



[image: image]












The Library of Tibetan Classics is a special series developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics aimed at making key classical Tibetan texts part of the global literary and intellectual heritage. Eventually comprising thirty-two large volumes, the collection will contain over two hundred distinct texts by more than a hundred of the best-known authors. These texts have been selected in consultation with the preeminent lineage holders of all the schools and other senior Tibetan scholars to represent the Tibetan literary tradition as a whole. The works included in the series span more than a millennium and cover the vast expanse of classical Tibetan knowledge — from the core teachings of the specific schools to such diverse fields as ethics, philosophy, linguistics, medicine, astronomy and astrology, folklore, and historiography.


Tales from the Tibetan Operas


This anthology contains most of the lhamo stories that are portrayed in Tibetan opera, many of which are written by anonymous authors, and it includes more than fifty gorgeous photos of the operas performed on location in Tibet and India. In a uniquely Tibetan literary style, the dialogue in these Tibetan “plays” is in verse meant for singing. Included are Drimé Künden, a story modeled on the Buddhist Jātaka tale of a prince who pushed the practice of generosity to its limits, causing complications of all kinds; King Norsang, a love story between a human king and a celestial princess who is caught in a web of intrigue fueled by the jealousy of court members; The Story of the Chinese and Nepalese Princesses, in which a minister skillfully manipulates to bring the emperor’s two brides from China and Nepal back to Tibet; Nangsa Öbum, a Dharma teaching of a noble ḍākinī who took birth as a woman, and her quest for enlightenment; Drowa Sangmo, a story of dissension sown among a king, a queen, and their two children by an evil concubine who is envious of the queen’s good fortune; The Brothers Dönyö and Döndrup, a tale of how the love between two brothers helped them overcome their diverse trials, such as banishment from home; Sukyi Nyima, a story of a hermit’s daughter becoming a queen; and Pema Öbar, in which a young prince quests to find a wish-granting jewel. 


Like India’s Pañcatantra, the Middle East’s Arabian Nights, and well-known works from ancient Greece and medieval Europe, the narration and performance of these stories have served a vital role in teaching moral sensibilities and civic responsibilities in their land of origin.
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Western readers can now get a glimpse into ancient Indian and Tibetan mythology through the cultural touchstone of eight classic lhamo stories. On display are the human and nonhuman characters of history and folklore — kings, queens, conniving ministers, ordinary folk, yogis, monks, and powerful beings from other realms such as gods and nāgas — engaged in plotting, kidnapping, fighting, journeys to faraway lands, separation, and reconciliation, often with a quest for seemingly impossible treasure. The suspenseful tales have many dramatic plot twists, but they all end in happiness, where the good achieve their goals and the bad receive their just deserts. The operas thus bring to the people the fundamental ethical laws of behavior and teachings of natural justice based on Buddhist doctrine.


The book features more than fifty gorgeous photos of the operas performed on location in Tibet and India.


“This book makes available for the first time the stories on which Tibet’s greatest operas are based. These wonderful legends are also Tibet’s most important and enduring folk tales. Rendered into beautiful English by Gavin Kilty and prefaced with an important essay on the history of the lhamo operatic tradition, Tales from the Tibetan Operas is a superb addition not just to the Library of Tibetan Classics but to world literature itself.”


— JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN, Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism and Cultural Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara


“More than the treasure text or the Dharma discourse, over the centuries, the people of Tibet have imbibed the principles of Buddhism from the songs, dances, and dramas of Tibetan opera. Here, for the first time, the most famous of those operas appear in English, masterfully translated by Gavin Kilty, who provides a fascinating introduction to the genre and its history. Some of the stories are familiar from India, some are set in Tibet, some are set in India. Together, they evoke the spirit of the performing arts of Tibet.”


— DONALD LOPEZ, Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan


“Tales from the Tibetan Operas invites us into the world of an important tradition of Tibet. Having been born in Chung Riwoché, Tibet, the birthplace of the operas, I have witnessed this joyful event annually. Many of the stories are derived from the Jataka Tales, which express spiritual messages. This unique book is educational and informative.”


— THE VENERABLE LAMA LOSANG SAMTEN, spiritual director, the Tibetan Buddhist Center of Philadelphia
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Message from the Dalai Lama


THE LAST TWO MILLENNIA witnessed a tremendous proliferation of cultural and literary development in Tibet, the Land of Snows. Moreover, owing to the inestimable contributions made by Tibet’s early spiritual kings, numerous Tibetan translators, and many great Indian paṇḍitas over a period of so many centuries, the teachings of the Buddha and the scholastic tradition of ancient India’s Nālandā monastic university became firmly rooted in Tibet. As evidenced from the historical writings, this flowering of Buddhist tradition in the country brought about the fulfillment of the deep spiritual aspirations of countless sentient beings. In particular, it contributed to the inner peace and tranquility of the peoples of Tibet, Outer Mongolia — a country historically suffused with Tibetan Buddhism and its culture — the Tuva and Kalmuk regions in present-day Russia, the outer regions of mainland China, and the entire trans-Himalayan areas on the southern side, including Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh, Kinnaur, and Spiti. Today this tradition of Buddhism has the potential to make significant contributions to the welfare of the entire human family. I have no doubt that, when combined with the methods and insights of modern science, the Tibetan Buddhist cultural heritage and knowledge will help foster a more enlightened and compassionate human society, a humanity that is at peace with itself, with fellow sentient beings, and with the natural world at large.


It is for this reason I am delighted that the Institute of Tibetan Classics in Montreal, Canada, is compiling a thirty-two-volume series containing the works of many great Tibetan teachers, philosophers, scholars, and practitioners representing all major Tibetan schools and traditions. These important writings will be critically edited and annotated and will then be published in modern book format in a reference collection called The Library of Tibetan Classics, the translations into other major languages to follow later. While expressing my heartfelt commendation for this noble project, I pray and hope that The Library of Tibetan Classics will not only make these important Tibetan treatises accessible to scholars of Tibetan studies but will also create a new opportunity for younger Tibetans to study and take interest in their own rich and profound culture. It is my sincere hope that through the series’ translations into other languages, millions of fellow citizens of the wider human family will also be able to share in the joy of engaging with Tibet’s classical literary heritage, textual riches that have been such a great source of joy and inspiration to me personally for so long.
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The Dalai Lama
The Buddhist monk Tenzin Gyatso
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A sixteenth-century statue of the fourteenth-century Tibetan yogi Thangtong Gyalpo, reputed founder of the Aché Lhamo tradition.
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General Editor’s Preface


THIS VOLUME CONTAINS the so-called eight great operas of the Tibetan-speaking world. In these operas, some aspects of the portrayal of the characters, such as names and places, do display classical Indian Buddhist influence. However, the narrative style of the stories themselves reflects unmistakably Tibetan aesthetic and cultural sensibilities. In addition, the third opera, “The Story of the Chinese and Nepalese Princesses” — which tells the story of the sixth-century Tibetan emperor Songtsen Gampo’s marriage to princesses of Tibet’s two neighboring kingdoms — and the fourth, “The Story of Noble Ḍākinī Nangsa Öbum” — which is based on the life of a woman in eleventh-century Tibet — are entirely Tibetan in character. For many Tibetans, the most loved are the second, fourth, and seventh, not least because the main story in each opera presents an innocent woman’s struggles against, and ultimate transcendence of, great adversities. Most Tibetans of my generation would have seen these three operas performed many times over and would know portions of the libretti by heart. 


The texts of these operas are used also by bards, known as manipas, who sing the stories aloud during live storytelling performances. Typically, the bard sets up an altar by hanging a thangka, or painted scroll, depicting the specific opera on a wall or a pillar and creates a mandala offering in front of the thangka atop a piece of cloth. Then, sitting on the floor aside the thangka, he or she blows on a conch shell to call the townsfolk together. During the performance, the bard indicates specific parts of the thangka with a metal pointer to signal which part of the story he or she is now narrating. In Tibet this kind of storytelling, done mostly by a wandering bard, is an important medium of dissemination of basic Buddhist values and teachings. So to see these operas now made accessible to an international audience through this volume is a source of profound personal satisfaction.




Two primary objectives have driven the creation and development of The Library of Tibetan Classics. The first aim is to help revitalize the appreciation and the study of the Tibetan classical heritage within Tibetan-speaking communities worldwide. The younger generation in particular struggles with the tension between traditional Tibetan culture and the realities of modern consumerism. To this end, efforts have been made to develop a comprehensive yet manageable body of texts, one that features the works of Tibet’s best-known authors and covers the gamut of classical Tibetan knowledge. The second objective of The Library of Tibetan Classics is to help make these texts part of a global literary and intellectual heritage. In this regard, we have tried to make the English translation reader-friendly and, as much as possible, keep the body of the text free of unnecessary scholarly apparatus, which can intimidate general readers. For specialists who wish to compare the translation with the Tibetan original, page references of the critical edition of the Tibetan text are provided in brackets.


The texts in this thirty-two-volume series span more than a millennium — from the development of the Tibetan script in the seventh century to the first part of the twentieth century, when Tibetan society and culture first encountered industrial modernity. The volumes are thematically organized and cover many of the categories of classical Tibetan knowledge — from the teachings specific to each Tibetan school to the classical works on philosophy, psychology, and phenomenology. The first category includes teachings of the Kadam, Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyü, Geluk, and Jonang schools, of miscellaneous Buddhist lineages, and of the Bön school. Texts in these volumes have been largely selected by senior lineage holders of the individual schools. Texts in the other categories have been selected primarily in recognition of the historical reality of the individual disciplines. For example, in the field of epistemology, works from the Sakya and Geluk schools have been selected, while the volume on buddha-nature features the writings of Butön Rinchen Drup and various Kagyü masters. Where fields are of more common interest, such as the three codes or the bodhisattva ideal, efforts have been made to represent the perspectives of all four major Tibetan Buddhist schools. The Library of Tibetan Classics can function as a comprehensive library of the Tibetan literary heritage for libraries, educational and cultural institutions, and interested individuals. 


It has been a real joy to be part of this important translation project. I had the pleasure of editing the original Tibetan of these texts, offering me a chance not only to closely read the texts themselves but also to reflect on the possible sources of their inspirations. To those who have the facility to read Tibetan, I draw your attention to my introduction to the Tibetan volume, which brings together my explorations on the historical, cultural, and literary context of these Tibetan operas. 


I wish first of all to express my deep personal gratitude to H. H. the Dalai Lama for always being such a profound source of inspiration. I thank Gavin Kilty for producing a masterful translation of these much-loved Tibetan operas in a language and style that speak to English readers, and for his important introduction on the history of the lhamo operatic tradition. Thanks also to our long-time editor at Wisdom, David Kittelstrom, and to his colleague Mary Petrusewicz; and to my wife, Sophie Boyer-Langri, for taking on the numerous administrative chores that are part of a collaborative project such as this. 


Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to Nita Ing and the Ing Foundation, whose long-standing patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics made it possible to fund the entire cost of this translation project. I would also like to acknowledge the Scully Peretsman Foundation for its generous support of my work for the institute. It is my sincere hope that the translations offered in this volume will be a source of joy and benefit to many. 


Thupten Jinpa


Montreal, 2018
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Translator’s Introduction


ONE OF THE DELIGHTS of living in Dharamsala throughout the 1970s and ’80s was spending an entire day at an outdoor performance of a folk opera put on by the local Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts. The atmosphere was one of a great picnic attended by the entire refugee community of Dharamsala. Food was packed in baskets, large thermoses were filled with Tibetan tea, maybe a bottle or two of beer was brought, and the whole family, children in tow and babies on backs, made their way up the half-mile dirt road to the performance. 


The weather was guaranteed to be good because the local yogi, or ngakpa, had been hired to keep away the rain clouds with a ritual aided by his thigh-bone trumpet. Many a time I sat with him on the hill above the performance as he kept a lookout for any threatening cloud coming our way. If one was spotted, he would repel it with short blasts from his trumpet. I do not remember a single performance being rained off.


The audience sat cross-legged on the ground, the food and drink spread out around them. They would chat with one another, eat and drink, applaud the performances, join in the songs, laugh at the jokes, and spend the entire day in merriment. They all knew the operas, and the stories within, because there are only eight main operas and they had enjoyed them all many a time. 


In the center, sometimes on a stage, sometimes on the ground, the performers enacted the opera. In beautiful, colorful costumes they sang, danced, and chanted the storyline while musicians crashed cymbals and banged drums in accompaniment. 


But also on show was evidence that a race of people whose country had only recently been savagely invaded by an alien force, their whole way of life turned upside down and either forced to flee into exile in India or remain in Tibet to suffer the heavy yoke of oppression, had nevertheless retained their fortitude and cheerful disposition in the face of such adversity. That struck me then and still does today.
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The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses, staged by the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts (TIPA), Dharamsala, 1963. The cloth backdrop depicts the Potala Palace in Lhasa.





Lhamo


The tradition of performing arts is known as Dögar (zlos gar) in Tibetan, which is described as a visual display of the human and nonhuman characters of history and folklore, together with the performance of songs and expressions of inner emotion through dance and movement. 


In seventh-century Tibet, the emperor Songtsen Gampo instructed his minister Thönmi Saṃbhota to devise a Tibetan script as a means of translating sacred Buddhist texts written in Sanskrit that were being brought into Tibet from India. As a result, early Tibetan translators, meditator-scholars who had studied the true meaning of the teachings with Indian masters, were able to render Indic works into Tibetan, and it was then that the term dögar was created.


The Tibetan word lhamo, in a performing arts sense, refers to the folk operas of this tradition and is the term used to describe the eight works in this volume. Lhamo literally means “goddess,” and its application to the performance of a folk opera is said to have originated in the fourteenth century to describe the seven beautiful maidens who first performed songs and dances at Chusur in Central Tibet under the instructions of the yogi Thangtong Gyalpo, the reputed founder of this tradition. Lhamo is also known as Aché (a che) Lhamo, aché meaning “sister,” although in the dialect of Tsang in western Tibet it just means “woman.” According to Tashi Tsering, the first literary use of this term was in 1691 when it was employed to describe performances given at Tibetan government ceremonies in Lhasa.


