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Preface

0. Introduction

In the spring of 2018, while enrolled in a master’s program at the University
of Hamburg, I fortuitously obtained a digitized copy of the /[Ho i chos ’byung
bstan pa rin po che’i ‘phro mthud ’jam mgon smon mtha’i 'phreng ba, hence
[Ho’i chos ’byung by the tenth Je Khenpo Tenzin Chogyal (1701-1766/1767)
from the BDRC website. I started exploring the text during my leisure time
and became captivated by its rich content. The work’s importance as a
scholarly treatise on the formative years of the newly established nation of
Bhutan is evident. It also refers to various biographical works of Bhutanese
teachers and scholars, which led me down a fascinating rabbit hole.
Additionally, it includes familiar stock phrases and proverbs I had
encountered before while growing up in the country. These elements sparked
my enthusiasm to study the text closely.

I also began searching for existing editions or translations of the
work. Still, regrettably, my efforts yielded no results, though the text was
referenced by researchers and historians writing about Bhutan, both in
classical Tibetan and in English, as one of the important primary sources.
Consequently, I started transcribing the work on my laptop, both as part of
my studies and to practice typing in Tibetan. As [ was introduced to the craft
of critical edition and textual study methodology at the university, I honed
this skill on the text. Over time, a wish to produce a critical edition of the
[Ho’i chos ’byung took shape in my mind, and I started to work on it.

A chance encounter with a young monk, whose name I
embarrassingly forgot, at Dodedrag Shedra, above Thimphu Valley, in 2022,
also encouraged me to work on this project. He kindly gave me the recently
published collected works of Je Yontan Thaye, in three volumes. The third
volume from this collection contains the biography of Je Tenzin Chogyal. As
I slowly begin to read his biography, it inspires me more to work on the
Chos "byung.
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1. The Author

The following account of the life of our author, Je Tenzin Chogyal, is derived
from an extensive biography titled sGyu ma’i gar stabs, authored by the
thirteenth Je Khenpo, Yontan Thaye (1724-1784). This biography is
structured into ten chapters, commencing with an exploration of the previous
incarnations of Tenzin Chogyal and concluding with the account of his
passing and the funeral observations thereafter. The work was composed at
the request of Jamyang Pekar, a devoted personal assistant to Tenzin
Chogyal, and was written at the latter’s residence, Perlri Dorjedhen. This
biography also includes numerous short spiritual songs and advice that were
written by Tenzin Chogyal for his many disciples. It also refers to many
written works- both short and long- by Tenzin Chogyal.

The biography is crafted in an elevated and scholarly style of
language. It follows a linear progression, tracing the life of the subject and
illuminating significant episodes from his eventful life’s journey. The
narrative is enriched with citations of passages from scriptures and
authoritative treatises, grounding the account within the broader context of a
Buddhist worldview, as expressed through these quotations. The work is not a
critical biography in the sense of offering a balanced perspective or
evaluation of the subject, his activities, and accomplishments. Instead, it
portrays the subject as a realized being who, out of profound compassion,
voluntarily takes rebirth within cyclic existence to benefit sentient beings
entangled in it. In essence, it is a hagiography, lovingly composed by an
admiring and devoted disciple in reverence for his cherished teacher.

Tenzin Chogyal was earnestly requested by his disciples, including
Jamyang Pekar, to include a biography of himself alongside brief profiles of
the successive Je Khenpos, the latter of which he had already incorporated
into his history. However, due to his characteristic modesty, he initially
declined the request. Despite his reluctance, his disciples persistently urged
him to compose an autobiography, and eventually, he yielded to their
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entreaties, producing a draft of his biography titled Vaidiirya’i mchod sa’ong.1
Regrettably, this work appears to be either lost to time or currently
inaccessible to scholars and devotees. Fortunately, the biographer, Yonten
Thaye, informs us that his account is based on it.

1.a. Previous Lives

The earliest historical figure of whom Tenzin Chogyal is regarded as a
reincarnation is Phajo Drugom Zhigpo. It is said that Tenzin Chogyal
discovered a meditation cave used by Phajo at Chagri, which had become
overgrown with vegetation and concealed by layers of soil over time. Another
indication of his connection to Phajo was his restoration of the dilapidated
retreat site associated with Phajo at Dordhennang, thus, revitalizing its
importance. Furthermore, Tenzin Chogyal is believed to have experienced
numerous visionary encounters with the tantric meditational deity Hayagriva,
even before he formally practiced or propitiated this deity. These profound
visionary experiences of the deity persisted throughout the later stages of his
life, continuing even after he stepped down from the position of Je Khenpo.
These accounts hold great significance for the author of the biography, as
Phajo Drugom Zhigpo? is considered not only a human manifestation of this
deity but also deeply devoted to the deity and its practices.

The biographer then adds two more historical figures and a deity to
the list of previous incarnations of Tenzin Chogyal. These are Tshewang
Tenzin (15 74—1643)3, the father of Tenzin Rabgye,4 Drukdra Gyatsho,5 who
was a reincarnation of Tshewang Tenzin, and Arye‘walokites’Vara.6

! See the sGyu ma i gar stabs, pp. 5-7.

% See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 8a1—12a3.
¥ See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fol. 55a3—a6.

* See the [Ho’i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 55b1-57a3.
> See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 60a6—61b1.

® See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 9-10.
iii
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1.b. Early Life

Tenzin Chogyal was born in the Wangdue Phodrang district, in a hamlet
known as Gangjab, situated near Nanying Yulsar. This settlement lay to the
southwest of the fort, nestled in a serene landscape. His father, Drungyig
Wangchen, was a lay bodhisattva, and, judging by his first name, he likely
served as a clerk or secretary in some capacity. His mother, known as Ngadar
Lhamo, was said to be a remarkable woman, free from any perceived
feminine limitations and endowed with numerous admirable qualities. Tenzin
Chogyal was born in the Earth Female Snake year, and it was said that his
birth was marked by auspicious significance. Additionally, the biographer
informs us that he was a joyful and spirited youth. The newborn was given
the name Phuntshok Dargye, and by the time he began to speak, it was
evident that he was naturally inclined toward a spiritual life.

