the Song Dynasty until 1279. The Sakya school rose along with the Yuan Dynasty, with Phakpa at the side of its powerful qaγan and his family.


The details of all this are provided by Ameshab below and need not detain us here. Readers will be interested to know that Phakpa wrote several works addressed specifically to the imperial family, including to some of Qubilai’s sons whose education he was responsible for, which are now available in English.63 In the course of Phakpa and Qubilai’s evolving relationship, which famously involved three initiations of the imperial family into the Hevajra tantric system, the Yuan dynasty came to administer Tibetan affairs via the Sakya school, including setting up the Bureau for Promoting Governance, or Xuanzheng Yuan. This was in effect a bureau of Buddhist and Tibetan affairs in Dadu, established by Qubilai in 1264.64 That office, it should be noted, also ties together the lives of the Sakya forefathers described in The Amazing Treasury and the quickly changing imperial landscape during Ameshab’s time. The Lifan Yuan, the official administrative office of the Qing Empire to deal with Tibetan and Uyghur (and, early on, Russian) administration and relations, was built explicitly on the model of Qubilai’s Xuanzheng Yuan.


Specifically, Sakya lamas like Phakpa and his spiritual heirs (and Khön kinsmen and kinswomen) for generations supported the “golden lineage” (Mong. Altan uraγ) of the Borjigid descendents of Činggis Qan. This was the fuller expression of the so-called unification of Dharma and state (chos srid zung ’brel), the aforementioned “Two Systems” (lugs gnyis). This became the foundation not only for New Translation institution building and relationality within and outside the Sakya school in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, as described above. It was also a dominant model for later Tibetan, Mongol, Chinese, Russian, and Manchu relationality that would bind Buddhist lineages and institutions with political structures and sovereign forms across Inner and East Asia. Two such partnerships were the ascension of the Dalai Lama institution and its Qošud Mongol allies during the lifetime of Ameshab, and the concurrent rise of the Qing Empire that would widely promote the Geluk school for centuries to come.65


With Mongolian support, the Sakya Khön family ruled Tibet until the collapse of the Yuan Dynasty in 1368 and the rise of the Phakmodru Dynasty in the middle of the fourteenth century. In that time, several independent lineages and institutions emerged that shared Sakya doctrinal tradition, including the Jonang (Jo nang), which would be widely suppressed following the rise of the Mongol-Geluk alliance that came within decades of The Amazing Treasury. Other relevant Sakya-affiliated traditions included the Bodong (Bo dong) and Buluk (Bu lugs, alias Zhwa lu), though a survey of these subtraditions is unfortunately beyond the scope of this introduction.


AMESHAB AND THE LONG SEVENTEENTH CENTURY


We now turn to the collapse of the Phakmodru Dynasty in Tibet, who had become patrons of the Sakya, and to the upheaval of Tibetan religious and political life in the seventeenth century. It was during these complex times that a distant heir of Sapaṇ and Phakpa Lama, the Twenty-Seventh Sakya Trizin Ameshab, was tasked with leading the Sakya tradition during another period of Mongol-driven upheaval and transformation in Tibet. Amid all this, Ameshab set ink to paper and wrote The Amazing Treasury, a detailed story of his family and Buddhist tradition that by then enfolded Eurasia itself.


Jamgön Ameshab Ngakwang Kunga Sönam was born into the illustrious Khön family in 1597, the Fire Bird Year of the tenth rabjung.66 His mother was Lhasé Sönam Gyalmo67 (1567–1613) and his father Ngakchang Drakpa Lodrö (1563–1617),68 the Twenty-Fifth Sakya Trizin.69 Ameshab’s paternal uncle was the Twenty-Fourth Sakya Trizin, Jamyang Sönam Wangpo.70 The eldest of Ameshab’s two brothers was Jamyang Tutop Wangchuk (1588–1637).71 The next was Ngakwang Kunga Wangyal (1592–1620),72 who in 1617 was enthroned as the Twenty-Sixth Sakya Trizin, following their father’s death.