In Tibet, and in now in exile, folk opera is the dominant performing art of the tradition. Folk opera also encompasses the individual artistic disciplines of singing, dance, mastery of musical instruments, and storytelling. Therefore the two terms dögar and lhamo are often interchangeable. 


COMPONENTS 



Alongside the main actors, a folk opera should possess five types of supporting participants: a director, musicians, costumed performers, comic performers, and a supporting cast. The director is the organizer, arranger, and overseer of the performance. He or she is likened to the main or head bead on a Tibetan rosary, in dependence on which the other beads have their required order. 
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Aché Lhamo supporting cast. The male actor, right, depicts a female goddess. The character on the left represents a Tibetan government official.
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Musicians playing the traditional double-skin drum and cymbals during a revival of the Shotön Festival in India.





The musicians augment the physical expressions, dramatized movements, and storyline being acted out by the performers. Musical instruments are of three main types: wind, percussion, and string. Wind instruments include the transverse flute, the recorder, the gyalin — which is a long clarinet or oboe-like instrument — the trumpet, the whistle, the conch-shell, and so on. Percussion is divided into idiophones, or shaken and vibrated instruments — such as small and large cymbals, bells, double-headed hand drums, and so on — and membranophone drums, such as the kettle drum and the decorated and colorfully painted double-skinned frame drum. This last instrument together with the large cymbals are the two main musical instruments used to accompany an opera performance. String instruments include the Tibetan lute, the hammer dulcimer — which according to Samuel (1986) probably came from China, and before that from Europe — the two-string fiddle, the tambura, and so on. 


The costumed performers occupy the stage and, through their dance and movement, provide support to the various vocal and physical expressions of the main actors. They are divided according to which side of the story they support and are graded as main, ordinary, and supporting performers. Their contribution helps build the appropriate atmosphere of the performance for the audience. Generally the costumes are colorful, stylized, and usually include masks. 
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Aché Lhamo at Chitishö, Central Tibet, 1938–39. Juniper is burned, center stage, as an offering.





The comic performers are participants who intervene in a long performance and provide light relief by way of jokes, topical asides, and interaction with the audience. Satire as a way of gently ridiculing and criticizing authority was commonly used by the ordinary people of Tibet, whose culture frowned on direct confrontation and outright rudeness. Therefore, under the protection of tradition, a comic interlude within a performance was a perfect front for expressing mild criticism of secular and religious authority. Hugh Richardson (1986, 10) describes “the clever miming of an oracle priest with rolling head and wild gestures” and “a remote dig at the British when two girls in a little dance shook hands and sang ‘Good morning.’” 


Nevertheless, the biting humor was not visited everywhere. Tradition and respect dictated that some figures and topics were left untouched. Even comic attacks that were within bounds sometimes invited the rebuke of the authorities if it was felt that the comic performers had gone too far.


The supporting cast — the singers, storytellers, helpers with costumes and scenery, and so on — conclude the five supporting elements of a folk opera performance that enhance the portrayal and telling of the story by the main performers, and the entire cast contributes to the daylong colorful spectacle enjoyed by the eagerly awaiting crowd.


THE PERFORMANCE



A performance should be able to convey through movement and song nine essential expressions: (1) beauty and poise, (2) splendor and radiance, (3) aversion and repulsion, (4) wonder and delight, (5) power and wrath, (6) sudden fear and fright, (7) wretchedness and pity, (8) desire and attachment, and (9) peacefulness and gentleness. The first three are expressed solely by movement, the remaining six by movement and song. 


A performance consists of three main sections: the preliminary performance of the hunters, the opera, and the concluding ceremonies.


The performance of the hunters can last for an hour and is a preparatory act for the actual opera. It utilizes three kinds of performers: hunters, headmen or princes, and goddesses. The hunters’ task is to purify and tame the performance space. After that the headmen bring down showers of blessings to consecrate the stage. This is followed by the songs and dances of the goddesses. 


Before the hunters walk on stage two drummers beat out a signal informing the audience that the performance is about to begin. A second signal from the drummers alerts the performers to get ready. At a third signal the hunters emerge onto the stage. 


They perform prostrations, offerings, and rituals, accompanied by songs, dance, and conversation, with the headmen and goddesses occasionally joining in. Since 1981 the first ceremony is a prayer to the yogi and reputed founder of the Lhamo tradition, Thangtong Gyalpo. The hunters are dressed more like fishermen than hunters and are said to represent the fisherman who appears in the opera Norsang, the second opera in this volume. They wear full face masks bordered by white hair that has the topknot of a yogi. General instructions for their performance say they should be “dignified, elegant, and imposing” and their movements should resemble “a vulture spreading out its wings.” The leader of the hunters is also the teacher of the troupe and has the responsibility of reciting the opera narrative. 
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Hunter dancers, holding decorated arrows, prepare an auspicious beginning for an opera performed in Tibet.
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A headman, played by a senior troupe member in Darjeeling, West Bengal, India, 1964. Wearing a conical felt hat and carrying a long staff, he performs special songs accompanied by hand gestures to “let fall the rain of blessings.”
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Young Tibetan women play the part of goddesses for a performance in India.





The two headmen (gyalu) are portrayed as pious and dignified, and are usually played by older members of the troupe. Their task is to perform a dance ritual to consecrate the performing area. The goddesses are played by younger members and portrayed as charming and gracious. They perform songs and dances in the third part of this preliminary section, and also as an accompaniment to the hunters and headmen.


As an ending to the hunters’ performance, the goddesses line up in a semicircle around the stage, the play is announced, the narration begins, and the main actors emerge onto the stage. The performance proceeds in a way that has much in common with folk operas around the world. The narrator, who is usually the leader of the hunters, maintains the continuation of the story and announces the characters as they appear. This he does from memory for the whole of the performance, mostly in prose, and in a drone-like parlando or declamatory style. Traditional instructions say that the narrative should maintain a rhythm like that of “threading pearls on a string” but with a clarity resembling “flowing water.” Sometimes the actors themselves will recite the narration.


A character also announces his or her entrance on stage with a dance particular to the role. Dances can be performed by the actors individually or in groups, and by goddesses in unison. The goddesses will dance in between scenes. 




The actors play out the story in verse, song, and prose. A lot of the dialogue between them is sung in verse “songs” known as namthar. In classical religious literature, namthar refers to the biography of a lama, but here the term encompasses the unfolding narrative. The songs are initially delivered solo and a cappella. The namthar style of singing is of a high register, without going into falsetto, and makes frequent use of a glottal vibrato and inflection. It is a skill that demands much training. The songs can be “long tune” or “short tune.” Those of long tune often begin with a long, drawn-out sound without meaning and rising in pitch. They may also contain extra syllables that add no meaning to the message but serve to lengthen the tune. Long-tune singing is the most distinctive voice heard in Tibetan opera and is a skill difficult to master. Of the types of voices, the male and female voice are the most prevalent. The male voice is low in pitch, loud, and open-throated. The female voice is pitched high and is constricted. After a few lines the solo singer is supported by a chorus intervention sung by the goddesses, who have remained on stage since the preliminaries. Finally, the whole troupe joins in. Thupten Jinpa tells an amusing anecdote from a performance given in India, soon after exile, where a member of the Indian audience was overheard attempting to explain the performance to others: “First one cries, then another cries, and finally they all start crying!”


The namthar style of singing is unique to Tibetan opera. It is combined with swirling dances, fast narration delivery, the accompaniment of drums and cymbals, the occasional folk song, and comic interludes, all performed in striking costumes. The result is a daylong treat for the audience, a rich and colorful presentation of a well-known myth or story, to be enjoyed by young and old, rich and poor alike. 


Traditionally, the cymbal and the large double-sided drum were the only two instruments used in a Lhamo performance, but trumpets and other instruments can make an appearance. Skillful playing of these two main instruments can illustrate for the audience the personality of the character they are accompanying or the atmosphere of the scene. 


The libretto of an opera used by the performers bears little resemblance to the literary texts of the operas presented in this volume. In these literary works, most text is in conversational dialogue, but there is none of the stage direction, repetitions in namthar singing by the chorus, and so on. Performers in a troupe were illiterate and learned their lines orally from the teacher or director. However, there is anecdotal evidence that even some of the greatest Lhamo teachers were also illiterate and had learned the librettos by heart from someone else orally. 
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Actors are presented with white offering scarves, at the conclusion of a Lhamo performance, Chitishö, Tibet, 1938.





The conclusion or epilogue of an opera consists of statements about the play, salutations to the Dalai Lama, and prayers and wishes of auspiciousness for the future. It will also include the well-known barley-flour-throwing ritual ending with the cry, “May the gods be victorious!” 


The Eight Operas


Tibetan Lhamo brings to the people the fundamental ethical laws of behavior and teachings of natural justice based on Buddhist doctrine, without the need for literacy or scholarly pursuit. The operas show that good is the right way and will ultimately prevail, and that the bad, no matter how successful they are in the beginning, are doomed to fail and to suffer for their actions. 


The operas revolve around the fundamental impulses and urges of the human condition: the desire for power, the seduction of attraction, thoughts of revenge, the fear of pain, the longing that comes from separation, the wish to be free from oppression, the attachments of family, and so on. They are set in India or Tibet, in places often mythologized by the telling of the story. The characters are often kings, queens, and ministers; ordinary folk such as children, young men and women, and elderly mothers and fathers; and yogis, monks, and various beings from other realms, such as gods and nāgas. The action involves plotting, kidnapping, exile, fighting and death, journeys to faraway lands, separation, reconciliation, and often a quest to attain some seemingly impossible treasure. 


The stories are long and involve many plot twists. Sometimes their storylines span many years. But they all end in happiness, where the good achieve their goals and the bad receive their just deserts. 


Some operas in this volume tell of events, real or mythologized, that occurred in old Tibet, some can be traced to Indic Buddhist works, such as those that tell of the previous lives of the Buddha, and some are myths centered on the past lives of a great lama or teacher. They all seek to teach, entertain, and enthrall their audiences.


The eight operas in this volume form the mainstay of Tibetan performance troupes in the past in Tibet and these days in exile. Each takes many hours to perform.


1. DRIMÉ KUNDEN 



This is a story declaiming the virtues of selfless giving, which refers to a willingness to give to others without the slightest attachment to wealth or possession. The eponymous hero is driven by a longing to give away everything he owns to those who merely ask. This desire lands him in trouble with his father, the king, because ultimately he gives away a precious wish-granting jewel that kept the kingdom safe from enemies. As a punishment he is banished into exile with his wife and children. Even in exile he continues his giving and parts with his children, his wife, and his eyes. Finally, however, the beggars who requested such impossible gifts reveal themselves as gods and announce that they were only testing the prince. His family and eyesight are restored and they return to their repentant father. 


This story has its origin in a well-known Jataka, or past-life story, of the Buddha when he was born as Prince Viśvantara. This particular Jataka is the ninth in the Garland of Past Lives by the Indian master Aśvaghoṣa.1


2. NORSANG 



In this long and winding tale a malicious king of a southern Indian kingdom eyes enviously his more prosperous northern neighbor and attempts to lure the nāgas of the northern lakes, who are the source of its prosperity, to the southern kingdom. He employs an immoral yogi to do this, but he is thwarted by a valiant hunter who lives by the side of the lake. The nāga queen in gratitude invites the hunter to the nāga realm deep in the lake, and there she gives him a special wish-granting jewel. The hunter takes the jewel and approaches a well-intended yogi, who explains its powers. The hunter learns of a nearby celestial bathing pool visited by goddesses, and he persuades the yogi to take him there. 


The hunter becomes smitten by Manoharā, the most beautiful of the goddesses, and returns to the nāga queen to obtain from her a jewel with lasso-like powers capable of ensnaring anyone. He persuades her to part with it, and returning to the celestial bathing pools with the yogi, he seizes Manoharā. The goddess is saddened by the prospect of having to spend her life with a low-class hunter and would rather die. Concerned, the yogi persuades the hunter to offer Manoharā to the noble king of the northern kingdom, Norsang, in return for a position of power. 


Norsang takes Manoharā for his wife and rewards the hunter. His other queens begin to resent Manoharā, calling her a wanderer who was brought into the kingdom by a hunter. They approach a yogi called Hari and deceitfully persuade him to separate the couple. Hari causes the king’s father to have troubling dreams, as a consequence of which he approaches Hari and asks for a divination. Hari tells him there are wicked wild men of the north plotting to overthrow the kingdom, and only Norsang can defeat them. 


After a great ceremony, Norsang is sent away to do battle in the north. Meanwhile the queens plot to kill Manoharā. Hari persuades Norsang’s father that Manoharā is in fact a demon, and that her heart should be torn out and its fat used in a bathing ritual as a way to appease the troubles that were befalling the kingdom. The father is persuaded and provides weapons for the queens to attack Manoharā’s palace. However, she is able to escape by flying into the skies using a special necklace given to her by the yogi who helped set her free from the hunter.


Manoharā disappears and sets off to her celestial realm, but before she reaches it she visits her yogi friend and tells him how Norsang should navigate his way to her home, if he decides to come and bring her back.


After a long journey and a battle, Norsang defeats the enemies of the north and returns home. There he finds his beautiful wife has disappeared. He realizes what has happened and sets out to search for her. Receiving directions from the yogi, he eventually travels to the celestial realm that was her home. Skillfully negotiating the traps laid for him, he meets up with Manoharā again. However, her father, the celestial king, is unwilling to let her go back to the human realm and has other suitors in mind. An archery contest is arranged, with the winner to take Manoharā as his queen. Norsang wins and leads her back to his kingdom. They are welcomed back, Hari and the queens are punished, and all is restored. 