While separating factual details from the ornate and hyperbolic style
of the biography proves challenging, it appears plausible that his family were
prosperous peasants, enjoying a comfortable livelihood. Moreover, it is
reasonable to infer that his father was a literate man, educated in the skills of
reading and writing. The biographer, however, remains silent regarding other
family members, such as siblings, leaving their presence or absence a matter
of speculation.”

Around the age of seven (six by Western reckoning), the young boy
was entrusted to the care of his paternal uncle, who resided in a peaceful
retreat temple devoted to religious practices and spiritual contemplation.
Under his uncle’s guidance, he was introduced to basic reading skills,
beginning with the recognition of the fundamental alphabet and progressing
to reading various complex combinations of letters and words. In the late
evenings, as his uncle, a dedicated practitioner, recited melodiously his
devotional texts with reverence, the young boy became so inspired that he
experienced profound sensations of bliss, clarity, and non-conceptuality (bde

" See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 30-31.
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gsal mi rtog pa’i nyams)—an experience that deeply touched his heart. This
transformative moment, which he cherished and vividly recalled, was later
shared with others when he had grown into a mature and reflective man.®

1.c. Monastic Life

At the tender age of ten, the young Tenzin Chogyal, most likely guided by his
uncle, journeyed to Punakha Dzong. This revered fortress served as home to
the central monastic community in the winter season. During that period, the
chief prelate was the Fifth Je Khenpo, Zodpa Thinley (1645—1729)9, a native
of Paro. His primary instructors were the Second Je Khenpo, Khenchen
Sonam Yoezer,'? and the Gyalse Tenzin Rabgay, and he received his
ordination from the venerable First Je Khenpo, Pekar Jungney. 1 Appointed
as the 5th Je Khenpo of Bhutan at the age of 63 in 1707 A.D., he diligently
served in this esteemed role for the subsequent 17 years, leaving a lasting
legacy until his passing at 85 in 1729.

A philosophical mentor named Geshe Jinpa Pekar influenced the
young Tenzin Chogyal through his repeated, resonant recitations of the
narratives of Padmasambhava, found in the extensive Padma thang yig, a
treasured work believed to have been unearthed as a sacred text. This
experience kindled a deep, heartfelt devotion in the young Tenzin Chogyal
toward the revered figure of Padmasambhava, inspiring him to fervently and
continuously recite the Vajra Guru mantra, a widely cherished devotional
practice. As a result of this dedication, he earned the affectionate and fitting
nickname “Vajra Guru,” a testament to his mantra-recital commitment.*?

Over the next two years, it appears that, although he resided within
the fort alongside the monastic community, Tenzin Chogyal had not yet been
formally admitted or recognized as a full member of the group. Then, at the
age of twelve, he was officially initiated as a full-fledged member of the
community, his hair ceremonially tonsured by Chokle Namgyal (1708—

® See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 32.
® See the [Ho i chos ’byung for a profile of his life, fols. 79b3-80b2.
19°See the IHo i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 71a3-72b1.
! See the IHo i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 70a6-71a3.
12 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 32—34.

v
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1736),13 the first Zhabdrung Sungtrul and third regent, hailing from the
Dagana district. A gifted scholar with great potential, Chokle Namgyal’s short
life was deeply entangled in the political upheavals of his time. During this
initiation, our subject was bestowed the name Tenzin Chogyal by Chokle
Namgyal, a significant moment that defined his new identity, reflected in
both his appearance and his newly given name. It is likely that he also began
wearing monastic robes at this time, marking his transition.

Concurrently, Tenzin Chogyal received the lay vow, a solemn
ceremony marking his formal entry into the Buddhist fold, which was
promptly followed by him taking of the novice vow. These sacred vow
ceremonies were presided over by Zodpa Thinley, the Fifth Je Khenpo. The
final ceremony was distinguished by three notable changes—name, dress,
and disposition (brje ba gsum)—symbolizing a radical change and
transformation. From that moment forward, Tenzin Chogyal became a fully
recognized and accepted member of the monastic community, entitled to
share in its possessions and resources, and thus bound to adhere to the
celibate monastic rules and regulations. He would dedicate the entirety of his
life to upholding the noble ideals of monasticism with unwavering
commitment.**

The young novice began memorizing ritual texts, both tantric and
otherwise, to fully integrate and participate in monastic life, which is largely
governed by the ceremonies enshrined in these sacred writings. He also
started to commit himself to personal piety, manifested through the recitation
of the mani mantra and the practice of physical prostration, a rather
demanding devotional act. During this period, he developed a habit that
would stay with him until the end of his life: the diligent practice of cleaning
shrines and the utensils used to make offerings to deities and idols.

At this tender age, his longing for a dedicated meditational retreat and
his devotion to Guru Rinpoche were so intense that he ran away from the
community to reside and immerse himself in a secluded environment.
Fortunately or unfortunately, he was caught and received a stern beating. It is

13 See the IHo i chos ’byung for a profile of his life, fols. 63b3-66b1.
' See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 36-37.
Vi
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said that, even later in his life, he was fond of recounting this memorable
episode with a sense of irony!™

During the reign of the Ninth Druk Desi, Ngawang Gyatso (1719—
1729),'® a ruler renowned for his erudition and deep engagement with the
literary arts, sponsored Tenzin Chogyal and other bright young monks from
the central monastic body to pursue studies in grammar, poetry, and related
disciplines under the tutelage of Chdje Ngawang Sonam.” This esteemed
teacher was a disciple of Drungyig Tandin Wangyal'® and a certain Lama
Candrapa from Tibet, enriching the scholars with profound knowledge and
wisdom.

