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The Splendor of an Autumn Moon presents for the first time twenty-one devotional poems by Tsongkhapa, in both the original Tibetan and in artful English translation.


“Making poetry out of sutra-like materials is a hugely daunting undertaking. Gavin Kilty has done a monumental job of getting these poems into their present highly readable state.”


—Mike O’Connor, author of The Clouds Should Know Me By Now


“The poems translated in The Splendor of an Autumn Moon are some of the most inspiring verses ever written in the Tibetan language. In addition to evoking powerful sentiments, the poems help provide a glimpse into Tsongkhapa’s deep humility and his passionate commitment to the ideals of altruism.”


—Geshe Thupten Jinpa, PhD, founder, Institute for Tibetan Classics


“Reading devotional poetry, with its symbols and imagery, transports our mind from a narrow state into one of joy and inspiration. Reading the poems of Tsongkhapa will uplift and inspire our hearts in a similar way.”


—Venerable Thubten Chodron, coauthor of Buddhism


“India’s bright genius for poetry and Tibet’s unique devotional attitude meet in these fourteenth-century hymns. These songs are the verbal counterpart to thangka-painting, both colorful and ceremonial. Gavin Kilty should be thanked for his translations.”


—Andrew Schelling, professor, Naropa University


The Tibetan saint TSONGKHAPA (1357–1419) is among the most influential figures in Tibetan Buddhism. The founder of the Gelug tradition, he was most renowned for the compilation of the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo) and the Great Treatise on the Stages of Secret Mantra (Ngagrim Chenmo).


GAVIN KILTY has worked as a translator and teacher of the Tibetan language since 1970 and has been a full-time translator for the Institute of Tibetan Classics since 2001. He is the translator of Mirror of Beryl, A Lamp to Illuminate the Five Stages, and Ornament of Stainless Light. He also teaches Tibetan language courses in India, Nepal, and elsewhere, and he is a translation reviewer for the organization 8400: Translating the Words of the Buddha.




INTRODUCTION


The purpose of this work is to show Tsongkhapa, the great Buddhist reformer, in his devotional aspect. Much has been written and translated of Tsongkhapa the scholar—the brilliant mind who unlocked the arcane mysteries of a Buddhism that had already been extant in Tibet for six hundred years previously and for a thousand years or so in India before that.


Tsongkhapa almost single-handedly rediscovered and clarified the message of the Buddha—a message that had become dissipated over the centuries. With an appetite for thorough research and an astonishing memory, he plowed through the scriptures of ancient India and contemporary Tibet, searching to knit together the various strands of Buddha’s thought. As a result, he produced some of the most authoritative literature on Buddhist philosophy and practice the world had ever known. He continues to be revered today and is thought of with immense gratitude by practitioners of all Tibetan Buddhist lineages.


Tsongkhapa was also a monk—and one who took his ordination very seriously. He ceaselessly strove to keep his vows pure and prayed to do so in all future lives. He researched the monastic code laid down by the Buddha and composed authoritative works on it as well. Buddhist practitioners throughout Tibet heaped great devotion upon him—and still he strove to live a simple contemplative life, spending much of his time in remote hermitages meditating and writing. Yet he never shirked from teaching when requested.


The story of the remarkable life of Tsongkhapa has been well documented elsewhere, but this collection of works seeks to bring out a lesser-known side of this great scholar and meditator: the devotional poet. Tsongkhapa studied poetry, as did many of the great masters of his day and after, and in the colophon of many of his works he is referred to as the “Poet of the North.” Historically, poetry in Tibetan literature was almost invariably religious and often indistinguishable from prayer or eulogy.


The poetry of Tsongkhapa and other renowned practitioners of ancient Tibet was addressed to objects of reverence found within the Buddhist pantheon. These included the Buddha himself, as well as the many deities of tantric practices, supernatural protectors, great bodhisattvas—the personifications of Buddha’s qualities—as well as the teachings of the Buddha and, of course, the poet’s own teachers and lamas.


Such reverence and heartfelt emotion finds its natural outlet in poetry. Emotion is a subject often considered unsuitable for expression by the dedicated Buddhist, and it is certainly true that some emotions are to be curtailed. Anger, for example, is rarely displayed in print, and in an exemplary practitioner, rarely in daily life. Excitement, too, is frowned upon for it disturbs a tranquil mind. However, the emotion evident in Tsongkhapa’s poetry bespeaks deep faith and a love of the divine at its heart. In Tsongkhapa we hear awe and wonder in response to the discovery of a sublime path and of sublime beings with equally sublime qualities. We hear emotion arising from the realization that by good fortune, an astonishing spiritual opportunity has appeared. We hear relief that at last the way to a true happiness has opened up. We hear the delighted gratitude of encountering something so rare and so precious as the teachings of the Buddha. Such emotions do not stand still but swirl joyfully around the mind to pour out in poetry.


Also present in the poems of Tsongkhapa are emotions of sadness and compassion. Tsongkhapa often bewails his own lack of spiritual realization, lamenting that his mind is covered by dark unseeing ignorance. For so long, he says, he has been wandering lost in a thick fog of ignorance. He is genuinely distraught to have such an awesome realization about himself. But this is not impotent, defeatist sadness but rather an expression of the first two Noble Truths of Buddhism—suffering and its cause—coupled with knowledge of the last two Noble Truths—the path and suffering’s cessation.


True compassion such as Tsongkhapa’s is unable to rest while others suffer. It is notable that when Tsongkhapa and other great masters, notably the seventh Dalai Lama, bemoan moral laxity, material greed, and the flawed teachings of others, they do so with sadness and compassion for the suffering caused to others, and not with anger or a sense of righteousness.