This complex story is said to be based on a Jataka tale of the same name retold in Wish-Fulfilling Tree of the Bodhisattva’s Lives, a collection of stories told in a rich poetic form by the thirteenth-century Kashmiri author Kṣemendra, and which was translated into Tibetan alongside the Sanskrit original and placed in the Tengyur.2 Later, in the seventeenth century, the Fifth Dalai Lama oversaw its publication, thereby ensuring its popularity. Also, Thupten Jinpa points out that in the thirteenth century the Tibetan master Karma Rangjung Dorjé compiled a collection of Jataka tales from the Sutra and Vinaya collection of the Kangyur, known as The Hundred Jataka Tales, and the Norsang Jataka is the eighty-eighth of that collection. The folk opera of Norsang reproduced in this volume and other versions found these days in the Tibet canon differ considerably from their Jataka origins, although the characters and basic exploits run through all versions. The version in this volume was compiled by Dingchen Tsering Wangdü, an eighteenth-century official at Shelkar Dzong Monastery in southern Tibet. 


Norsang is considered to be the oldest written opera in Tibet, and melodies from other operas have been copied from those performed in it. Moreover, the hunter and the prince who appear in the prologue of all Tibetan operas are based on the hunter and the prince Norsang of this opera. 


3. THE CHINESE AND NEPALESE PRINCESSES



This opera recounts how the Tibetan emperor Songtsen Gampo brought his two brides from China and Nepal in the seventh century. However, much of the story is taken up with the skillful manipulations performed by the minister Gar Tongtsen, who was charged with bringing the princesses back to Tibet. He managed first to persuade the Nepalese king to part with his beloved daughter, who was considered to be an incarnation of Tārā, by matching his demands. As part of her dowry the princess brought four statues to Tibet, two of which reside in Lhasa’s main temple, while another was brought to India and resides now in the temple at Dharamsala. 
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The main characters of The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses opera, staged at Conium House, Dharamsala, 1966.





Gar Tongtsen’s exploits in China are even more elaborate, and mostly involve tricking the Chinese emperor into parting with Princess Kongjo. However, he is also portrayed as self-sacrificing and willingly remains in China, where he marries a Chinese woman to ensure that the princess is delivered safely to Songtsen Gampo. Eventually, through more trickery, he escapes and returns to Tibet. The ability of this Tibetan minister to fool and make mockery of a Chinese emperor is not lost on the Tibetan people and is played up as much as possible. In recent times the Chinese have reinstated productions of this opera in Tibet, mainly in order to instill in the recalcitrant Tibetans a sense of patriotism for the motherland. However, it is difficult to imagine that the clever exploits of Gar will take much of a place in their production! The Chinese princess brought with her the famous Jowo statue of the Buddha that now graces the main temple in Lhasa. 


The opera text is based heavily on two Tibetan works: Maṇikabüm3 and Mirror Illuminating the Royal Genealogies.4 The first of these is a renowned work said to be mainly composed by Songtsen Gampo and revealed as a treasure text by three later masters. It focuses on meditative practices around the deity of compassion, Avalokiteśvara. As Songtsen Gampo is considered to be an incarnation of this deity, his life is recounted in the fourth section of the work. The second text is a fourteenth-century Tibetan chronicle attributed to Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen. 


4. NANGSA ÖBUM



This is an indigenous Tibetan story based on events that occurred around the eleventh century near the town of Gyangtsé, west of Lhasa. Nangsa was a beautiful young woman who wanted to devote herself to the Dharma, but her beauty attracted the attention of the local governor who was seeking a bride for his son. Her parents were in no position to resist the authority of the governor and Nangsa was taken away to become a bride.


After seven years she gave birth to a son. One day while she was working with others in the fields two cotton-clad yogis appeared asking for alms. Filled with devotion, Nangsa gave some of the harvest to them. Her husband’s sister, who witnessed this, flew into a rage and beat Nangsa, but then ran to her brother saying that Nangsa had beat her. Nangsa’s husband believed his sister and he too beat his wife. 


Later a lama, who had manifested as a beggar and his dancing monkey, arrived at the house. Nangsa wanted to give them something and brought them secretly into the house. This was discovered by her husband, who beat her again and took away her little son. The pain and grief was too much for Nangsa and that night she died. Filled with remorse, her husband placed her body on the mountain top. There her consciousness wandered off into the intermediate state, where she came into the presence of the Lord of Death. He saw that Nangsa was no ordinary woman and told her that she should return to her life and do good in the world. 


Nangsa returns to life and, entreated by her repentant family and her son, takes up her place again in the family. She teaches the Dharma and involves herself in worldly life. Yet she becomes discouraged by the lack of response to her teachings and by having no time to devote herself to the Dharma. Seeing her sadness, her husband sends her to her parents, hoping to wean her away from the religious life. 


Back with her parents, she still yearns for the religious life, much to their annoyance. After one particular incident when Nangsa starts weaving in the courtyard and singing beautiful allegorical songs using the parts of the loom as metaphors for the Dharma, her mother becomes enraged and throws her out of the house. That evening she leaves the house and finally arrives at the monastery of the lama who had previously manifested as the beggar and the monkey. After a series of tests, she is taken in by the lama to become his disciple, and after a few months of meditation she gains many realizations. 


Sometime later her husband and his army arrive at the monastery to take her back. They attack and scatter the monks. Fearful that her lama would be killed, Nangsa rises into the air and shows her powerful supernatural feats. Her husband and his army are cowed. They repent their ways, her son takes over the kingdom, and Nangsa is free to continue her spiritual journey. 


This story is considered to be based on actual events, and the text of this volume mentions that while Nangsa was at the monastery she meditated in a cave and that imprints of her cloak can still be seen on its walls “like impressions made in butter.”


Nangsa is often cited as an example of the phenomenon of a death-returner (’das log), one who returns to life after death. Many accounts of death-returners are to be found in Tibetan literature, but Nangsa is the only one to have been made into an opera.


5. DROWA SANGMO



Drowa Sangmo was the beautiful manifestation of a celestial ḍākinī, born to poor and aged parents in India. Upon her birth, the ḍākinīs made predictions, including that her life would be obstructed by a demon and so at that time she would fly off to the celestial realms. One day a king who had lost his hunting dog came to their little hut in search of the dog. Seeing Drowa Sangmo, he was smitten and took her against her wishes to be his wife. Eventually she gave birth to a son and daughter. The king’s other queen was the manifestation of a demon and developed great hatred for Drowa. Recalling the prophecy, Drowa Sangmo sent her children to the king and flew away to the ḍākinī realms. 


Meanwhile the demoness fed poison to the king to drive him insane and hatched a plot to kill the children. Feigning illness, she told her minister that only the warm hearts of the two children would cure her. The children were given to two butchers to be killed, but they were unable to carry out the task. They sent back the hearts of two dogs instead, but the demoness queen discovered the deceit and gave the children to two fishermen to carry out the deed. They too could not kill the children and set them free in the forest. 


In the forest the children suffered much. The boy is killed by a snake, but their mother manifests as a medicinal snake and he is brought back to life. Finally, they are recaptured by the demoness queen and given to two outcaste men to be killed. Out of pity one of the outcastes releases the girl, but the other throws the boy off a cliff. Their mother manifests as a hawk and catches him. He lands in the sea and his mother, now a fish, carries him to the water’s edge. Eventually, with help from more manifestations of his mother, the little prince is taken to the land of Padminī, where he is crowned king. Finally, his sister makes her way to Padminī, and brother and sister are reunited. 


Meanwhile, the demoness queen hears that the young son has become king of Padminī and at once assembles a large army to attack it. However, the young son defeats her in battle and she is killed. Their father is cured of his madness, released from prison, and is reunited with his children. 


This story appears to have a connection with the tribal peoples of Mön, a region of Tibet that spills over into the far northeastern part of Arunachal Pradesh in India. The region is mentioned in the text, and according to Snyder the people of Mön can identify the ruins of Mandal Gang Palace, where the king lived. 


6. THE BROTHERS DÖNYÖ AND DÖNDRUP 



This story is set in India, where a pious king and queen long for a son. After performing many rituals, a very special son was born to them. The royal couple were overjoyed, but soon after the queen died. Not long after that, the king became attracted to an ordinary woman he had seen in the crowd. He took her for his queen and she too gave birth to a son. These are the two brothers of the title, and they became inseparable.


Soon the queen began to resent the older brother because he was destined to inherit the throne over her own son. She feigned an illness, saying that the only cure was the heart of the older son, who was a demon who had killed his own mother and now was hurting her. The king was persuaded but could not bring himself to kill his own son. Upon hearing all this, the older son was determined to flee the palace. His brother begged to go with him. So one night they stole off into the forests. They suffered much on their journey across desolate plains, and one day the younger brother died of his deprivations. His surviving brother carried him on his back until he found a suitable place to inter him. In grief, he went on his way.


The gods Śakra and Brahma manifested as humans and with medicine brought the younger brother back to life, who immediately went off in search of his brother. 


Meanwhile the older brother had found a teacher living the life of a solitary hermit in the forests. He remained with his guru, serving him devotedly. One day he was seized from the guru by a nearby king who was searching for a youth to offer as sacrifice to a lake, which in the past had attracted a dragon whose arrival was responsible for bringing good harvests and prosperity to the kingdom. The dragon had not been seen for some time and the land was in famine. The king, in keeping with the words of a soothsayer, planned to offer the older brother as sacrifice. The king’s daughter, meanwhile, had fallen in love with the handsome prince and was unable to bear his sacrifice. Seeing this, the compassionate prince arranged for the sacrifice to take place secretly while she was asleep.


In the lake the prince did not die but gave teachings to the nāgas there. Later he returned to his guru in his forest abode. The prosperity of the land increased and the king invited the guru in order to thank him for providing his disciple as sacrifice to the dragon. The prince accompanied his guru, his face hidden by a cloth. While in the palace the cloth slipped from his face and the king and his daughter were overjoyed to see that the prince had not perished. The prince married the daughter and was installed as king. 


One day on a picnic, the older brother, now a king, wandered off in the forests. There he met a bedraggled youth calling out his name and declaring that he had his brother’s share of food. The two brothers were reunited and returned joyfully to the palace.


Later the two brothers returned to their father’s palace. The king, happily reunited with his sons, forgave the queen her misdeeds, and the two kingdoms were shared between the two brothers.


This story explicitly expresses Buddhist concepts throughout and even ends with the guru making predictions concerning the future rebirths of the main protagonists in Tibet. According to tradition, this story was written by the Fifth Panchen Lama, Losang Yeshé (1663–1737), and Thupten Jinpa has seen a woodblock print of this story in which the colophon reads: “The secret life of Panchen Losang Yeshé.” Also, there is a widespread view that the two brothers and the relationship between them represent the Dalai Lamas and the Panchen Lamas, and the bond that exists between them. However, the twenty-first story in the ancient Vetala Stories5 tells a tale of two brothers whose names match those of this opera.


7. SUKYI NYIMA 



In this story a non-Buddhist king in India is on his way to make blood sacrifices to his god when he sees a beautiful low-caste maiden collecting water. He becomes infatuated with her and takes her for his queen, despite the dire warnings of his clairvoyant talking parrot.


As the story goes, a hunter in pursuit of a pig comes across an extraordinarily beautiful maiden coming to fetch water. The hunter thinks to tell the king of her, hoping for a reward if the king takes her for his bride. Although the maiden, who was Sukyi Nyima, refuses to answer any of his questions, the hunter reports her presence to the king. The king, accompanied by the hunter, sets off to see for himself. Agreeing that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, the king makes repeated attempts day after day to engage her in conversation, but to no avail. Finally, they follow her and see that she is living a religious and ascetic life with her yogi guru. After much persuasion, the yogi agrees to let Sukyi Nyima be taken by the king for his bride, although it is against her will. The yogi secretly gives her a special rosary for her protection, and she leaves for the palace to be married to the king. 


The king adopts the Buddhist path, and when he no longer pays the first queen any attention, she becomes resentful of Sukyi Nyima. A woman in the queen’s retinue then offers to help her get her own way. The woman, skillful in dance and singing, uses her charms to inveigle herself into the king’s inner circle. There she wins the trust of Sukyi Nyima and cleverly manages to exchange the protection rosary for a lookalike fake. With the protection removed, she drugs the king and his entourage. While they are unconscious she kills his extraordinary elephant and makes it so that the blame falls on Sukyi Nyima. When this and other ruses do not convince the king, she kills the king’s own son and smears Sukyi Nyima with his blood. 


The king is angry but is unable to kill his beautiful queen. Instead she is given to three butchers to be dragged off to a cemetery and cut to pieces. However, they too are unable to kill her and cut her free from the cemetery slab. 


Sukyi Nyima wanders abroad and makes her way to her guru’s hut, which she finds in ruins. The guru had died and only his relics remained, worshipped by the animals. She stays there for many years engaged in meditation. 


Finally, she receives a vision of her guru, who tells her to go among the people and teach the Dharma. Disguising herself as a low beggar woman, she teaches the Dharma in the towns and cities until finally the first queen, in a state of regret for her deeds, confesses, though unaware that she is confessing to Sukyi Nyima. However, a wise minister recognizes her and informs the king that Sukyi Nyima is still alive. The king is overjoyed. Sukyi Nyima becomes queen again, and after a while a son is born. When he grows up, the king is persuaded to become a monk. The son becomes king and Sukyi Nyima and the former king go off to a remote monastery and spend their lives in meditation. 


Some say this play is based on the Indian play Śakuntalā, which was adapted from the Mahabharata by Kālidāsa, but there seems little resemblance. However, the prologue states: “The story of brahman Sukyi Nyima, whose message is to urge those of great desire to renounce samsara, was translated into Tibetan long ago by Lotsāwa Vairocana and She’u Lotsāwa. This version follows the translation of She’u Lotsāwa.” Moreover, there are Sanskrit references in the story and one or two Sanskrit names. Others say it was composed by a lama from southern Tibet who, of course, may have been familiar with Sanskrit. 