At this moment, Tenzin Chogyal will encounter a realized master,
whom he will recognize as his root teacher, a guiding light in his spiritual
journey. This revered master, Tenzin Dendup,* is endowed with the four
esteemed qualities of a qualified tantric master: “Through realization, one
liberates oneself; by compassion, one liberates others; one adapts to the needs
of beings following the times; and one is skilled in the methods of dependent
origination.”®® Tenzin Dendup was a distinguished scholar and dedicated
meditator hailing from Paro, renowned for his profound wisdom and spiritual
insight. His principal teacher was the esteemed Fourth Je Khenpo, Damcho
Pekar,21 from whom he received the esoteric Mahamudra instructions,
guiding him toward enlightenment. He embarked on a three-year-long retreat
at Chari, where, it is said, he attained realization, deepening his
understanding of the nature of reality. When Tenzin Chogyal first

1° See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 41.

18 See the IHo 'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 97b4-98b1.

7 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 43-44.

'8 See the IHo i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fol. 90a3-5.

9 See the [Ho’i chos ’byung for a profile of his life, fols. 77a5-78b3. Tenzin Chogyal
composed a biography of this master, titled rJe btsun sku bzhi’i dbang phyug bstan ’dzin don
grub kyi rnam par thar pa rgyal sras klu dbang rol mtsho.

2 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 44: rtogs pas bdag grol ba, thugs rjes gzhan grol ba, gdul
bya dus la babs pa, rten 'brel thabs la mkhas pa ste//. Tsangpa Gyare is said to have listed
these.

Vii
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encountered him, Tenzin Dendup was residing at Tashi Chodzong, engaged in
the editorial and manuscript work of publishing Buddhist canon, the Kanjur.

Tenzin Chogyal will go on to receive some of the most profound,
esoteric, and treasured teachings and instructions transmitted within the
Drukpa Kagyu tradition from Tenzin Dendup. This extensive and
comprehensive list encompasses both the foundational preliminary practices
and the advanced main teachings on Mahamudra, the works of the early
Kagyu forefathers, the intricate tantric scriptures, scholarly treatises on the
three vows, and the inspiring reading transmissions of the biographies of
enlightened masters, along with a wealth of additional wisdom and
practices.?

Around this period, Tenzin Chogyal embarked on his inaugural formal
retreat, marking a significant milestone in his spiritual journey. The support
for this retreat was provided by Desi Ngawang Gyatso, and it was conducted
in the serene vicinity of Punakha Dzong, a sacred and tranquil location. The
meditative retreat centered on the visualization of Shakyamuni Buddha and
the recitation of the mantra associated with the figure.23 Throughout this
profound experience, he encountered numerous prophetic dreams and
spiritual insights. Inspired by these moments, he will also compose several
reflective spiritual songs, capturing and contemplating the essence of his
retreat.

In the summer of that year, Tenzin Chogyal traveled to Paro
Drangyekha, a venerable monastic establishment founded by Barawa
Gyaltshen Palzang (1310-1391). His primary intention was to receive
teachings from Ngawang Thinle,?* a revered master who would later ascend
to the throne of the Je Khenpo, becoming the seventh in this illustrious
lineage. Although he had planned to undertake a three-year retreat at the
Taktshang temple, regrettably, the ongoing war between Bhutan and Tibet
rendered this aspiration impossible. Contemplating this disheartening

2! See the IHo'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 76a4—77a5.
22 For a list of these teachings, see the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 46-47.

2 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 50.

2 See the [Ho'’i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 82a1-83a6.
viii
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situation, he will compose heartfelt prayers to Guru Rinpoche, weaving in
poignant lines such as: “When beings are submerged in the mire of clinging
and aversion, there is no other savior; gaze upon us with compassion.”*

Instead, Tenzin Chogyal journeyed to Thimphu and received an
extensive array of tantric initiations from Chole Namgyal, who had recently
completed a rigorous three-year retreat at the Chari monastery. Then, at the
age of twenty-five, Tenzin Chogyal will undertake the highest and most
complete monastic ordination under the guidance of the Sixth Je Khenpo,
Ngawang Lhendup,?® a distinguished scholar. This master is the author of the
widely celebrated and well-known biography of Tenzin Rabgye. This is the
famed dPag bsam snye ma. Furthermore, Tenzin Chogyal will also receive a
comprehensive series of teachings, transmissions, and profound teachings
from this master, enriching his spiritual pa‘[h.27 It was also the Sixth Je
Khenpo who bestowed the prestigious title of Panchen, meaning “great
pandita” or eminent scholar, upon Tenzin Chogyal, in recognition of the
remarkable and scholarly feast of exposition he delivered during a significant
monastic gathering.

It was also around this time, that a personal tragedy would befall
Tenzin Chogyal. His revered and cherished teacher, Tenzin Dendup, will pass
away, leaving a significant void in his life and spiritual journey. Tenzin
Chogyal conducts religious ceremonies to honor and fulfill the wishes of his
deceased teacher, Tenzin Dendup. In addition, he will continue to serve the Je
Khenpo, assisting with editorial work.?

1.d. Ecclesiastical Posts

Tenzin Chogyal will progressively assume significant titles and roles within
Bhutan’s central monastic institution, ultimately ascending to the throne of
the Je Khenpo as the tenth in line. This achievement is remarkable by any
standard for someone of humble origins.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 50.