And yet there is no fear of confident expression in the poems of Tsongkhapa and no room for false humility. Though Mahayana Buddhist works often use metaphors of triumph such as victory banners flying high, evil armies being conquered, the lion’s roar that terrifies the foxes, a fame that spreads throughout the three worlds, and so on—these expressions spring from the joy of knowing that one walks the path of freedom and are not indications of arrogance or a will toward domination. When Tsongkhapa talks of defeating the “fox-like false orators” in debate, his is the triumph of truth and purity over delusion.


Thus, the essence of the emotion embodied in Tsongkhapa’s devotional works is faith and love. Tsongkhapa’s emotion is a quiet emotion, not one shouted from the rooftops—maybe not one even expressed overtly in the presence of others—but in his poems it shines forth.


Tsongkhapa’s poems are prayer, praise, or often a blend of both. Prayer without faith is empty mumbling, devoid of result. Prayer is for the future—a time in which paths can be lost, spiritual goals forgotten, friends can lead one astray, and the propensity and inclination for self-perpetuating pain is immense. Prayer with deep faith has power: it creates a propensity of mind directly affecting the petitioner’s future actions and experience. But for prayer to be effective, it must be heartfelt. Through poetry the heartfelt prayer can be truly expressed.


It is, however, in the praises written by Tsongkhapa that his poetry comes into its own. The relationship between a practitioner and his source of refuge or between tantric meditator and deity is one of reverence. That reverence extends not only to the admirable qualities of mind but also to those of the voice and to physical characteristics, for these too are seen as manifestations of the enlightened mind. Therefore, it is not uncommon for Tsongkhapa to devote many verses to the perfection and beauty of a deity’s body. He will lovingly describe features—rarely found even in the most romantic Western verse—such as the neck, shoulders, forehead, as well as more traditional seats of beauty such as the eyes and hair. For Tsongkhapa, every hair and every pore of the deity and the lama is a physical manifestation of a purity, wisdom, and compassion unknown on a more earthly plane.


Manjushri, the personification of Buddha’s wisdom, has a voice possessing sixty-four endearing qualities. His voice is more beautiful than all the angels of heaven. It permeates everywhere and is manifest in a manner expressly pleasing to the listener. To hear and to marvel at such a voice is to recognize it as a manifestation of Manjushri’s enlightened mind.


These qualities of body, speech, and mind are often likened in the poems to extraordinary natural phenomena. The use of these reflects the exposure of ancient Tibetan life to natural phenomena but also demonstrates, I believe, that Tsongkhapa saw the divine all around him.


The meter of Tibetan poetry is syllabic, aiding its primary recitation mode of chanting. Syllables are usually in stressed couplets except the last of each line being a single. The accent is on the first syllable. There is no fixed number of syllables although nine is common. A typical line, then, would run DUM-da DUM-da DUM-da DUM-da DUM. There is no rhyming scheme, although Tsongkhapa sometimes wrote using various techniques, such as starting each line with succeeding letters of the alphabet or with the same vowel, whole poems where only the inherent vowel sound a is used, repeating the final word or syllable of each line at the beginning of the next, and so on. Needless to say, these do not translate well.


These days there is much debate on what constitutes the nature of prayer, on the merits of faith and devotion, and even on the validity of prayer itself. Some see such devotional renderings as having no place in a modern society, but one wonders if they are missing something. This form of spiritual practice can be analyzed and researched, but until one is touched by its beauty, its power, and its self-evident worth, no amount of description will ever suffice.


I have tried, therefore, to translate these devotional works of Tsongkhapa in a manner that brings out their spiritual beauty and to reveal the deep love and faith of this most remarkable of men.




            Gavin Kilty


            May 2001







THE POEMS
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PRAISE OF THE BUDDHA


The Unrivaled Lion of the Shakyas


Indra, king of the gods,


his enemy the Asura leader,


Pramudita, celestial musician king,


naga kings and great rishis


beautify your lotus feet with the jewels of their crowns.


Glorious body bathing in splendor of its golden glow,


voice unrivaled even by melodies of celestial musicians,


mind brighter than ten million suns,


guide supreme for infinite living beings,


paragon of the Shakyas.


Moon and stars on a cloudless night


appear crystal-clear in the midst of a lake,


so in the clear waters of my untroubled mind


are your qualities reflected one by one.
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Fingertips fold at my heart


like a lotus touched by moonlight,


single-pointedly I hold you before me.


You of great compassion heed this modest praise.


Ringed by noble bodhisattvas


as the moon is circled by stars,


leading your arhat entourage


as the mighty bull leads the herd,


your body dense with a thousand garlands


of golden light filling the realms of space


as you soared through the sky


to arrive like the king of swans


in a magical display of corporal power.


At that time thousands of gods and men,


whose wholesome deeds stored over ages were awakened,


beheld your face and their untamed minds at once loosened


from the chains of countless faults.
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Under your bodhi tree, great warrior,


like a violent wind in a dark storm,


you overwhelmed Mara’s hosts


with an army of compassion and wisdom.


Without weapon, without armor,


you routed unaided a million demons.


Other than you, who could fight such battles?


With the fire of love


you scorched the hearts of lustful gods,


and yet, jewel of compassion, to all beings,


you show no favor or displeasure.


In your work for others you do not rest for an instant.


In their praise of your qualities,


living beings do not rest for an instant.
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Mind as deep as an ocean,
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