8. PEMA ÖBAR 



In India a non-Buddhist king is fearful that Sudhana, a wealthy merchant, will eclipse him in wealth. Therefore the king sends him, on pain of death, on an impossible mission to find a wish-fulfilling jewel far away in the ocean. On the journey Sudhana’s boat is capsized by nāgas and the whole crew is captured by a race of female cannibals who take them as husbands. Deciding to escape, they ply the cannibals with beer and then flee to a desert to meet with a flying horse who will carry them all to safety. However, the crew, with the exception of Sudhana, make the fatal mistake of looking back as they fly through the skies on the horse. This causes them to fall, and they are devoured by the cannibals. Sudhana is taken to Tushita heaven. 


Meanwhile, Sudhana’s wife miraculously gives birth to a son, who is an incarnation of the great Indian yogi Padmasambhava. As the child grows up he becomes curious about his father, but his mother does not tell him the truth. One day as he engages in the business of selling yarn with an old woman in a market, she lets slip some information about his father. Pressed to reveal more, she tells him the whole story of Sudhana and his journey. 


Meanwhile, the king in his palace sees from afar the yarn in the market and is attracted by its glow. Sending his minister to make inquiries, he learns about the existence of Sudhana’s son. Fearful of him, he sends the boy on a difficult mission to find a special jewel in the ocean. Before Pema Öbar leaves, a ḍākinī gives him a powerful mantra to say in times of danger. 


Pema sets out with his crew, and thanks to the mantra he is able to subdue the nāgas who caused his father so much trouble. The same mantra helps to gain the jewel from the nāgas, and he returns home to his mother.
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A Pema Öbar performance at the Norbulingka palace, Lhasa.





The king is even more worried and sends him out again, this time to fetch a golden pan from the land of the cannibals. On each of the four stages of the journey he meets a fierce cannibal woman but is able to escape her clutches and even win her friendship and trust with help from the mantra. Finally, he arrives in the land of the queen of the cannibals with her sixty sons. He wins her over with his courage and his mantra and manages to evade the hungry sons. She gives him the golden pan, and through the mantra she is transformed into a beautiful ḍākinī. Together they fly off to Tibet. On the way they pick up the other four cannibals, and they too are transformed into ḍākinīs. Pema also picks up an item from each cannibal land.


Upon Pema Öbar’s arrival back home, the king is even more fearful of him and orders that he be burned in sacrifice on a high mountain. This is done and his ashes scattered to the winds. The ḍākinīs go to the place of sacrifice and restore Pema back to life. They invite the king and his wicked ministers to fly with them in the golden pan. Taking them over the cannibal lands, they tip the pan and the king and his ministers fall out to become food for the cannibals below. Pema comes down from the mountain and is crowned king. 


It is widely accepted that the story of Pema Öbar is an account of a past incarnation of Padmasambhava, as the text itself makes clear. 




LING GESAR



Worthy of inclusion in a volume on Tibetan performing arts would have been the epic of the legendary Tibetan hero Ling Gesar. However, it is a vast story divided into six main episodes and spanning over a hundred volumes.6 Gesar is the archetypal warrior king, lord of the land of Ling, whose conquering exploits have been told in song, poetry, and prose throughout Tibet, Mongolia, and Central Asia for centuries. It is one of the few oral epic traditions to survive as a performing art. Whether Gesar was an actual person is still a matter of debate. Li Lianrong (2001, 317) states: “After nearly a half-century of research, scholars have reached basic agreement that either the epic’s protagonist Ling Gesar was a real person or he is a synthetic character created by the combination of historical figures.”


There is a general consensus that the epic began around the twelfth century. The core story has been summed up by Samuel:




King Gesar has a miraculous birth, a despised and neglected childhood, and then becomes ruler and wins his (first) wife Drükmo through a series of marvelous feats. In subsequent episodes he defends his people against various external aggressors, human and superhuman. Instead of dying a normal death he departs into a hidden realm from which he may return at some time in the future to save his people from their enemies. (2005, chap. 8)





The Origins and Development of the Lhamo Tradition


The tradition of singing and dancing in a community must be as old as humanity itself. Songs and dances are a natural expression of the inner feelings that are an innate part of the human condition. Jikmé Wangyal (2009, 51) says that the inner pain and joy of Tibetan people spill into physical and outer expression “like Tibetan tea and soup bubbling up in the pot and causing the lid to rattle,” and that such singing and dancing were the beginnings of the performing arts tradition in Tibet. These songs and dances were later codified and organized into performances for the entertainment of local communities. 


Jikmé Wangyal also describes the mythical origins of performance art in ancient India. Long ago in antiquity, singing and dancing was widespread in the celestial realms of the gods. However, the gods pointed out to Brahma, the celestial ruler, that the age of plenty had come to an end and that now living beings were plagued by all kinds of suffering, and they pleaded with him to find a way to end their miseries. Therefore Brahma created the four Vedas, in which can be found storytelling, melodic intonation, movement and dance, and expression. 


In Tibet, texts of the Bön tradition, which was the dominant religious tradition before Buddhism found its way into Tibet in the seventh century, describe types of ritual dances that were in existence during the time of the tradition’s founder, who some say predates the Buddha. Other indigenous works on Tibetan history describe the existence of a tradition of singing and dancing during the time of the first Tibetan emperor, said to have ruled in the first century BCE.


In the seventh century, the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo brought his two brides from China and Nepal, an event depicted in the opera The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses. There are mural depictions on the walls of the Potala and the Jokhang Temples in Lhasa portraying the festive singing and dancing that welcomed the brides as they arrived in Tibet. When the eighth-century emperor Trisong Detsen built the great temple of Samyé, southwest of Lhasa, the local people put on a great festival of song and dance for the consecration celebrations that went on for days. This too is recorded on portico murals around Samyé. It is also said that the emperor asked the children of the Kongpo region to perform a dance in order to distract the spirits while the temple was being built.


The Tibetan literary tradition of performing arts seems to have begun in the thirteenth century with the composition of works by Sakya Pandit (Sakya Paṇḍita Kunga Gyaltsen, 1182–1251). He translated many ornaments of poetics found in the Mirror of Poetics,7 composed by the seventh-century Indian grammarian Daṇḍin, and wrote his own works on the performing arts, such as Treatise on Music.8 Jikmé Wangyal thinks that this period also marked the time when performances were first written down. 


Nevertheless, Thupten Jinpa remarks that although it might have been deemed necessary to incorporate the various phonic rules taught in these analytical works into the Lhamo tradition, it seems that they have remained the preserve of the scholars while Aché Lhamo was valued and sustained by the common folk. 




Mahāsiddha Thangtong Gyalpo 


According to oral tradition, the founder of the Aché Lhamo performing arts tradition was the fourteenth-century Tibetan yogi Thangtong Gyalpo. He was born in Tö Yeru in Tsang, in western Tibet, and died in Riwoché in Tsang. His dates are either 1361–1485 or 1385–1464. If the first dates are accepted, he lived to be over one hundred twenty years. 


As a child he was intelligent and caring. His parents placed him in Jangding Monastery. Eventually he took the vows of a monk and was given the name Tsöndrü Sangpo. He studied the major texts and at the age of eighteen visited Nepal and India, where he studied with tantric masters. 


One day on his travels in Tibet, he was unable to pay a ferryman the cost of the journey across the river. The ferryman hit him over the head with his paddle and threw him in the river. At first humiliated by this experience, he became determined to relieve the hardships of travelers who had to cross large rivers and steep valleys and set about becoming a bridge builder. He began digging for and smelting iron ore and built his first bridge in Kongpo district, in southwest Tibet. Soon he spread his bridge-building expertise to other parts of Tibet and he became known as Chaktsampa (iron-bridge builder).


His work involved seeking out large quantities of iron, and for this he needed funds. Among his workers were seven sisters from Lhokha in southern Tibet who had beautiful singing voices. Thangtong Gyalpo taught them songs and dances. Some sources say two maidens played the hunters, four played the goddesses, one was the musician, and Thangtong himself played the drums. They performed for local communities in order to raise money to buy the iron. This was the first Lhamo troupe. The sisters were so beautiful and such perfect singers that audiences soon referred to their performances as those of “goddesses” (lhamo). Thus the tradition was born and Thangtong Gyalpo, the yogi and bridge builder, is said to be its founder. In the end he was able to raise enough money to construct fifty-eight bridges. 


However, in the written biographies of Thangtong Gyalpo there is no mention of his Lhamo fundraising activities or that he was the founder of the Lhamo tradition.9 It is only in the oral tradition that he is credited as such. As to why his Lhamo activities are not found in his older biographies, Tashi Tsering thinks that it could be because his Lhamo activities rank below that of his other deeds, which, apart from bridge building, include constructing temples, publishing scriptures, creating shrines, and so on. Alternatively, his name as the founder of Aché Lhamo could have been added posthumously, or it might be because singers and performers were not afforded that much respect in Tibetan culture and performance art was not deemed an appropriate deed to be included in a written biography. However, Tashi Tsering cites incidental references from other texts that point to Thangtong Gyalpo being the founder of at least a tradition of Lhamo. 


Whatever the case, paintings and drawings of Thangtong Gyalpo are always there in any present-day Lhamo environment, and since the 1980s a prayer to him is always recited at the beginning of a performance. He is indelibly linked to the performing arts tradition of Tibet and has become its patron saint. 


Development of Lhamo and Other Troupes 


Outside the Lhamo tradition, other song and dance traditions flourished in Tibet. Some were performed by troupes of minstrels and dancers who entertained the Lhasa aristocracy. Their two main types of performance were Nangma songs and Western songs. Nangma were elegant renditions, whereas Western songs from Tsang were more from the folk-dance traditions and often quick-stepping in tempo. The term nangma means “inner” and is said to have originated in the seventeenth century from Lhasa, where Desi Sangyé Gyatso, the prime minister of the Fifth Dalai Lama, and other officials would watch musical performances in the rooms of the Potala inner circle. The Fifth Dalai himself contributed to the development of the performing arts tradition by designing masks and costumes for hunters in the introductory section of a Lhamo.


Another tradition was that of the Gar dances. On these, Jamyang Norbu writes:




Gar was an ancient musical and dance tradition maintained in the court of the Dalai Lamas and certain monasteries of Tibet. It was of an entirely secular character and had no relationship to the Tantric dances, although it bore the same name.10 The maintenance of a Gar troupe and its accompanying orchestra was considered the prerogative of a king, and its performance the symbol of royalty. The dances were, for the most part, performed by a troupe of thirteen small boys, each carrying a small battle-axe, and accompanied by an orchestra of paired kettle drums and double-reed oboes. (1986, 132) 





According to one source, Gar was introduced to Central Tibet at the beginning of the seventeenth century, during the time of the Fifth Dalai Lama, by the ruler of Tsang in western Tibet. He in turn had brought it from Ngari in the far west, which was ruled by descendants of the emperors of old Tibet, such as Songtsen Gampo. Other sources say it came from the former Buddhist kingdom of Ladakh, which region historically included the Baltistan Valleys, the entire upper Indus Valley, and much of Ngari. 


Outside of Lhasa, circle dancing and royal songs were popular in western Tibet. In eastern Tibet troupes performed Ling dances in honor of the legendary hero Ling Gesar. Also in eastern Tibet roving troupes called “the cotton-clad ones” performed songs and dances handed down from Rechungpa, the disciple of the eleventh-century yogi Jetsun Milarepa. In southern Tibet, villages performed the famous drum dance.


By the eighteenth century many Lhamo troupes were in existence, especially in Lhasa. According to Snyder, there were ten established troupes that performed at events such as the Shotön Festival. Of these, the Kyormolung, Gyalkhar, Chung, and Shang troupes were the best known.11 


The Kyormolung was the largest and most popular troupe, originally hailing from the town of Kyormolung, twelve miles west of Lhasa, and founded by a woman called Dangsang Lhamo. It was the only “professional” troupe in the sense that its members, about forty in all, had no land and were not tax-paying farmers, but were obliged, nevertheless, to perform at certain events, which was considered as a tax in kind. Their upkeep was assigned to Kundeling Monastery by the Thirteenth Dalai Lama. Their standard Lhamo repertoire was Pema Öbar, Sukyi Nyima, and Drowa Sangmo.


The Gyalkhar troupe originally came from Rinpung in Tsang and belonged to the Kagyü Buddhist tradition. They were a semimonastic troupe insofar as they dressed as monks and often performed in monasteries, but they were laymen and allowed to marry. They had about twenty members and membership was handed down to sons. This troupe excelled in their performance of Norsang, and its standard Lhamo repertoire also included Nangsa Öbum and The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses. 


The Chung troupe was affiliated with Chung Riwoché Monastery, near Ngamring, southwest of Lhasa. This monastery belonged to the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism and was closely connected with Thangtong Gyalpo. It numbered about fifteen members taken from the sixty or so families that lived in the Chung Valley. This troupe did not perform regularly at the Shotön Festival in Lhasa because of its remote location, but it became a yearly performer when it became a favorite troupe of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama. Its repertoire included Norsang, Nangsa Öbum, and The Brothers Dönyö and Döndrup. 
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The wandering Kyormolung troupe, Chitishö, Tibet, 1938–39.





The Shang troupe was from Namling district in Tsang. Numbering around fifteen players, it was the lesser known of the four troupes. For a while it replaced the Chung troupe at the Shotön Festival. Its repertoire included Drimé Kunden, The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses, and Nangsa Öbum. 