% See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 80b2-81b4.
%7 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 64—65.
% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 68.
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At the age of thirty-one, Tenzin Chogyal will receive his first official
position. He is appointed head lama of the Namgyaltse retreat center in
Punakha. Though the administrative duties of the role proved challenging, the
esteemed Jamgon Ngawang Gyaltshen (1 647—1732)29 resides nearby. A key
spiritual teacher and diplomat of the emerging Bhutanese nation, he hails
from the ancient manorial family of Gon Obtsho, with ancestors including
notable figures like the First Druk Desi. Tenzin Chogyal seeks teachings from
this grandmaster, who graciously imparts a series of tantric initiations,
reading transmissions, practical guidance, and future counsel.*

While serving as head lama of the retreat center, Tenzin Chogyal also
welcomed a learned Geshe, Damchoe Gyatso. Under his guidance, he studied
key Buddhist treatises, such as the Treasury of Abhidharma and the
Ornament of Realization, along with their commentaries, for six months. The
former text explores core Buddhist concepts, including aggregates, the twelve
links of dependent origination, karma, and more, while the latter is a
commentary on the perfection of wisdom, illuminating the profound, hidden
meanings of these influential scriptures.®*

After serving in the position for six years, he resigned and continued
to receive teachings and tantric initiations from the nation’s leading
luminaries. This period was also marked by internal disputes among political
leaders. Characteristically, Tenzin Chogyal steered clear of these conflicts,
opting for an extended period of meditative retreat.

Following his retreat, at age thirty-seven, Tenzin Chogyal was invited
to serve as Lam Neten of Wangdue Phodrang. This role holds significance, as
Wangdue Phodrang is regarded as the lower seat (gdan sa 'og ma) of
Zhabdrung Rinpoche himself. The Druk Desi and the governor of Wangdue
decided to appoint him. Once established, he guided the monastic
community, starting with basic etiquette, such as eating and walking. He
administered various monastic vows and tantric initiations and taught rituals,
including mandala construction, ritual tunes and melodies, and playing
instruments. He also established a fortnightly confession practice for the

29 See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 72b1-74a4.
%0 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p. 74, pp. 75-76.
%1 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 78-79.
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community. Additionally, he provided numerous instructions on grammatical
works and the symbolism of rituals and mar_ldalas.32

His tenure at Wangdue Phodrang proved fruitful, as he composed
some of his renowned and beloved devotional works during this time, such as
the narratives of the Buddha (bsKal bzang sgron ma stong gi mdzes rgyan)
and the sixteen arhats (rDzogs ldan sprin dbyangs). He also conferred tantric
empowerment to civilians employed and working in the Dzong. His
reputation appears to be growing, and he is widely regarded as a skilled
teacher, beyond merely an appointee and scholar. We see him imparting
Mahamudra instructions to disciples.®® He was also encouraging other
imminent disciples to study under the guidance of other teachers.

Despite his position and rising prominence, Tenzin Chogyal remained
unswayed by external trappings. He visited a hermit, Lama Tshampa, from
whom he received numerous teachings and transmissions. He also undertook
a strict six-month retreat at Komthrang, a seat of the realized master Sherab
Wangchuk.** Tenzin Chogyal later authored a biography of this master.*® The
tranquil solitude, free from distractions, inspired him to compose poignant
poetry reflecting on the human condition and the reality of impermanence.

After serving as Lam Neten of Wangdue Phodrang for over seven
years, Tenzin Chogyal sought to devote the rest of his life to a hermetic
lifestyle. Karmic circumstances guided him to Punakha, where he was tasked
with tutoring the sixth Lam Tripa, Gyalse Mipham Drukdra Namgyal (1737—
1762).% Though hesitant, he agreed. He promptly began instructing his
young charge while also pursuing his literary endeavors.

Inspired by the guidance of the late Jamgon Ngawang Gyaltshen and
vivid dreams, a deep desire to receive the reading transmission of the Kagyur

%2 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 88-89.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 89-92.

% See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 86b2-86b6.

% The title of this work is mTshungs med ’gro ba’i bla ma chos kyi rje shes rab byung gnas
kyi rnam par thar pa rgyal sras klu dbang rol mtsho.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, pp. 93-95. Numerous examples of his spiritual poetry and
advice are integrated into the following pages of the biography.
%7 See the [Ho'’i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 69b1—h6.

Xi
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rekindled in Tenzin Chogyal’s heart. He found the ideal teacher in Gangteng
Trulku Kunzang Pema Namgyal (1727-1758), the third in this distinguished
lineage. From him, Tenzin Chogyal received the complete reading
transmissions of the Kagyur and the Nyingma tantras. These Nyingma school
scriptures, excluded from the Kagyur, are considered apocryphal. He also
initiated Tenzin Chogyal into Pema Lingpa’s treasure cycle. At the Lama’s
request, Tenzin Chogyal authored a biography of the second Gangteng
Trulku, Tenzin Lekpai Dendup (1645-1726).%

Following this burst of activity at Gangteng, Tenzin Chogyal, at the
invitation of Tongsa’s administrator, Druk Phuntshok, journeyed to the
district. For two months, he delivered a steady stream of teachings and
initiations to the local community. He then traveled to Bumthang to visit
sacred sites, such as Jampa Lhakhang. Wherever he went, he remained
dedicated to instructing, sharing dharma teachings, and renovating or
constructing sacred structures and objects. He traveled to Gasa and returned
to Tongsa to consecrate sacred items built there. At the request of his learned
disciple Ngawang Palzang and others, Tenzin Chogyal conducted a six-month
ritual reading of the entire Kagyur. This rapid recitation of the scriptures to
the gathered disciples is believed to transmit blessings.39 We also find him
traveling to southern Bhutan like Dagana and directing printing activities.*

During this time, his ward, Gyalse Drukdra Namgyal, completed three
three-year retreats, and by the end, Tenzin Chogyal retired from his role as
tutor. However, the reigning Je Khenpo, Shakya Rinchen,* astutely
appointed Tenzin Chogyal as the Vajra Master of the monastic institutions. *?
This prestigious position carries numerous responsibilities. He left a lasting
legacy as Vajra Master, notably establishing the Zhabdrung Kuchoe on the