As a young boy, Ngakwang Kunga (as he was then known) became a dutiful disciple of his father, with whom he began to study reading and writing. When he was just five or six years old, his father began to bestow upon him the major tantric transmissions of the Sakya school, such as those of the Cakrasaṃvara, Vajrakīlaya, and, of course, Hevajra systems. In addition to his father, Ngakwang Kunga studied various subjects with prominent Sakya masters of the early seventeenth century, including Sönam Palsang73 and the elderly Thirteenth Ngor Khenchen, Namkha Palsang.74


During this youthful tutelage, Ngakwang Kunga developed a reputation for studiousness and a serene demeanor. He was thus nicknamed “grandfather,” or ameshab in the local Tsangpa dialect. By this he has been known for the last four centuries. Amid a flurry of instruction and transmission, when he was six years old, Ameshab was enthroned at Duchö Labrang (dus mchod bla brang), one of what was then four palatial residences at Sakya and the only one to still exist today. When Ameshab was ten years old, he and his brothers were given, among other rarified tantric transmissions, the precious Lamdré initiations and teachings. Within a few years, he entered long-term retreat with his family to cultivate meditative experience of the transmissions he had received. Soon after, when he was eleven years old, Ameshab was ordained first as a layman and then as a novice monk (Skt. śrāmaṇera; Tib. dge tshul) in the hallowed confines of the Ütsé Temple at Sakya Monastery (sa skya dbu rtse).




In 1614, Ameshab became a disciple of the great Muchen Sangyé Gyaltsen (1542–1618).75 This guru-disciple relationship became one of several competing poles of affiliation and responsibility during Ameshab’s illustrious life. At the center of this tension was Ameshab’s apparent desire to lead a scholastic and contemplative career as a Buddhist monk and the inflexible requirement that he shoulder his inherited responsibilities, which, most centrally, required him to reproduce the institutional power of Sakya by disrobing and fathering male heirs. He largely pursued the former in the sphere of influence of prominent lamas such as Muchen Sangyé Gyaltsen. Eventually, he turned to the latter under the watchful eye of the Khön family and the administration of Sakya Monastery.


Ameshab’s elder brother, Ngakwang Kunga Wangyal, was enthroned as Sakya Trizin in 1617 but held the position for only a short while; he died suddenly in 1620. It was in that year, in grief over his dead brothers and father, that Ameshab was elevated and enthroned as the Twenty-Seventh throne holder of Sakya. In the decades that followed, Ameshab extensively promoted the preservation and transmission of the Sakya school. He also became a confidant and preceptor of the Tsang ruler (Gtsang sde srid) Karma Tenkyong Wangpo (Karma bstan skyong dbang po, 1606-1642), and in that role acted as a public peace builder across multiple military conflicts that led up to the 1642 seige of Shigaste and the disposition of Karma Tenkyong at the hands of the Qošut Mongols and their Geluk allies. While Sakya Monastery itself was not destroyed, power and influence shifted from Shigatse and Sakya in Tsang Province to the newly established Ganden Phodrang government and the institution of the Dalai Lamas in Lhasa, Ü Province.


Four decades after his enthronment, by the time Sakya power passed to Ameshab’s son following his death in 1659, not only the Tibetan cultural world but Inner and East Asia generally had been thoroughly remade. As it was for the Mongol Empire in the thirteenth century, one of the primary drivers of this seventeenth-century change was newly centralized and powerful Mongolian confederacies. During Ameshab’s lifetime, the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) that had succeeded the Yuan had been defeated by a coalition of Jurchen (Manchu), Mongol, and Han bannermen. In its ruins, they established the Qing Empire. As mentioned, in 1642 the Tsang-Mongol war concluded with the defeat of the Tsang ruling house, who had been important Sakya patrons. The victorious Qošud Mongols, a branch of the Oirats, elevated the Fifth Dalai Lama, his regents, and the Ganden Potrang government. Opponents of the Dalai Lama’s Geluk tradition (and of some branches of the Nyingma school from whose association his claim to power was derived) were widely repressed. The Sakya were largely spared forced conversion and institutional erasure, apparently because of their history with the Mongols, but their support networks were upturned. (The Jonang branch of the Sakya, however, were not so lucky and were thoroughly repressed in Central Tibet).


Ameshab thus died with his tradition splintered, its patronage network in disarray, and the future of the Sakya school uncertain. Likely because of the impoverishment of Sakya after 1642, it was a very long time after Ameshab’s death before his Collected Works were compiled or printed. While the record is scant, Jan-Ulrich Sobisch argues that “the lack of funds for a certainly expensive carving and printing project […] was to some degree connected with the [Gelukpa] political hegemony, starting in 1642.”76 In any case, over time Ameshab’s life and prodigious scholarly projects were collected and carved into woodblocks, printed, and widely disseminated, very much including his most renowned work: The Amazing Treasury.


THE AMAZING TREASURY OF THE SAKYA LINEAGE


Scattered throughout the text, Ameshab left a few short reflections about his motivation to write the Amazing Treasury. For example, in its concluding verses we read:


I think that long ago, spiritual masters who upheld the Sakya teachings


occupied themselves when teaching and writing


in expressing the everlasting good qualities


of the precious succession lineage of the incomparably kind [Sakya lamas].