There were six lesser groups that did not perform full plays at the Shotön Festival. The Tashi Shöl troupe was from Yarlung, southeast of Lhasa in Lhokha district. They numbered about ten players and counted Norsang and Nangsa in their repertoire. Other sources speak of three Tashi Shöl troupes from Yarlung. It seems that this name refers to the type of performance given rather than the name of one particular troupe. The Shedra Nyemo and Thönpa Nyemo troupes came from Nyemo between Lhasa and Tsang, and were named after the aristocratic families they were bound to. The Pundun Drok Kharpa troupe came from Chongyé in Lhokha, and were farmers bound to the Phalha family. “Pundun” means seven siblings and is said to refer to the seven maidens employed by Thangtong Gyalpo, as described above. The Nangtsé and Tshomé troupes, numbering about eight members in each troupe, were from a place west of Lhasa. 




[image: Image]


The Tashi Shöl troupe from Lhoka province, performing the preliminary songs of The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses at the Norbulingka, Lhasa, August 1921.





Except for the Kyormolung, the Lhamo troupes consisted of farming families who worked the lands owned by their aristocratic or monastic landlords. They were also taxpayers, and their performances during the Shotön Festival served as partial exemptions to their tax-paying liabilities. As mentioned, the Kyormolung troupe had no land and were a wandering group of performers. Their income from their performances was often in the form of goods, such as butter, flour, tea, and so on, and they also received money from the government and sponsors. All troupes received gifts on the day of the performances, often from members of the audience. Outside of Lhasa, the troupes were often required to perform at certain monasteries as they made their way back home after the festivities in Lhasa. These too provided income. 
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Aché Lhamo performed in a paved courtyard of Drepung Monastery, Lhasa, late 1930s.





All troupes, especially the Kyormolung, were ultimately answerable to the government, or specifically the Potala Treasury Office. No member of the Kyormolung could leave the troupe without its permission. The Treasury Office kept a list of the actors and maintained control over their movements. For some of the other troupes, such as the Chung, the families of the area in which the troupe was based were obliged to provide new members to ensure that the troupe could continue to perform at the annual Shotön Festival in Lhasa. Moreover, if the wandering Kyormolung saw a promising recruit in a family somewhere on their travels, they could apply to Treasury Office to have him press-ganged into their troupe. 


Socially, members of the landless, wandering Kyormolung troupe were not highly regarded. One informant interviewed by Schuh said that their status was little more than that of wandering beggars singing for their supper. Consequently, social mobility and marriage outside the troupe was rare. An actor in the troupe primarily knew how to act and was without any other formal education. 


Lama Manipa 


No discussion about the performing arts in Tibet would be complete without mention of the colorful Lama Manipa. These were itinerant storytellers who traveled from town to town. They would set up a large scroll painting as a backdrop and often have a mandala in front of them. They attracted a crowd by blowing a conch shell and intoning the mantra O ma o ma ma ṇi pemé hüṃ, a chant often taken up by the onlookers. They would then sing songs and tell stories from the Lhamo operas. Thupten Jinpa says he clearly remembers seeing them even in South India in the Tibetan communities when he was young. 


Shotön Festival 


The Shotön or Yoghurt Festival began on the twenty-ninth or thirtieth of the sixth Tibetan month. Officially it lasted until the fifth of the seventh month, but unofficially it could continue for about seven weeks. It contributed greatly to the development and consolidation of the performing arts tradition in Tibet, even though it appears that the festival in its origins had little to do with the performing arts but lay with the annual summer retreat followed by the monasteries in Tibet that had been laid down in the Buddhist monastic code since the time of the Buddha. This retreat was held over three summer months and required the monks and nuns to not wander from the monasteries during that time. In the large Sera and Drepung Monasteries in Lhasa, officials from the lay community would serve yoghurt to the monks during the retreat. This follows the tradition of the Buddhist monasteries of ancient India, where the lay community would put on a “feast of milk and yoghurt” for the monks during the summer-season retreat. 


The offering of yoghurt to the monks in the Sera and Drepung Monasteries took place on the last day of the sixth Tibetan month, and thus was the start of the Shotön Festival (lit. “Yoghurt Festival”). On the following day, which was the first day of the seventh month, up to the fifteenth of that month, these monastic communities would engage in debates on the major treatises of their curriculum. 
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Senior monk officials watching a dramatization below the Dalai Lama’s personal viewing tent. The Dalai Lama’s chief secretary sits on the left. August 1921.





The Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Gyatso (1617–82), began the tradition of song and dance troupes performing in front of the Ganden Phodrang government building in Drepung Monastery on the first day of the Shotön Festival.12 This was also the start of the practice of draping the great embroidered portrait of the Buddha on the face on the cliff at Drepung, a practice still seen today during the Festival. Therefore it seems that the use of the term shotön to refer to a performing arts festival dates from this time. 


However, there are other explanations of the term. Some people these days say that the word shotön (zho ston) is a corruption of shöltön (zhol ston), with shöl being the administrative area below the Potala Palace, and that therefore the festival has nothing to do with yoghurt. Whether this explanation means that the festival was organized by the Shöl offices or that the first performance of the festival was outside the Potala Palace by the Shöl buildings is difficult to say. However, the fact that there is a written record in 1635 referring to the festival as “Shotön” long before the practice of holding the performances outside the Potala would suggest that shotön is the correct spelling and that the festival originated in monastic communities during the summer retreat.




During the time of the Eleventh Dalai Lama, Khedrup Gyatso (1838–56), the Shotön Festival was extended to performances by renowned troupes outside the Kalsang Palace in the Norbulinga estate, the Dalai Lama’s summer residence. This extension contributed greatly to the growth and establishment of Lhamo troupes in Tibet. In particular, Dedruk Rinpoché (d. 1872), regent of Tibet and teacher to the Twelfth Dalai Lama, took a great interest in the performing arts. Also at that time the Lhasa monastery of Meru Gönsar specialized in Lhamo performances, including a three-day staging of The Brothers Dönyö and Döndrup. During the breaks in performance locals from Lhasa would take to the stage and perform. As late as 1940 Meru Gönsar staged a Lhamo performance at the enthronement of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. 


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Thupten Gyatso (1873–1933), instructed renowned theater groups and singers from Central Tibet and Lhokha to give annual performances at the Shotön Festival specifically to strengthen the performing arts tradition. He said that during the performances they should retain and develop the individual characteristics and features of their troupes. He made every attempt to watch the performances.


From that time on, the Shotön Festival became an important event in the Tibetan calendar. Beginning on the twenty-ninth, or penultimate day, of the sixth Tibetan month, the above-mentioned Lhamo troupes would congregate one after another outside the main gates of the Potala Palace and in the large courtyard called Deyang Shar to perform the inaugural offering songs and dances. Each group took about thirty minutes. The same procedure was repeated at the Norbulinga, where the Dalai Lama was often present, and then again in the evening at Drepung in front of the Ganden Phodrang government building. On the following morning they performed an offering ceremony and inaugural songs and dances in front of the giant embroidered depiction of the Buddha that was draped across a rock face at Drepung. This was also the occasion for the ceremony of installing the new proctors of the monastery. After the ceremonies each troupe went to an allocated monastic house within the monastery, where they would perform and stay the night. This whole event was called the Drepung Shotön. On that day it was said that a hundred thousand ḍākinīs made offerings to Drepung Monastery.


Laypeople could attend these performances in the monastery, but monks were not allowed to attend performances at the Norbulinga estate and elsewhere, as they were still under the vows of the summer retreat. 






[image: Image]


The hunters’ purification dance performed prior to a Lhamo performance at the Shotön Festival, the Norbulingka, Lhasa, 1940–41.





On the first or second day of the seventh month, the Lhamo performances began at the Norbulinga. This was the Norling Shotön. Richardson describes visiting these with great delight and adorns his firsthand account with amusing anecdotes. He remembers the time when the band struck up a version of the British national anthem, “God Save the King,” which had been purloined by the Tibetans and dedicated to the Dalai Lama. On hearing the first notes, the British dignitaries present stood to attention abruptly, much to the amusement of the Tibetan audience. 


The official performances at Norbulinga would last until the fifth day, after which the various troupes wandered throughout Lhasa giving private and public performances in return for donations. From the fifteenth day, for four days, four troupes would perform historical plays at Norbulinga. 


Present-Day Status of Tibetan Performing Arts


On the status of the performing arts tradition in Tibet these days, Jamyang Norbu, writing in the 1980s, says:




It would not be an exaggeration to say that, for all practical purposes, the old performing traditions are dead in Tibet. While the religious dances have been absolutely proscribed, and its musical instruments, masks and costumes destroyed, there has, on the other hand, been a systematic and wholesale perversion of Tibetan folk songs, dances and operas to serve as vehicles for Communist propaganda and a buttress for racist and pseudo-historical claims. (1986, 5) 





Certainly from 1959 when China invaded and occupied Central Tibet, and during the disastrous Cultural Revolution of the 1960s, all opera was banned. Mao Zedong’s wife, Jiang Qing, oversaw the reconstruction of opera in China and therefore only those approved by her were allowed to be performed. 


During the 1980s Tibetan opera began to reemerge. However, as Jamyang Norbu points out, the storylines were often changed to suit the communist ideology that the Chinese occupiers wanted to impose on the Tibetan people. For example, the Nepalese princess was conveniently omitted from The Chinese and Nepalese Princesses, and in Nangsa Öbum, the eponymous heroine is turned into a firebrand revolutionary cadre wreaking revenge on her imperialist masters. 


As for the music and performance itself, most reports are of a rigid display with singers performing to prerecorded instrumental music. Indeed, when I was in Lhasa recently I attended a performance in which the singers were clearly miming, while the whole effect was high-pitched and very shrill. 


Tibetan Performing Arts in Exile 


In 1959 the Tibetans fled in their thousands across the border to India. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama was given residence in Mussoorie, in Northern India, where an administration in exile was formed. His Holiness was of the opinion that the creation of a performing arts society would serve to counter the destruction of Tibetan culture by the Chinese Communists and help to publicize the Tibetan cause. He conveyed these thoughts to his ministers. They in turn gathered five former government officials and instructed them to travel to Kalimpong in West Bengal, close to Sikkim and Bhutan, and there to covertly set up a performing arts troupe.


Kalimpong was chosen because of the connections it had with Tibet. It had been frequented for a long time by traders from Tibet who exchanged goods. Jamyang Norbu describes it as “home to a flourishing community of Tibetan traders, craftsmen, and a few émigré aristocrats and lamas” (2001, 142). Moreover, the itinerant Kyormolung troupe would perform there from time to time. 


As a result of the efforts of these five men, a troupe of twenty-six members was assembled, and on August 11, 1959, the first Tibetan performing arts society in exile was founded. In celebration, a public performance in Kalimpong Town Hall was held over three nights, boasting a repertoire of twenty-two songs. 


The fledgling troupe continued to hone their skills, and consequently a second major performance was given in the presence of the Dalai Lama in Mussoorie. The repertoire consisted of two historical plays, intertwined with folk songs and dances.


From April 9 to 11, 1960, the troupe participated in the cultural events put on for a conference of Afro-Asian countries in New Delhi, India. The performance was enjoyed by senior Indian officials, representatives of nineteen countries, as well as Tibetan dignitaries and officials. The songs included the elegant Nangma songs described previously, as well as those from Central Tibet, Tsang, Kham, and Amdo, while the dances portrayed aspects of Tibetan life — such as the stages of cloth making, from sheep shearing up to the finished article, or the work of the farmer, from tilling the ground up to the alcohol-fueled celebrations of a good harvest, or the life of nomadic herders, from milking a cow to making butter. The performances ended with a joyful song and dance, after which the Tibetan flag was held aloft during the singing of the Tibetan national anthem. 


On April 15 the troupe traveled to Mussoorie, where they performed for the Dalai Lama. Later that month His Holiness and the Tibetan government in exile relocated to the Himalayan hill station town of Dharamsala in the state of Himachal Pradesh. There on July 6 the Kalimpong troupe put on a performance in celebration of the Dalai Lama’s twenty-sixth birthday. 


In 1961 the troupe performed at Calcutta and at Buxa Fort in Bengal, where a temporary monastic residence had been set up for refugee monks, and also at Darjeeling and at Dalhousie in the Chamba district of Himachal Pradesh. In April the troupe was officially affiliated with the Department of Education of the Central Tibetan Administration, and eventually was relocated to Dharamsala. Until then, the troupe had no official name, and after a list of suggested names was put to the Dalai Lama, he chose a name that translates as Cultural Performing Arts Society of the Exiled Tibetan Community. They were moved to an estate called Conium House, built during the time of the British Raj, located above the village of MacLeod Ganj, where they reside to this day. 
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An early Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts (TIPA) performance in Dharamsala.





Jamyang Norbu (2001, 143) quotes Tashi Tsering as saying that there were at least two other performing arts troupes among the exiled community in India: a troupe formed from the Tibetan Handicraft Centre in Dalhousie, and another formed from the road workers of the Chamba Road Camp in Himachal Pradesh.


Once established in their own residence, under the aegis of the government in exile, the Cultural Performing Arts Society regularly performed at official functions, anniversaries, and celebrations. They not only entertained the community but also kept the Tibetan cause fresh in people’s minds, and new dramas were written to highlight the political situation of the Tibetan people and the repression in Tibet. By performing outside of Dharamsala, they brought Tibetan culture to Indian audiences.


In 1965 Phuntsok Namgyal Dumkhang, a talented performer, was appointed director of the Society. During his tenure operas were once again performed for the Tibetan people; the first two being Drowa Sangmo and Sukyi Nyima. In 1967 he persuaded the great Kyormolung opera performer Norbu Tsering to come from Kalimpong and join the Society as an opera teacher. Norbu Tsering had escaped from a Chinese labor camp near Lhasa and had set up a small opera company in Kalimpong. 
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Phuntsok Namgyal Dumkhang, director of the Music, Dance, and Drama Society, with the troupe that performed Drowa Sangmo on July 6, 1967, in Dharamsala, in honor of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s birthday.
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Norbu Tsering, 1964. A former Kyormolung actor, he became the director and teacher at a newly formed Lhamo troupe in exile in Kalimpong, India.