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.119. The biography is the rGyal kun khyab bdag ’gro ba’i
bla ma bstan ’dzin rin po che legs pa’i don grub kyi rnam par thar pa ngo mtshar nor bu’i
mchod sdong.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.126.
0 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.130. Some of the minor works by Tenzin Chogyal are listed
in this section of the biography.
“! See the [Ho’i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 84a5-85al.
“2 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.132.
Xii
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10th day of the third month to honor the passing of Bhutan’s founder. This
tradition endures today and is observed as a holiday.*®

1.e. The Tenth Je Khenpo

In 1755, the Ninth Je Khenpo, Shakya Rinchen, retired after a decade of
service, envisioning Tenzin Chogyal as his successor when he appointed him
Vajra Master. This wish was also shared by the Druk Desi of the era, the
Thirteenth Desi, Sherab Wangchuk (1697—1768)44. Consequently, Tenzin
Chogyal was enthroned as the next Je Khenpo at Tashicho Dzong, an event
celebrated with festivities and congratulatory messages.

Returning to Punakha, the winter residence of the central monastic
body, Je Khenpo Tenzin Chogyal began delivering extensive teachings,
starting with tantric initiations. These included Mahamudra instructions,
revealing the ordinary mind as perfect wisdom, the six yogas of Naropa, and
teachings on the seven interdependencies, among others.* These practices
form the core of the Drukpa Kagyu tradition, originating with Tsangpa Gyare,
the lineage’s founder. He also participated in the continuous ritual practices
embedded in the institution’s annual calendar. Additionally, he consistently
bestowed vows and administered ordinations.

Je Khenpo Tenzin Chogyal tirelessly championed the construction and
restoration of monastic buildings, statues, murals, and more. Never fully
satisfied with the teachings he had absorbed, studied, and mastered, he sought
new cycles of wisdom yet to be explored. Thus, he journeyed from Punakha
to Komthrang to receive the Gathering of the Intentions of Gurus, a treasure
cycle uncovered by Sangay Lingpa (1340—1396). This teaching passed down
within Bhutan’s Central Monastic Institution, has its origin outside the Kagyu
tradition. The Fifth Peling Sungtrul Drubchog Dorji (1725-1762) graciously
imparted this intricate series of teachings to him.*®

Je Khenpo Tenzin Chogyal will lead the monks and disciples’ of
Shakya Rinchen, during the funeral ceremony after the latter passed away in

*® See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.134.
*“ See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 99a3-100b2.
* See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.139.
% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.147.
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1759. We find Je Khenpo Tenzing Chogyal bestowing the recently received
Gathering of the Intentions of Gurus at least two times. One at Tashicho
Dzong to the monastic community there and at another time at Simtokha
Dzong, mainly to the first Thuktrul Ngawang Jigme Drakpa (1724—1761).47
He was requested by the monastic community to look after the temple
precinct at Palri Dorje Den, founded by Shakya Rinchen, in Punakha. This,
he gladly accepted, and it will be his primary residence, upon retirement from
the office of the Je Khenpo. He also consecrated the completed temple.
During his tenure as the Je Khenpo, he was always either teaching, officiating
ordination, leading monastic rituals, or consecrating newly finished religious
projects like temples, monasteries, and idols. The schedule seems to have
been very busy and demanding.

Then, he finally retired from the office of the Je Khenpo, appointing
and enthroning Choje Ngawang Thinley, a nephew and disciple of of Jamgon
Ngawang Gyaltshen, as the Eleventh Je Khenpo.

1.f. The Final Years and Passing Away

The heavy responsibilities were likely taxing on him. Therefore, having
served as the Je Khenpo from 1755 to 1762, due to his ill health, he retired
from the office. Upon leaving the post, he traveled to stay at Phajoding
monastery, a retreat center high on the mountain, enjoying scenic views and
freshness. There he was again engaged in religious pieties.48 He instituted
religious practices like the recitation of mantras in other important monastic
centers, for example, Thadrak monastery.

Again, due to his ill health, which was probably compounded by the
high altitude at Phajoding, he traveled to Paro. There, his health got better,
and we find him engaged in communal religious practices and also visiting
the sacred sites that dot the Paro Valley.*® Tenzin Chogyal is still continuously
giving a series of teachings and initiations in various parts of western, central,
northern, and southern Bhutan. He was also bestowing empowerment to the

" See the [Ho'i chos "byung for a profile of his life, fols. 69b6—70a5.
“8 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.180.
9 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.182.
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retired thirteenth Druk Desi.*® He also ordained the Gyalse Tulku Tenzin
Drukdra.

Tenzin Chogyal, whenever his health improves, travels to other parts
of the country at the invitation of the population there. He will consecrate
religious objects, bestow empowerments, lead rituals, and build chapels, and
receptacles for deities. He also initiates new ritual systems. He will also go
back to celebrate the enthronement of the new regency, the retirement of the
old Desi, and the enthronement of the new one.”

Tenzin Chogyal was also constantly exchanging letters with the two
leading hierarchs of Drukpa Kagyu in Tibet, namely the Seventh Drukchen
Kagyu Thinley Shingta (17181 766)>? and Drubwang Rinpoche (1721-
1769).% He was also exchanging warm briefs with learned Eight Situ Chokyi
Jungney (1700-1774).>*

%0 See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.193.
*! See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.185.

*2 The 7th Gyalwang Drukchen Thrinley Shingta (1718-1766) was a prominent patriarch
who authored six volumes of philosophical commentaries and meditation instructions,
founded monasteries, and, as counselor to Nepal’s king, oversaw the 1758 reconstruction of
Swayambhu Stupa with Pawo Tsuglag Gawa Rinpoche (1738-1803), after Kathog Rigdzin
Tsewang Norbu’s passing. He also restored Boudhanath and Namo Buddha stupas, with his
contributions noted on a memorial slab at Swayambhunath.