Nowadays, even the intelligent who are otherwise devoted


are greatly distracted by other activities


and neglect the collected writings of the previous masters of this tradition.


Seeing this, I have composed this text.77


Earlier in The Amazing Treasury, Ameshab shares a little more about his intentions with the text:




Later, the wisdom of all the Conquerors was unified when Mañjughoṣa himself took form in the Khön family lineage. From then on, the complete teaching and practice of the outer and inner sūtras and tantras were upheld, protected, and increased. Later, they were widely spread. Everywhere across the northern reaches of Jambudvīpa to the shores of the eastern ocean, all beings are completely sustained by an excellent abundance of the Dharma and material well-being. Having become extremely grateful for this marvel, one should understand the great purpose of exerting oneself in explaining and studying the succession of those beings and their enlightened life stories.78





As several Sakya monastic scholars reminded us during the translation of this book, The Amazing Treasury is defined by its unique reliance upon texts that privilege eyewitness accounts of the events described, or else accounts as near to events as possible. As we shall see below, the sharp critic Ameshab develops his historical points by appraising and comparing major succession histories and other historical materials that came before.


Some of the historical works that readers will see Ameshab using most frequently include: Butön Rinchen Drup’s (Bu ston rin chen grub, 1290–1364) Sakya Succession History (Sa skya pa‘i gdung rabs), Taktsang Lotsāwa Sherab Rinchen’s (Stag tshang lo tsa ba shes rab rin chen, 1405–77) Ocean of All Desirables: A Succession History of Sakya (Sa skya pa’i gdung rabs ’dod dgu’i rgya mtsho); Tsang Jampa Dorjé Gyaltsen’s (Gtsang byams pa rdo rje rgyal mtshan 1424–98) Tsang Jampa’s Succession History (Gtsang byams pa’i gdung rabs); Ngorchen Könchok Lhundrup’s (Ngor chen dkon mchog lhun grub, 1497–1557) Ornament Adorning the Mouths of the Noble (Sa skya pa’i gdung rabs ya rabs kyi kha rgyan); Nyi Dewa Namkha Palsang’s (Nyi lde ba nam mkha’ dpal bzang, ca. fourteenth cent.) Succession History Composed by Nyi Dewa (Chos rje nyi lde bas mdzad pa’i gdung rabs); and Khenchen Sherab Dorjé’s (Mkhan chen shes rab rdo rje, ca. fourteenth cent.) The Direct Disciple Holy Lama Sherab Dorjé’s Succession History (Bla ma dam pa’i dngos slob shes rab rdo rje’i gdung rabs).


In the centuries after it was finally published, The Amazing Treasury circulated in more than twenty different editions. In time, two later Sakya Trizins composed extensive supplements that extended its story about the Khön and the Sakya beyond Ameshab’s seventeenth-century account. The Thirty-First Sakya Trizin, Ngakwang Kunga Sönam Drakpa (r. 1741–83), composed the Supplement to the Amazing Treasury of the Precious Sakya Lineage (Gdung rabs rin chen bang mdzod kyi kha skong). And then in the twentieth century, the Thirty-Ninth Sakya Trizin, Drakshul Trinlé Rinchen (r. 1915–36), composed the Extra Supplement to the Amazing Treasury of the Precious Sakya Lineage (Gdung rabs rin chen bang mdzod yang skor). Together, these two texts are equally vital reference works on not only the Sakya tradition, but also on Inner Asian Buddhism generally, through the complex upheavals of the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. The translators hope at some point to also make these two supplements available in English.


Our translation of volume 1 has been done in consultation with several editions of the Tibetan text. To aid readers who may wish to consult the Tibetan original, throughout the translation we have provided pagination to one specific edition of the Amazing Treasury that is widely available in North American and European research libraries. Those page numbers appear in square brackets at the exact word in which a new page begins in the Tibetan. The Library of Congress has catalogued that edition as follows: Ṅag-dbaṅ-kun-dga’ -bsod-narns, ‘Jam-mgon A-myes-zabs, ’Dzam gliṅ byaṅ phyogs kyi Thub pa’i rgyal tshab chen po Dpal ldan Sa skya pa’i gduṅ rabs rin po che ji ltar byon pa’i tshul gyi rnam par thar pa ṅo tshar rin po che’i baṅ mdzod dgos ’dod kun ’byuṅ (Delhi; Tashi Dorji; Dolanji, H.P.: Tibetan Bonpo Monastic Centre, 1975).