Also in 1965 it was decided after consultation between the Department of Education and the Society to appoint music and dance teachers to schools run by the Tibetan administration in exile. This was done to bring the Tibetan performing arts traditions to children in exile. As a result, more Tibetans learned their culture’s folk songs and dances and were able to present them to other cultures without the Society’s oversight. 


In 1967 a craft center was established in order to meet the growing need for costumes, wigs, boots, and props. In 1969 the Society was named the Tibetan Performing Arts Society, or just Dögar, as the locals called it, and in 1971 a new auditorium and hostel was built at Conium House.


The Society’s first international tour was in 1975, from June to December. It began with a performance of Pema Öbar at the Volkhaus in Vienna, an event covered by the press in interviews and photos. This was followed by performances in Amsterdam, Basel, and Zurich. In September the Society gave performances in twenty-eight US states and in six cities in Canada. The performances were well covered by the media, which afforded the opportunity to present the case for Tibet and counter the propaganda put out by the Chinese regime. In February 1976 the Society toured Australia, where members performed at the Festival of Perth, as well as in venues in Sydney, Canberra, and Adelaide. After their return to India, they gave performances in Singapore. 


Gradually the great operas described above were reintroduced into the repertoire. A re-creation of the Shotön Festival was begun in 1981, although it was not until 1993 that it became an annual event that included Lhamo troupes from the various settlements. Performances took on a more modern look with the introduction of Western instruments and new songs influenced by modern culture. Nevertheless, the Society still struggled in terms of finance and resources. Tuberculosis was rife among the Tibetan community in exile, and those at the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts (TIPA), as the Society was renamed in the 1980s, were not exempt from this ravaging disease. Another setback was the huge fire that destroyed the auditorium in May 1984. I well remember seeing the billowing smoke as I walked down the hill that morning. The auditorium, six houses, workshops with equipment, including all broadcasting and recording equipment and half of all costumes and props, were destroyed. Fortunately, the generosity of institutions and the community, the refusal to be discouraged, and the volunteer labor offered saw to it that eventually all these were replaced. 


Up until 1990 TIPA was under the jurisdiction of the Department of Education, and by then had conducted six teacher training courses, which resulted in the creation of about a hundred qualified artistes and musical instructors, many of whom are teaching performing arts in Tibetan-run schools. After 1990, TIPA was placed into the Department of Religion and Cultural Affairs. 
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Director Jamyang Norbu with trainees of the first music curriculum,TIPA, 1982.





Over the following years TIPA continued to tour in India and abroad. As of 2010 it had been on ninety-two tours covering thirty-two countries, all of which helped to spread the message of the Tibetan cause and showcase Tibetan culture all over the world. The music and performance have been recorded on CDs and DVDs. In addition, many books on various aspects of Tibetan music and dance have been published.


Other song, dance, and theater groups can be found in Tibetan settlements in India and Nepal. The Tibetan community in Switzerland set up a troupe, and in San Francisco two former members of TIPA formed Chaksampa, a theater company that has toured all over the United States for the benefit of Tibetan communities and to sow the seeds of this rich tradition in their children.


Since its inception on August 11, 1959, TIPA, under its various names, has ensured the preservation and development of the performing arts traditions of Tibet in an admirable manner worthy of recognition. I leave the last word with Jamyang Norbu:




If some Spring evening you were to take a walk up the mountain road from McLeod Ganj to the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts, you might come across cheerful groups of men and women proceeding rather unsteadily downhill. They will probably be clinging to each other in boozy camaraderie, helping to prop each other up. They will all be singing, at the top of their voices, a peculiar yodel-like air. These people are returning from a daylong performance of the Tibetan folk opera, or Lhamo. (2001, 153) 
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Technical Note


THE TIBETAN TITLE of the work translated here is Bod kyi lha mo’i ’khrab gzhung che khag gces btus, which translates as Selected Great Folk Operas of Tibet. The Tibetan text was prepared specifically for The Library of Tibetan Classics and its Tibetan equivalent, the Bod kyi gtsug lag gces btus series, where it also appears as volume 31 (New Delhi: Institute of Tibetan Classics, 2012. ISBN 978-81-89165-31-3).


The operas presented here are Tibetan operas and are commonly known by their Tibetan names, such as Sukyi Nyima, Pema Öbar, Norsang, and so on. However, all but two of the eight are set in India. Moreover, some have Indic sources, as described above. Therefore names and places in the operas are mostly Indian. Nevertheless, the operas have taken on a Tibetan coating, and references to Tibet and its culture, such as yaks, tsampa (roasted barley flour), indigenous Tibetan deities and rituals, and even a few people and place names are found throughout the stories. This presents the problem of whether to back-translate into Sanskrit. I have decided where possible to use Sanskrit names for the eponymous protagonists and all other proper names within the body of the text, but to keep in Tibetan all references to the operas outside of the text. Many Westerners will know the Tibetan names, and in the introduction, the table of contents, and story titles, the Tibetan names of the operas are used. 


Moreover, there is the issue of aesthetics. These are operas that rest a great deal on flowing song and verse, and quite honestly, Sanskrit trips off the tongue more fluidly than Tibetan. “Manoharā,” the name of the beautiful goddess in Norsang, looks and sounds more appealing than “Yitrokma.” “Amogha and Siddhārtha” are easier to the eye than “Dönyö and Döndrup.”


“Nangsa Öbum” and all other proper names in that story are left in Tibetan because it is an indigenous Tibetan story based on actual events. “Drowa Sangmo” has also been left as it is because the story seems to have its roots in the Tibetan region of Mön on the Tibet-India border, although many of the names have been back-translated when they are clearly of Indic origin. 


The conventions for phonetic transcription of Tibetan words are those developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics and Wisdom Publications. Transliterations of the phoneticized Tibetan terms and names used in the text can be found in the table in the appendix. Sanskrit diacritics are used throughout except for Sanskrit terms that have been naturalized into English, such as samsara, nirvana, sutra, stupa, Mahayana, and mandala. 


Finally, there are some names clearly of Tibetan origin. These have been left in Tibetan.


PRONUNCIATION OF TIBETAN PHONETICS



ph and th are aspirated p and t, as in pet and tip.


ö is similar to the eu in the French seul.


ü is similar to the ü in the German füllen.


ai is similar to the e in bet.


é is similar to the e in prey.


PRONUNCIATION OF SANSKRIT



Palatal ś and retroflex ṣ are similar to the English unvoiced sh.


c is an unaspirated ch similar to the ch in chill.


The vowel ṛ is similar to the American r in pretty.


ñ is somewhat similar to the nasalized ny in canyon.


ṅ is similar to the ng in sing or anger.
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1. A Pearl Garland: The Life and Deeds of Dharma King Viśvantara (Drimé Kunden) 


Oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ hrīḥ


Homage to the noble Avalokiteśvara!


COUNTLESS EONS AGO in the great Indian city of Vidarbha lived the lord and king Bhūpāla Yaśas Śrī. With three thousand ministers he ruled over sixty vassal kingdoms and possessed an inconceivable wealth of riches and jewels, such as the wish-granting jewel. Moreover, he owned the fabulous and greatest of all jewels, known as the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel, which would instantly grant his every wish. 


This mighty king had five hundred queens of noble birth, five hundred queens of great wealth, and five hundred queens of great beauty, and yet he did not have a single son. This made him very sad. Therefore he performed divinations and made astrological calculations. These foretold that if he made offerings to the gods, presented ritually consecrated food to the eight classes of spirit beings, and gave alms to the poor, he would be rewarded with the birth of a son who would be the incarnation of a bodhisattva. This made the king very happy, and accordingly, he made offerings to the gods, presented ritually consecrated food to the eight classes of spirit beings, and gave alms to the poor. Not long after, a queen named Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā, who was agreeable to all, who lacked the eight faults of women, and who possessed excellent qualities, came to know that she was bearing a son. She had many good dreams and went before the king:


Great and mighty king, please hear my words.


There have been excellent signs during the day,


and I have passed the nights with excellent dreams.




Within the three hundred and sixty channels of my body,


at the cakra of bliss within the crown of my head,


I dreamt of a blazing golden vajra,


whose tip reached to the skies.


I dreamt of light rays filling the ten directions,


of palaces made of rainbows and light,


and of white conches being blown throughout the universe.


Such auspicious dreams have I had.


In the celestial mansion of my body,


a great and noble son has arrived.


On an auspicious date and time,


a boy of great joy will be born.


Perform the rituals throughout the land! 


The king was overjoyed and replied:


Kuśalāvatī, who is in harmony with my mind,


and from whom I will not be parted for an instant,


in the sacred celestial mandala of your body,


at the cakra of bliss within the crown of your head,


the blazing and golden vajra portends


that the lord of all guides and protectors will appear.


The palaces of rainbows and light


portend that an emanation of the Buddha will appear.


White conches being blown throughout the universe


are a sign that the banner of his great renown


will fly throughout the ten directions.


By the blessings of making offerings to the gods,


by the fruits of the practice of giving to the poor,


and by the grace of the infallible objects of refuge,


this sonless king has received the signs of a son.


By these signs you have fulfilled my wishes.


As you suggest, I will perform the rituals as best I can.
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Drimé Kunden, performed at a harvest festival in Batang, eastern Tibet, in the 1920s.
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Recital of Drimé Künden in Yatung, Chumbi Valley, Tibet, May 1948.







The wise, ethical, and compassionate gurus,


with great pandits numbering five hundred,


will recite the scriptures and mantras. 


All space and every direction will be sealed by mudra.


Five hundred phurpa-wielding tantric yogis


with their constant cries of hūṃ and phaṭ,


will hurl the wrathful mantra tormas at the enemies.


Those who have degenerated their pledges,


the hostile and the hinderers, will all be ground to dust.


Summon here all that is auspicious and wholesome,


and cast the thread-crosses and the tormas. 


The rituals and ceremonies were performed accordingly.


After nine months and ten days the royal prince was born. As soon as the boy emerged from the womb, the only sound he would make was “oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ hrīḥ,”13 and tears would come to his eyes. He had a mind of love like that of a mother for her only child. The king and his ministers were overjoyed and he was named Prince Viśvantara.14 He was presented with immeasurable offerings and given a jewel-like palace called Place of Joy.


By the time he was five he had mastered reading and arithmetic. He became learned in the five sciences and understood all the scriptures. The prince declared that all living beings were his parents and proclaimed:


Alas! When I think that we have been sunk for so long


in the fierce sufferings of the great ocean of samsara,


with this beguiling mind attached to illusory wealth,


living beings, how sad, how sad.


Alas! Within the sufferings of the three realms,


Woe, oh woe! What can be done! 


In the city of the great conflagration of desires,


no parting from the mind that clings to self, how sad!




In the great fire-pit of endless samsara,


wherever one looks, no freedom.


Sentient beings of the three realms, how sad!


Undertaken but not completed,


the deeds of the world will never end.


What suffering! How sad!


Married couples, in their deluded minds,


hoping they will be together forever, how sad!


One’s country is like a nomad’s encampment.


Clinging and attachment to it, how sad!


Beings of the six realms are equal in being our parents,


yet we divide up into self and others, how sad!


This honey-like wealth gathered with greed


will be used by others, how sad!


Carrying the great load of evil deeds,


we fall into the chasm of suffering realms, how sad!


Although the truth is taught, it is not believed.


Living beings deceived by ignorance, how sad!


I, Viśvantara Arthasiddhi Śrī, 


in the midst of confused beings, how sad!


Father, the wealth you have so carefully amassed,


is without essence, is without meaning.


Should I not give it away? 


His father replied:


My Viśvantara Arthasiddhi Śrī,


until you were born, I suffered greatly.




Now this wealth I have accumulated,


is yours to do as you will. Give it away! 


The prince proceeded to make countless acts of giving, and the people were liberated from the suffering of poverty. 


There was an evil minister called Taradzé who came before the king and said:


Great lord of men, please hear me.


All the wealth you have gathered


has been reduced to nothing by Viśvantara.


A king without wealth will become the servant of others.


Therefore it would be good to find a bride for the prince,


and to hold onto your wealth. 


The ministers convened to discuss the matter. In the country of Padmāvati lived King Sucandra with a daughter called Mandé Bhadrā. She was beautiful and alluring, possessed of a fair complexion and a beautiful aroma. She was a young woman of great faith and had a love for the Dharma. She was blessed with a broad mind and was generous. She was like a goddess and loved by everyone. Adorned with precious jewels, she was taken as a bride by Prince Viśvantara. 


She regarded the prince with great esteem and took him to the crown of her head like a guru. With joy she spoke these words of praise to the prince: 


Unstained by fault you are like the buddhas,


possessed of all qualities stretching beyond imagination,


a wealth of glory and endowments that surpasses all thinking,


able to accomplish all, you are a wish-granting jewel.


Great universal monarch, looking upon you,


Bhadrā is happy and her mind fills with joy. 


The prince looked at Bhadrā and replied:


Such uncontrived and timeless beauty, a goddess-like form


that becomes a dance of bliss with the sweetest voice.


Bhadrā, beautiful goddess, looking upon you,


I too am happy and filled with joy. 




We have come together through the power of prayer.


Let us live in the glory of joy and be happy! 


The prince and princess lived in the palace in great joy within the Dharma. Gradually, three children were born. The eldest boy was called Sādhuvadin, the middle son was Sādhuvardhati, and the youngest was a daughter called Sundarī. Great festivities were held at their births. 


One day the prince, together with his ministers, went to look at the flowers in the palace gardens. People gathered at all the gates of the palace. Like sheep in a slaughter house they stared wildly at the prince. The prince exclaimed, “Father deity, Avalokiteśvara,15 look on this!” Tears came to his eyes. Sobbing, he returned to the palace overwhelmed by great pain. He recited oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ hrīḥ, refused to eat, and took to his bed. His father came to him and said:


Viśvantara, in this palace called Place of Joy, 


all pleasures are to be found, all desires will be met.


Instead of enjoying them, why do you grieve?