% The Fifth Drukpa Incarnation of Dreu Lha, was born in 1721 in Yarlung Rabten Shar.
Recognized at age three as an incarnation by the Drukpa Kagyu tradition, he was named
Kunga Migyur Dorje and trained under notable masters, mastering various teachings and
practices. He studied at Drepung Monastery, served as regent, and spread Buddhist teachings
in southern Tibet, notably ending animal sacrifices. Renowned for his intelligence and poetry,
he authored twelve volumes of works. He also visited Bhutan and received teachings and
initiations from the Seventh Je Khenpo Ngawang Thinley. He passed away in 1769 CE at age
forty-nine.

> See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.186. Situ Panchen Chokyi Jungne (1700-1774), the 8th Tai
Situ Rinpoche, was a prominent Karma Kagyu master, senior court chaplain of Dege, and a
renowned Tibetan painter, writer, and medical innovator. He founded Palpung Monastery in
1727. He edited Kangyur and Tengyur texts, established the Dege Printing Press, and created
the Karma Gadri painting style. He composed medical texts and made notable pills like the
Moon Nectar Pill. Chokyi Jungne rebuilt numerous Kagyu monasteries, translated Sanskrit
texts, and taught the 13th Karmapa, earning the title “Maha Pandita” for his vast scholarship.
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In his final days, Tenzin Chogyal’s speech grew slightly slurred, and his legs
weakened with illness. His devoted disciples offered their practices for his
well-being. He returned to Palri Dorje Den, yearning to spend his remaining
time in a strict meditative retreat. The monks of the central monastic body,
officials, many of whom had received teachings and initiations from him, and
his loyal attendants immersed themselves in religious practices for his sake,
likely sensing his life was nearing its close.”

Finally, he passed away in 1767, on the twenty-fifth day of the sixth
month. It is said that his mortal remains displayed physiological signs of
spiritual realization, like the crown of his head protruding. The body was
taken from Palri Dorje Den to Thimphu for cremation, which was attended by
government officials and led by the monks of the central monastic body. For
the next forty-nine days, the funeral ceremony was constantly observed with
prayers and rituals. Substantial offerings were also made to fulfill his
enlightened wishes at many retreat places, monasteries, and temples that dot
the Bhutanese landscapes. A lookalike statue was built at Palri’s residence by
his main attendant, Jamyang Pekar.’® Other religious objects were also built
in other places by his other disciples to fulfill the noble wishes of the
deceased teacher.

His life was a testament to the strength of the system in which he
found himself. Through his own integrity and dedication, he occupied
numerous lofty offices in the central monastic body of Bhutan, beginning as
an ordinary novice and culminating in becoming the Tenth Je Khenpo. His
literary works are imminently important sources of information on the
Bhutanese culture, religion, governing principles, and so on, of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

The letter Tenzin Chogyal sent to Situ was preserved in the biography. The biographer says
that his other exchanges were preserved separately. It would be interesting to read this letter
since there might be some of the earliest records of substantial reconnection between the
Tibetan Drukpa Kagyu leaders and Bhutanese, after the rift between Zhabdrung Rinpoche
and the Fifth Drukchen Pagsam Wangpo.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.207.

% See the sGyu ma’i gar stabs, p.212.
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2. The Work
2.a. An Introduction

The work edited here, the /[Ho’i chos ’byung, is the result of nearly three
decades of dedicated effort by its author, Tenzin Chogyal. The full title of the
work is the [Ho i chos ’byung bstan pa rin po che’i 'phro mthud ’jam mgon
smon mtha’i 'phreng ba. This can be tentatively translated as The Religious
History of the South: The Continuation of the Precious Dharma - A Garland
of Marijundtha s Aspirational Prayers, in English. The continuity in the title
suggests that this work is to be approached as a sequel to Pema Karpo’s
authoritative Chos 'byung. Our author weaves the historical narratives of how
dharma spread in the valley, geographically situated in the south of the
Tibetan plateau. Thus continuing the narrative of how Buddhism in general
and Drukpa Kagyu tradition in particular spread in Bhutan.

The composition began in the tenth month of the Iron Hog year,
1731,”" and concluded on the birth anniversary of the Buddha in the Earth
Hare year, 1759.%® The writing process was initiated in front of the mortal

> For details, see the [Ho'i chos ’byung, fol. 149a2—4: de lta bu’i tshul ’di yang Icags phag
smin zla’i tshes bcu dgu phur rgyal "grub sbyor gyi dus bzang por spungs thang 'khor lo’i
mgon gyi pho brang du / zhabs drung ma chen rin po che bzhugs pa’i mdun du zhal dkar
gsol ja bzang pos bkang nas chos ’di brtsam pa'i dbu 'dzugs shing / de bzhin g.yul rgyal
mgon khang chen mo’i nang du dpal mgon dam can rgya mtshor yang kun bzang mchod pa’i
sprin phung bstar bar byas te/ rim par bstan bcos ’di nyid rtsom pa lags shing /. “In this
manner, on the nineteenth day of the ripe month [autumn month] in the Iron Pig year, during
the auspicious time designated for royal accomplishment practice, within the palace of the
Lord of Pungthang Wheel [monastery], and in the presence of the great and precious Zhabs
drung ma chen, having filled the cups with excellent white tea, this text was inaugurated and
its composition begun. Similarly, within the great protector shrine of Yulgyal Gonkhang, vast
clouds of Samantrabhadra offerings were likewise arranged before the glorious protector
Damchen Gyatso, and it was there that this treatise was composed through successive
stages.” The translations are mine unless noted otherwise.