In summary, Ameshab’s Amazing Treasury—a work that more than any other documents and celebrates the literary traces of the Sakya’s Golden Age—was written in the twilight of Sakya position and influence. Between 1640 and the Tibetan refugee exodus of the 1950s and 1960s, the Sakya school experienced a steep descent in institutional power, though certainly not matched by a decline in the rigor of its scholastic and contemplative traditions. As such, The Amazing Treasury, like all histories, must be read not as a final account of history “as it was,” but as a representation of the past serving the needs and interests of authors and readers in the present: whether of Ameshab’s tumultuous seventeenth century, or of the Sakya school today, which is once again thriving as a truly global tradition, thanks to the leadership of the last three Sakya Trizins and all the Dungsé. It is to their long lives, and to the next chapter of the Sakya school, that this translation is dedicated!













THE WONDROUS PRECIOUS TREASURY FULFILLING ALL WISHES


Biographies of the Precious Lineage of the Glorious Sakya, the Great Regents of the Buddha in the North of Jambudvīpa


PART 1
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OFFERING OF VENERATION
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[2] The Sanskrit title: Śrīvāṃbhūmipaṇdos madgurudharmasya svamī sarvasatvānām śāstānuttarebhyo anusārikamayābhīkṣṇapraṇamāmi.


The Tibetan title: Palden sakyapai lama dampa chökyi jé semchen tamchékyi tönpa lanamepa namla jésu drangwa dak yangyang chak gyi.79


To the holy lamas of the glorious Sakyapa, Lords of the Dharma, unsurpassable teachers for all sentient beings: I follow you and make prostrations again and again!


Unobscured wisdom surveying each of the limitless fields of knowledge,


minds moistened by loving-kindness toward the numberless sentient beings without exception,


and marvelous deeds capable of overcoming the vast, immeasurable armies of Māra’s hordes:


victory to the lamas who are gods among gods, inseparable from such supreme deities as inconceivable Mañjughoṣa and Sarasvastī!


O’ you learned ones renowned as supreme upholders of the Lord of Subduer’s teachings,


refuge of northerly sentient beings, offering the supreme protection of wisdom, love, and power,


the lineage that returns again and again as emanations of the eminent lords of the Three Families:




to the succession of the stainless lineage, with devotion I pay homage!


That supreme deity with five knotted hairlocks of blue utpala,


manifested as luminous gods appearing in such guises


as the immortal three siblings, the four divine sons, and the seven siblings of Masang:80


to the emanated actors of the divine lineage such as these, I offer whatsoever suitable praise!


In inner aspect, vajra holders named “Khön” bearing malice toward ignorance;


in outer aspect, widely renowned [4] as “Khön” with malice toward demons;


bearing the supreme meaning of the name “Khön,” stainless descendants of the Khön teachers:


to those highest of beings who are lords of Khön, adepts of secret mantra, I pay homage!81


To the enlightened activities of the Sakya, like rays of the sun,82


arisen elegantly out of the gray earth of the mountainside,


whose renown as the “Sakyapa” shines brightly everywhere:


I pay devotion from my heart to the Exalted Ones of the Sakyapa!83


After drawing near to the lotus feet of those great beings,


formidably powerful rulers then relied upon them.84


At that time, like the pairing of the sun and moon in the sky here upon earth,


they were likewise renowned as “patronized and patron.”


Even so, on occasion a few of their kinsmen with deranged minds


engaged in all manner of disturbing and shameful behavior




and disrupted the teachings, doctrine holders, and monasteries of the Sakya;


so many actions revealing the signs of our degenerate age.


E ma! How wonderful!—At that time, emanated bodies of the mantra holders—


E ma! How wonderful!—used miraculous powers beyond all conception—


E ma! How wonderful!—to overcome the demonic maras, and from this rekindled—


E ma! How wonderful!—the teachings of glorious Sakya from extinguished embers.


To he who performed such immeasurably kind acts,


the mantra holder Lama Kunga Rinchen,


and to his heart disciples, the Mañjuśrī siblings:85


from the depths of my heart, respectfully I pay homage with my palms pressed together!


Specifically, to the mantra holder supreme regent,


the great bodhisattva who is the beautifying ornament of Jambudvīpa,


the father of the infinite conquerors without exception [Sachen Kunga Nyingpo]:


to he who is endowed with immeasurable kindness, respectfully I pay homage.


The Promise to Compose and Advice on Study


I will explain this great jewel treasury


of the marvelous life stories of the lineage succession [5] of the Sakyapa,


supreme regents of the Sage in northern Jambudvīpa:


those with a sincere interest, joyfully draw near and listen!




Following this expression of veneration and the promise to compose comes advice on study. [5]


Herein is The Wondrous Precious Treasury Fulfilling All Wishes: Biographies of the Precious Lineage of the Glorious Sakya, the Great Regents of the Buddha in the North of Jambudvīpa. It is explained in five sections:
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