Tell me in all honesty why this should be. 


The son replied to his father:


Mighty godlike father, please hear me.


Alas! When I look upon and think about 


the sufferings of this samsaric existence,


it becomes a cause for grief and sadness.


The blind persecuted by their karma and the six types of beings, 


in danger of falling to the chasm of birth, sickness, old age, and death.


If I could prevent that and free them,


I would be cured of my grief. 


His father spoke:


Viśvantara, my son, listen to me.


The sufferings of living beings are caused by their karma.


Grieving for them does not good at all.




Viśvantara, enjoy the glories of pleasure.


To disobey my word is a great fault. 


Again his son replied:


Mighty godlike father, please hear me.


Outside the palace gates I have seen the six kinds of sufferings.


If you, my father, would give the wealth you have gathered


to the poor and needy who have nothing,


I would be free from my grief. 


The king replied:


My Viśvantara, I think of nothing but you.


My son, do as you please, and give up your grief. 


The king gave over his treasury to the prince and instructed him to do with it as he wished. The prince gathered the riches into one place. There he called together the people of the world and showered upon them the rains of generosity. The people were encouraged to recite oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ hrīḥ and were freed from the suffering of poverty.


***


At that time, King Shing Tritsen of the uncivilized land of Jema Shingdrung entertained unvirtuous thoughts. He called his retinue before him:


My retinue, listen to my words.


I have heard that in the great city of Vidarbha,


Prince Viśvantara has vowed to give away his wealth


to all who ask, without prejudice or favor.


In his possession lies the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


Who will go to him to ask for it?


Speak now and I will give him half my kingdom. 


Those in the retinue thought that not only would they not be given the jewel but would also be in danger of losing their lives. Therefore no one accepted the task. Then an old brahman with not a single tooth in his mouth stood up and said: “Great king, I will go. Give me clothes, shoes, and provisions.” 


The king gave him all he needed and the brahman set out on his journey. After crossing many a hill and valley he arrived at Vidarbha. Outside the palace he stood with his head in his hands and sobbed. A minister came to him: “Old man, where are you from? What is it you want?” 


“I am from Jema Drung,” the brahman replied. “I have come to beg food and provisions from Prince Viśvantara.” The minister reported this to the prince, who was overjoyed and came to the palace gates to meet the brahman:


Alas! My friend, you have come a long way.


You have hastened over hills and valleys.


Are you not tired and worn out?


What it is you want? Tell me quickly.


I will fulfill your wishes. 


The brahman placed his hands together and sobbed:


You who are the eyes of limitless sentient beings,


my country is called Jema Shingdrung.


Our ruler was King Shing Tritsen.


Three years ago he died of a stomach complaint,


leaving his country and people in ruin.


I am named brahman Mati, the father of a hungry family,


surrounded by children who are like hungry ghosts.


Not finding food we go hungry in the day.


Not being covered by clothes we go naked at night.


You have love for all, whether close or distant.


You give to all, without prejudice or favor.


To this poor and destitute brahman family,


Viśvantara, king of Vidarbha,


I ask you to give me what I ask for.


I give you my word that till the end of my days


I will recite the six-syllable mantra. 




The prince led the brahman to his treasury and gave him the wish-granting jewel and many other fantastic jewels. The brahman said:


Great king, please listen to me.


I did not come for these jewels.


I came for the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


Dharma King Viśvantara, I ask that you give me


the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel. 


The prince replied to the brahman:


Brahman Mati, hear my words.


This precious all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel 


my father has not given to me, nor will he give it to me.


To give away the people’s wealth would be a cause of much dispute.


Therefore take the jewels that I have the power to give.


Do not think about the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel. 


The brahman spoke:


Prince, listen to me.


Having heard much about your renowned acts of giving,


I have come from afar, enduring great hardship.


If my hopes are to be answered this way, then I have lost my faith.


If you will not let go of the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel,


your pledge to give to others whatever they desire is a lie.


Alas! You have reneged on your vow.


I will return to my country.


I do not want these jewels. You keep them! 


With these words the brahman angrily left. The prince ran after him and pleaded:


Friend, do not turn against me like this.


Think on me with affection.




The story of this jewel is as follows.


The white nāgas from the depths of the ocean


offered it to the Buddha Amitābha,


and Amitābha presented it to my father.


The king has not given it to me.


The stability and greatness of the kingdom 


comes from the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


The three thousand ministers, such as Sucandra,


come from the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


The happiness and wealth of the country


come from the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


The wealth of the king comes from this jewel.


It is a precious vase from which all desires are fulfilled.


The armies of enemies are destroyed by this jewel.


It is a jewel rare in the three realms.


Now, even though it may cost me my life,


but because the act of giving is the path of Dharma,


this jewel, superior in the universe,


I give to you brahman Mati. 


With these words the prince put the jewel into a quartz casket and presented it to the brahman. He also gave him the gift of an elephant and said:


Good and great brahman, stand up.


Quickly, place this great jewel treasure 


on this young and powerful elephant.


If my father hears of this he will pursue you 


and take back the jewel and the elephant.


It will not do to be caught, for you will lose your life.


Do not be slack, and with urgency be on your way.


Accomplish great things for yourself and others! 


The brahman replied:


This is well decided, son of a king!


Sole refuge for the beings of the three realms,




manifestation of the buddhas of the three times,


supreme guide and path to freedom for the beings of the three worlds,


great illuminator of the teachings of the Buddha,


ferry that rescues those from the great river of samsara,


with an army to defeat the samsara of the six realms of beings,


great king, brave and skillful, I honor and prostrate to you. 


Placing the jewel on the elephant, the brahman set out. The prince prayed:


Buddhas and bodhisattvas of the ten directions,


I beg you, please hear my words. 


So that I may fulfill all wishes of living beings,


and complete the Great Vehicle deed of giving,


I pray that the jewel is not stolen by others,


and that he arrives safely in far-off Jema. 


The brahman arrived in Jema Shingdrung. He presented the jewel to the king, who was very pleased. He gave the brahman a reward and venerated the jewel.


A month or so passed. When it became known that the jewel had been given away, the ministers and the people were in distress. Having discussed the matter, the evil minister Taradzé went before the king:


Lord and king, please hear my words.


Your all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel


has been given away thoughtlessly to our enemy by the prince.


If you think this is untrue, please look in your treasury.


What is to be done with this son who gives away such a jewel?


Should he not be brought before the law? 


The king replied:


How can this be true! 


Taradzé, rumor is half true, half false.


There is time to question, investigate,


and come to the right judgment.




Minister, do not spread these malicious lies!


He could not have given the jewel to an enemy. 


The minister said: 


With my own eyes I saw him give away 


the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel to an enemy.


He gave it to a brahman from a far-off land.


If you hold my words to be untrue,


I will not prevent your son from giving.


I don’t mind. Do as you please! 


With these words he stormed out. The king became very sad. Like one who had drunk strong poison, his body became numb and was in shock. His face darkened. The next day before the sun had risen he went to his son’s palace. The prince sat with his face to the ground. His father addressed him:


My Viśvantara, speak to me truly.


That precious treasure that will fulfill the wishes 


of those descendants born from a mighty lord


whose light has shone in countless beautiful towns and cities, 


have you given it to an enemy? 


Viśvantara, tell me the truth. 


His son bowed before him, placed his hands together, but could not reply. Again his father spoke:


I have ninety-two thousand cities,


sixty vassal kingdoms, thirty thousand ministers,


five hundred precious wish-granting jewels,


many treasuries filled with silver and gold,


quantities of jewels and special gems,


but I have no jewel like the all-fulfilling and all-conquering.


Is it true or not that you have given it to an enemy? 


The son thought to himself: “I cannot show the jewel. It is impossible to keep this secret. Now I must be honest.” He addressed the king:




Great lord and king, please hear my words.


A man arrived who had traveled from afar with great hardship,


a man bereft of wealth, deprived of food,


from a land stricken with hunger and thirst,


to this brahman from a far-off land, I gave the jewel.


Father and master, do not reprimand me. 


On hearing this news, the king fainted. The queens too were overcome with grief. After a while the king recovered and said:


In the northern land of Svara, of the five bhīma trees, 


the ruler and king Dundubhisvara has great power, 


but he does not possess such a jewel.


In the south, in Jambudvipa, land of jewels, 


the King Ananta Yaśas has great power, 


but he does not possess such a jewel.


In the middle kingdom of Jeru Indra, 


King Indrabodhi has great power, 


but he does not possess such a jewel.


With this precious and excellent wish-granting vessel, 


outwardly, enemies are destroyed, 


internally, powers are granted.


You wicked person, you have cast away


this precious and priceless treasure!


My kingdom has been cast to the winds! 


The son addressed his father:


Lord of men, my father, please listen to me.


I have such great love for the practice of giving.


I have promised to give whatever anyone asks.


If someone asked, I would give away my sons and daughter.


I would even give my life.


Therefore, father, lessen your attachment to this jewel. 




His father replied:


When I had this precious jewel


the kingdom was safe and happy.


Now that I no longer have this all-conquering jewel,


my kingdom has been lost to a rival.


Enemy from a past life, what have you done!


Without asking your father, without speaking to your mother,


why did you give this special jewel to an enemy? 


The prince replied:


Lord of the gods, my father, please hear my words.


Previously, you and I made a pledge;


I would happily give to all those tormented by poverty, 


even the sons and daughters of my own blood,


even my life, and even the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel.


Father, did I not say this to you? 


His father replied:


Jewels such as the wish-granting jewel,


gold, silver, copper, iron, and stores of grain,


horses, elephants, and buffaloes —  


these I agreed that you could give.


I did not agree that you could give your life,


and the all-fulfilling and all-conquering jewel. 


The son replied:


Father and king, please hear my words.


Bees work hard to accumulate honey, 


but their efforts are ultimately fruitless.


Father, you have great attachment to wealth,


but the wealth held tightly by your miserliness has no essence.


Even the king who rules over the wealth of the entire universe,


when he leaves this world must travel on empty-handed.




Therefore why are you deceived by wealth and material possession?


Father, lessen your attachment to wealth.


Though your niggardly mind is reluctant to see it go,


the all-conquering jewel has gone and will not return. 


His father replied:


Enemy from a past life posing as a son!


The all-conquering jewel has gone!


The risen sun has set in the evening sky.


My kingdom has been cast to the winds.


Alas! Alas! Look at what has been done. 


The prince again addressed his father:


Do not cling to a self, show love to all.


If you abandon the jewel of miserliness and clinging to self,


the sun of the joy of fulfilling the needs of self and others will rise.


Put all your efforts into the Dharma. 


His father replied:


You pretense of a son! Even though you were raised with love,


with perverted aspiration, you have emptied the kingdom.


An enemy who has lost the all-conquering jewel,


I have no need of one such as you. Let the law take its course! 


Prince Viśvantara was handed over to the jailers. They seized him, stripped him naked, and bound his hands behind his back. A rope was tied around his neck and he was paraded around the palace walls. Bhadrā, the prince’s queen, took her three children and followed the prince. Pulling her hair out, her eyes filled with tears, and in great despair, she cried out:


Alas! Alas! Such suffering, such pain!


My Viśvantara Arthasiddhi Śrī,




today without dying I have seen hell.


Will the armies of the gods not come here!


Will the buddhas not be witnesses!


Look with compassion upon this innocent prince.


My Viśvantara has so much love for the righteous path,


and the king and his ministers with no understanding


have carried out this uncompassionate act! 


Between your son and a jewel, you have chosen the jewel.


How is such impossible punishment made possible?


Please think of him. Won’t you show compassion?


He may be your enemy, but how could you do such a thing!


Gods and yakṣa spirits, great lords of men,


Powerful earth lords, the half-human kiṃnaras,


and all those with power and ability that exist in the world,


can you shelter this mother and her children from such pain?


If so, please protect us! I will quickly repay the kindness.


Alas! Alas! My heart cannot bear such pain!


How can my mind take any more!


Why didn’t I die before seeing this? 


With these words she continued to follow Viśvantara. The jailers carried weapons such as cane arrows, bows of bone, swords, and spears. They rode on elephants, blew conch shells, and so on. All were dressed in a frightening array of costumes. Some pushed the prince from behind, while others pulled him from the front. In order to show him to others, he was paraded through the town in the daytime. At night he was kept in a dark pit. 


All the people of the town gathered. Bhadrā and her children were overwhelmed by grief, and tears filled their eyes. Beating her breast, Bhadrā wailed:


Viśvantara shows the good path.


He is a father with great love and compassion


to those without wealth, stricken by poverty,




a courageous man satisfying others by giving whatever they want.


Today, without the fruit of giving maturing,


he is subject to such dreadful deeds.


It is as if all good fortune of mother and children is at an end. 


Then the king called about him those ministers skilled in discussion and said:


Ministers, hear my words.


This unworthy son has given the jewel to an enemy.


Look at such an unspeakable act.


Now what kind of punishment is to be inflicted upon him?


Think on this, my ministers. 


One minister replied: “He is the son of a king, but he is not above the law. Therefore his skin should be ripped from him.” Another said: “He should be impaled on a stake.” “His limbs should be cut off,” said another. Another suggested ripping out his heart and lungs. “Put him on the torture rack!” said one. “He should be killed by drawing blood from all parts of his body,” said another. “Beat him to death,” said another. “He should be beheaded and his head stuck above the palace gate,” said one. “The prince with his wife and children should be cast into a filthy, stinking pit,” said another. Everyone had their own suggestions, but they all agreed that the prince should die. 


The king was affected by these comments and said to the ministers:


My son has great love for the good path.


He is of the lineage of the bodhisattvas.


Who would dare kill him?


Think again on this matter, ministers. 


One minister, Sucandra, a man of deep faith and of great liking for the Dharma, said:


Listen, assembly of ministers! 


What kinds of things are you saying?


The king has only this one son.


If there is no king, what will the people do?




Thinking about this, I have become sad and troubled,


and am thinking of leaving for a far-off land. 