%8 For details, see the [Ho i chos "byung, fol. 149a4—149b1: de nas 'di grub pa’i dus khyad

par yang /...myos ldan ces pa sa mo yos lo sa ga zla ba'i tshes bco Inga /ston pa thub pa’i

dbang po ’jig rten gyi mgon por sku bltams shing don rnams grub pa’i dga’ ston gyi dus dge

ba la/ thim yul gyi sa’i cha ’brug zab don lhun rtse bdud "dul bye ba mchod rten gyi gtsug

lag khang chen por/. “Furthermore, regarding the special time when this was completed... on
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remains of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (1594—-1951) at Punakha Dzong,
marked by the offering of fine tea and elaborate tributes to the dharma
guardians in the guardian chapel of the same fortress. The work was
completed at Zabdon Lhuentse (i.e. Wangduetse) in Thimphu while
remembering the kindness of Zhabdrung Rinpoche and dharma guardians.

It was meticulously reviewed by one of the foremost monastic
scholars, the ninth Khenpo, Shakya Rinchen (1710-1759).> The text was
published and disseminated using xylographic technology, with the
woodblocks expertly carved under the leadership of master carver Phuntshok,
alongside four other skilled carvers.® In the recension of the work currently
available, it comprises 150 folios. Other than the xylographic copy on which
this edition is based, we do not have any recensions either of a manuscript or
other block prints.

2.b. Plausible Sources

In his historical account, the author references the sources he utilized, either
directly or obliquely. He cites Indic Buddhist scriptures in their Tibetan
translations and indigenous Tibetan Buddhist treatises, primarily for their
rhetorical impact on monastically trained scholars and to ground his
narratives within the framework of the Buddhist worldview. In the final

the twenty-fifth day of the Saga month of the Earth Female Hare year called Myos Idan, at
the joyous festival time when the Teacher, Lord of Sages, took birth as protector of the world
and accomplished all purposes, in the virtuous [time], at the great temple of the stupa
called 'Brug zab don lhun rtse bdud 'dul bye ba in the land division of Thim yul.”

% For details, see the [Ho i chos "byung, fol. 151b4-5: de ltar yang chos 'di’i zhu tig rgyal ba
shakya mchog ldan da lta thub pa’i rgyal tshab tu ‘tsho zhing gzhes pa gang gi spyan sngar
gzigs ‘bul sgra [read: sgro] skur nyis kyis zhus nas/. “Moreover, the edition of this work was
requested before the eyes of the Conqueror Sakya Chogdan, who is now living as the regent
of the Sage. He edited the exaggeration and deprecation.” Here, Shakya mchog ldan refers to
Shakya Rinchen, as the latter is considered, during his lifetime, a reincarnation of the former.

% For details, see the [Ho i chos "byung, fol. 151b5—6: par yig slob dpon phun tshogs/ par pa
ngag dbang kun dga’/ padma bsam grub/ karma phun tshogs/ sri thar bkra shis kyis legs par
brkos.../. “The print copy was carved by master carver Phuntshog, the printer Ngagwang
Kunga, Padma Samdrub, Karma Phuntshog, and Sithar Tashi...”
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section, which explores and tells the mythical narratives of deities and
dharma guardians, these scriptural references serve as the primary sources,
with the myths and stories of the deities directly drawn from the cited literary
works.

For detailed historical information and insights into the spread of
Buddhist lineages across Bhutan, the visits of early Drukpa hierarchs, the life
of Zhabdrung Rinpoche, the founding of the nation under Drukpa rule, the
accounts of successive regents, the profiles, roles, and dharma activities of
the Je Khenpos, the spread of different monastic cultures, the governance of
the Druk Desis their profiles, and the development of arts and crafts, one
must look beyond these scriptures.

The following written works, either explicitly mentioned or subtly
alluded to in the work, form the backbone of the historical narrative the
author constructs in his history . These sources provide critical evidence,
offering a reliable foundation for understanding Bhutan’s complex religious,
political, and cultural evolution, which the author seamlessly weaves and
bases himself upon.

1. Thugs rje’i chu rgyun, a work attributed to Phajo Drukgom Zhigpo
(1184-1251).

2. Rwa lung dkar brgyud gser 'phreng, a multivolume text, documenting
the lineage and legacy of the Rwa Lung tradition of Drukpa Kagyu.
These cycles of hagiographical series also seem to be one of the key
texts transmitted and studied among the milieu in which our author
was educated. He will receive the ritual of reading transmissions of
these works.

3. sKyes rabs gser ‘phreng by Pema Karpo, which traces and documents
the genealogy of his reincarnations.

4. Pad dkar chos ’byung, a religious history authored by Pema Karpo.

5. Chos kyi sprin dbyangs, a comprehensive biography of Zhabdrung
Ngawang Namgyal by Tsang Khenchen Jamyang Palden Gyatso. This
monumental work is one of the primary sources of information for our
author, especially for the most extensive section of this historical
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account, which is the narrative of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal’s
life. A key motivation for creating this work is to render the story of
Zhabdrung Rinpoche’s life, as detailed in Tsang Khenchen’s
comprehensive and voluminous biography, more accessible and
clearer to readers. Tsang Khenchen’s biography is well-known for
weaving the narrative with citations, often including challenging and
intricate passages from authoritative Buddhist scriptures. Our author,
Tenzin Chogyal, aims to streamline and clarify the accounts of
Zhabdrung’s life while preserving the depth and intricacies of the
events and experiences that shaped this remarkable figure.

rDo rje gdan pa’i rnam thar, a concise biography of Tshewang
Tenzin, a close associate of Zhabdrung Rinpoche and father of Tenzin
Rabgya, written by Tsang Khenchen Jamyang Palden Gyatso. This
work seems to have been composed as an appendix to the previous
work.

dPag bsam snye ma, a detailed biography of the first Lam Tripa and
fourth Druk Desi, Tenzin Rabgay, composed by the learned sixth Je
Khenpo, Ngawang Lhundrup. This work stands as one of the most
comprehensive and richly detailed written sources chronicling the
formative early decades of the emerging Bhutanese nation, intricately
woven around the life of one of its most pivotal and influential
figures. Its significance extends beyond the depth and richness of its
content to encompass the elegance and artistry of its language. The
author, the Sixth Je Khenpo, was thoroughly trained in the disciplines
of grammar and linguistic sciences, studying under some of the most
erudite and accomplished scholars in the country.61