Father and king, do not be of a petty mind.


Do not listen to the talk of these evil ministers.


Oh my! This Viśvantara, a wonder in this world,


an extraordinary and wonderful manifestation of the Buddha!


A crown jewel of qualities beyond description, beyond imagination;


while he was being paraded around the palace,


Bhadrā and her children followed him.


Looking at his face, they wept.


The townsfolk, old and young, men and women,


looked on the prince and were stricken with grief.


There were many there who would have gone in his stead.


“To see the prince like this is unbearable,” they cried.


“Release the prince and kill us instead,” they begged.


Think again, king and ministers.


There are Mongolian and Tibetan systems of justice.


Is it right to put two saddles on one horse? 


Let what has already happened to the prince


be punishment enough for giving away the jewel.


I ask that you release him. 


“Bring the prince here,” said the king. Minister Sucandra quickly went to the palace gates, where he untied the prince, offering him soft clothes and beautiful adornments. “Precious prince, come into the palace,” he said. As the prince was leaving, Bhadrā and the children thought that the prince was being led away to be killed. With their eyes filled with tears, they clung to him and would not let go. At this, Sucandra became very sad. Tears welled up in him and he could not speak. He returned to the palace and said to the king: “I untied the prince and invited him in the castle. Bhadrā and the children think he is being led to his death and they refuse to let go of him. I became very sad. What can be done, precious king?”




“Bring them all here,” said the king. Sucandra went and brought the prince, his queen, and his children to the king. They all prostrated to the king and sat before him. The king said:


Enemy from a past life posing as a son,


you gave my precious jewel to a rival,


and you have emptied my treasuries.


My enemies are delighted and I am ruined.


This is the consequence of your many deeds.


This is the consequence of your many plans.


Flee to the great demon mountain


known as the “Kem-kem” Hashang Mountain. 


Stay there for twelve years.


Go now. Do not remain in this land. 


His son replied:


Celestial lord, my father, please hear me.


A kingdom not ruled according to Dharma is the fault of the king.


My father, showing me little compassion, 


put me into the hands of low-caste jailers.


They beat the bones of my four limbs,


hit my body with a whip of thorns,


tied and dragged me everywhere like a wild horse.


I was encircled by jailers like an enemy,


paraded through the town like a hero’s sword, 


divested of clothes, naked like a corpse.


In the daytime I was circumambulated like the faithful,


and at night hidden in a pit like a robber’s loot.


Like a criminal, weapons rained down on me.


May the sufferings visited upon me


never be experienced by other living beings.


I have no need of illusory wealth.


I will do as my father commands.




May my mother and father be well,


and their entourage be content. 


The prince, his queen, and the children returned to their own palace. The prince gave the remainder of his wealth away and prepared to leave for Hashang Demon Mountain. Everybody came and presented him with parting gifts. Each of the sixty vassal kings presented him with a gold coin. The three thousand ministers gave him a silver coin each. The ninety thousand subjects presented him with many horses, elephants, and so on. 


However, the prince even gave these away, and without a possession to his name, he turned to Bhadrā and said:


Bhadrā, listen to me.


As my father commands, I leave for Hashang Mountain.


Lotus Palace is the palace of my father.


Return there with the three children.


Live happily, my dearest of friends.


I pray you keep well for twelve years,


and that again I will meet you, the children, and your retinue.


Live in peace and happiness! 


Bhadrā bowed before the prince and said:


How could I possibly return to Lotus Palace 


and be separated from you, noble prince?


How could I and our children live there,


while you must travel to Hashang Mountain?


How can I go from the happy times of being with you


to the sad times of being without you?


How can I bear it, how can I face it?


Take me with you to where you are going! 


The prince replied:


Bhadrā, do not say such things.


In your own happy country




in a beautiful part of this land,


you have your parents when you need advice.


You will have your children, the love of your life.


You have male and female servants to do your worldly tasks.


You will be with those who are of like mind.


When you are hungry, sitting on lotus and pañcāli16 seats,


you can eat of food endowed with the eight great tastes.


When thirsty you can drink from a stream of nectar.


When sad, you can listen to music or watch dance.


In Kem-kem Hashang Demon Mountain,


when hungry there is only fruit, when thirsty only water,


only leaves to wear and only grass to sit on.


Your friends when sad would be the birds and animals.


In the daytime there are no people,


at night many ghosts roam abroad.


It is a place of great fear.


Day and night rain and snow fall constantly.


There is no place for you there.


Stay here. I will soon return. 


Bhadrā took the prince by the hand and said:


Prince, if you do not take me with you,


then today Bhadrā will end her life.


Without you, who can I give my life to?


Don’t do this. Take me with you as your companion.


The prince replied:


Bhadrā, listen to me.


I have a great liking for giving.


If asked, I would give my wife and children.


If someone wanted it, I would even give my life.




At such a time you would hinder my giving.


Therefore you and the children should stay here.


Again Bhadrā pleaded:


Great prince, please hear me.


Take me as your helper in giving.


Even if you give me and the children away,


to fulfill your wish, I will do as you say.


Therefore take us with you. 


Hearing this, the prince promised to take Bhadrā and the children with him. Then Viśvantara went to his mother and bowed before her: 


Great mother who gave birth to the buddhas of the three times,


endowed with the four immeasurable attitudes and the ten perfections,


mother who fulfills all hopes, wishes, and needs, bringing all to fruition,


mother, great mother, please hear my words.


I gave the all-conquering jewel to an enemy,


and have been reprimanded many times by father.


I have been expelled for twelve years


to Kem-kem Hashang Demon Mountain.


For such time I pray that there be no hindrance to your life,


that you will not suddenly be stricken with illness,


and if I do not lose my life, that we quickly meet again.


At these words, the queen fell into a faint. After she had recovered she took her son by the hand and with tears in her eyes said:


Viśvantara Arthasiddhi Śrī,


I am the mother that gave birth to you.


How could you leave me, you who are my heart,


and go away to this frightening mountain!


If you go for twelve years to Hashang Mountain,




as an old woman I could not survive for so long.


Without you, who do I devote myself to?


Alas! To be on the brink of old age without a son!


What was the great king thinking?


First he had the great suffering of having no son.


Then by the blessings of making offerings to the gods,


by the fruit of giving alms to the poor,


and by the blessings of the infallible objects of refuge,


a rare son was born to me. 


With the hopes and devotion of the world on you,


what is the point of sending you to a far-off place?


Before you were born he was in despair.


Now you are with us and he does something like this.


Is the great king not possessed by a spirit?


Her son replied:


My great mother, wipe away your tears.


All living beings in this three-realm samsara


that come together will have to part. 


This is the nature of all things.


Mother, I am your own flesh and blood.


This great longing you have for me is natural.


One day I will arise as exonerated. 


Mother and son will meet again in this life.


But if we cannot, I pray that in future lives


we will meet again in a pure realm.


His mother took her son’s hand and cried. Then she thought: “My son has to set off on a long journey. It is inauspicious to cry.” She dried her eyes, bowed to the deities of the ten directions, and prayed:


Great host of powerful buddhas abiding in the ten directions,


sons of the buddhas, arhats, and bodhisattvas, 


powerful protectors, the four great direction guardians,




treasure protectors, wealth deities, formless ḍākinīs, 


earth lords, local deities, nāgas, and demons,


hear me, give me your attention!


When my son sets out on the road,


keep him to the right path, don’t let him be lost.


When he travels swiftly over high passes and through valleys,


see that he does not become exhausted or suffer in any way.


When he arrives at Hashang Demon Mountain,


may he see it as the beautiful palace of Indra.


When he eats the cold fruit there,


may it become nectar endowed with the eight supreme tastes.


When he drinks water to ease his thirst,


may it become an unending stream of milk.


When he wears clothes of leaves and sits on seats of cotton,


may they become pañcāli and seats of lotus. 


When the wild and fearful animals roar, 


may they become the sounds of the Great Vehicle.


When the rushing rivers roar, 


may he hear them as the six-syllable mantra.


When he is tormented by the heat


of being in the deep valleys and gorges, 


may the goddesses give him shade and shelter.


When he dwells on that fearful mountain where no humans live,


may he be comforted by the buddhas,


and when illness strikes, may medicine and doctors effortlessly appear.


In short, wherever he roams, may he experience no suffering


and may he dwell in happiness.


Having conquered all opposing forces 


and gathered all favorable circumstance,




may the wish-fulfilling tree that is the mind of prince Viśvantara 


break out in full leaf and blossom.


By these words of truth issuing from my heart,


I pray that mother and son are quickly reunited.


When the time came for the prince and his family to leave for Hashang Demon Mountain, they set out on the road, with the prince in one chariot pulled by two horses, his queen and three children in another two-horse chariot, and provisions for the journey loaded on three elephants. They were accompanied for a considerable distance by the fifteen hundred queens led by his mother Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā; the sixty vassal kings, such as King Bhadra; the three thousand ministers, such as Sucandra; and the citizens, entourage, and servants, such as the layman Śrīmān, all in a state of great mourning. After they had passed through many valleys, the prince turned to them and said:


Great mother and all other assembled queens,


King Bhadra, minister Sucandra, and all other ministers,


Śrīmān and other citizens, retinue and servants,


with great kindness you have accompanied me for a long way.


The dispersal now of this harmonious gathering


reflects the transitory nature of all composite phenomena,


and so my mind too is resigned to it.


Now return to your lands.


Live there in harmony with the Dharma.


Death will come, so give away your bodies.


Trust in the Three Jewels in this and future lives.


For blessings, imagine your guru on the crown of your head.


To remove obstacles, make offerings to the ḍākinīs and protectors.


As for me, I pray that I remain healthy, and after twelve years


I will return and we will meet again.


If we do not meet again in this life, 


I pray we meet again in some pure realm.




With sighs and cries of great sadness, the entourage prostrated to the prince and left for home. His mother, Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā, took hold of her son’s hand and said:


My Viśvantara Arthasiddhi Śrī,


you are the very heart inside of me, 


a karmic debt from a previous life.


Now my heart has gone and been expelled to a fearful mountain.


Today your mother has been left without a heart.


The sun that shines in this life has set.


Who can I turn to in this life?


Your father has been guided by an evil minister,


who encouraged him to carry out this unworthy punishment.


My loving son, you are about to leave.


Each time I think of you and bring you to my mind,




three times I will call out, “Viśvantara!”


without ever getting weary of it.


During the three summer months the blue dragon thunder roars,


and at that time, my son, I will clearly remember you.


Three times I, your mother, will call out, “My son!”


Three times I will call out, “Viśvantara!”


You, my son, call out three times, “Mother!”


Three times call out, “Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā!”


During the three winter months the cold winds blow,


and at that time, my son, I will clearly remember you.


Three times I, your mother, will call out, “My son!”


Three times I will call out, “Viśvantara!”


You, my son, call out three times, “Mother!”


Three times call out, “Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā!”


During the three spring months, the blue cuckoo sings,


and at that time, my son, I will clearly remember you.


Three times I, your mother, will call out, “My son!”


Three times I will call out, “Viśvantara!”


You, my son, call out three times, “Mother!”


Three times call out, “Kuśalāvatī Bhadrā!”


I will always hold you with the greatest of love.


I pray that we meet again in this life.


If not, I pray that in future lives,


we meet on the path to enlightenment.


With these words, and her eyes brimming with tears, she returned home. 


When the prince, his queen, and the children came to a stop on the road, they looked back and saw their escort party far in the distance. At the next stop on their journey, three beggars appeared and asked for alms. The prince was delighted:


These precious elephants, excellent for traveling,


possessions of inestimable value, the wealth of the Jewel Continent, 


though I surely need them for the journey,


in order to fulfill your wishes, dear brahmans,


I give them now to you.


With these words he gave the elephants to the beggars. One league further on they arrived at Kalinga Happy Valley. There they met five beggars who asked the prince for his horses. “Excellent!” the prince replied, and then said:


These precious horses, as fast as the wind,


these beautiful chariots, adorned by garlands of flowers,


by giving them to you with the purest of minds,


may they be endowed with miraculous power.


With these words he gave the horses and chariots to the beggars.


The family continued their journey, with the prince at the front, the children in the middle, and Bhadrā at the back carrying a bundle of provisions. After a while they arrived at a place called Place of Glories. There, one path led to a clean and pleasant grassy plain covered with flowers and surrounded by hills. The water there was pure, and deer and birds played all around. Under the cool shade of a tāla tree the family rested for a while. Bhadrā went to drink some water. She took a mouthful of water and looked back and forth and all around. All she saw were the deer playing and no sign of human life. This made her sad, and she remarked:


Alas! In whatever direction I look,


there are no like-minded people to see.


Coming to quench my thirst at a time like this,


I see the pointlessness of gathering wealth.


How it came to this, I do not know.


It must be something bad from a past life.


The prince thought to himself: “Bhadrā is unhappy in this empty land without people. The road ahead is difficult and there is the danger of wild animals. She should return home.” He spoke:


Bhadrā, listen to me.


We still have far to travel.


There will be countless hardships in the valleys and passes,


and much fear of wild animals. 


This is no place for you.


Would it not be better to return home?


Bhadrā bowed to the prince and replied:


Great prince, please hear my words.


Just now I was thoughtlessly talking aloud. 


Without you who would I turn to?


How could I possibly be without you?


There is no question. Wherever you go,


take me as your companion.


With these words they journeyed on. After a while they rested on a grassy meadow. Again Bhadrā became very sad. Out of the hearing of the prince, she said:


This place with its shiny colored clothes of green,


a place without people, but where bees play in song and dance,




where birds call in their different voices;


wherever I look, it just makes me sad.


When mother, father, and children are expelled to a far-off land,


I wonder if in Vidarbha the kingdom is safe.


Again they journeyed on. After a while they came to high hill, where deer played, and which was clean, pleasant, and bountiful with fruit trees. Bhadrā said:


Great prince, please hear these words.
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