81 For details, see the /Ho'i chos "byung, fol. 180b4—5: drug yig tshe dbang rdo rje nas yig
rigs bco Inga tsam phul du phyin / bshes gnyen ngag dbang ’grub pa nas sgra dang snyan
ngag sdebs sbyor sogs mkhas pa’i lo tsa bar gyur //. “From secretary Tshewang Dorje, he
perfected approximately twenty-five types of writing systems, and from the spiritual friend
Ngagwang Drubpa, he learned grammar, poetics, prosody, and such, becoming a learned
translator.”
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8. Thugs chen dri bsung, a biography of the fourth Je Khenpo, Damchoe
Pekar, by Kunga Gyaltshen.

9. Thams cad mkhyen pa’i rol mo, a biography of the great Jamgon
Ngawang Gyaltshen by Shakya Rinchen.

These works collectively provide a robust foundation for studying the early
decades of Bhutan’s religious, political, and cultural history, offering
authentic perspectives on its key figures and traditions. These were also
employed by our author in his work.

2.c. The Structure and Content of the Work

The work is composed in a traditional treatise style. It opens with an
invocation of Gonpo, the Jarok Dongchen, followed by two verses of
homage: the first to the three objects of Buddhist refuge and the second to the
Dakpo Kagyu traditions. These initial verses, which are also rendered in
Sanskrit, reflect a refined and elevated compositional approach. Then the
author, in verse form, commits to the task of composition and calls upon
readers to engage with the text.

The main content, presented in prose, begins with a clear outline of
the work: 1) the depiction of the southern country with four doors, as
prophecized in Buddhist scriptures, alongside the growth of human
settlements and its transformation into a sacred domain; 2) an examination of
various Buddhist lineages spreading across Bhutan’s valleys, with emphasis
on visits by Drukpa masters from Tibet, preceding the eventual and eventful
visit by Zhabdrung Rinpoche in 1616; and 3) the most extensive section,
exploring the establishment of the dual system of religion and politics under
Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal’s leadership.62 This basic structure offers a

%2 For details, see the [Ho'i chos "byung, fols. 3b6—4al: de la kha bzhi Iho’i rgyal khams "di
nyid dang por lung bstan zhing mi brgyud spel nas sbas yul khyad par can du bsgyur tshul /
bar du grub mtha’ sna tshogs dang nges par dpal "brug pas sa ’dul zhabs kyi bcag tshul / tha
mar chos srid gdugs dkar gcig gis lung bsgyur nas bde bar bkod tshul dang gsum /.
“Regarding this, [the text has] three [parts]: first, how this southern country was initially
prophesied and how human lineages spread through it, then transformed into a specially
hidden land; in the middle, how various philosophical schools and especially the glorious
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clear lens into Bhutan’s spiritual and political evolution, providing readers
with a cohesive narrative to understand its historical evolution and cultural
identity.

The third section unfolds through: a) the biography of Zhabdrung
Rinpoche, the most extensive part of the work; b) an account of the first six
Lam Tripa (rgyal tshab gser gyi khri 'dzin), the regents; and c) profiles of the
first nine Je Khenpos (mkhan chen dgra bcom rim byon). The author cites
works by or about these masters, enriching the narrative. It briefly explores
monastic roles, such as the Dorje Lopon ('dus sde’i tshogs kyi rdo rje slob
dpon), master of mandala and torma making (dkyil ’khor dang gtor ma’i slob
dpon), experts in ritual and music (gdangs dbyangs), and sacred dances
(gar 'chams). A key segment follows, detailing the meaning-lineage of the
Kagyu tradition (dkar brgyud rin po che’i don gyi brgyud pa), tracing
successive masters who transmitted Mahamudra instructions, the core
teachings of the Kagyu tradition, originating from Dakpo Lhaje Sonam
Rinchen.

The author traces and maps his own Mahamudra lineage, offering
insight into its continuity. For example, we can see two illustrations of the
Meaning Lineages (i.e. the Mahamudra lineages) that were received by Je
Tenzin Chogyal and Je Shakya Rinchen, given in the text.
a. Tenpai Nyima— Gelong Dechen Lhundrup—Ngawang Samten—the
fourth Je Khenpo Damchoe Pekar— Tenzin Dendup— the tenth Je Khenpo
Tenzin Chogyal. b. Khedrup Lhawang Lodro— the second Je Khenpo
Sonam Yoezer — Jamgdn Ngawang Thinley — the ninth Je Khenpo Shakya
Rinchen.®

This part concludes with a concise discussion of institutions of
philosophical study (mtshan nyid bshad grwa) and the study of grammatical
and linguistic sciences, vital for scholarship in general and also for

Drukpa [school] tamed the land with their feet; and finally, how [the land] was peacefully
established through the transformation [brought about] by the single white parasol of
combined dharma and politics.”

% For details, see the /Ho’i chos "byung, fol. 86a and fol. 87a—b.
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administrative and organizational tasks of the newly founded system of
government.

The work then addresses three other Buddhist lineages in Bhutan,
distinct from the Drukpa Kagyu tradition: the Sakya tradition, the teachings
of Tsang Khenchen, and followers of Pema Lingpa’s traditions. These
accounts broaden the understanding of Bhutan’s diverse spiritual landscape.

After covering Zhabdrung Rinpoche’s religious legacy and other
religious traditions, the author provides biographical sketches of the first
thirteen Druk Desis. These blend basic biographical data with their political
and cultural efforts to protect and strengthen the nascent sovereignty. The
author candidly critiques perceived failures, ensuring a balanced
perspective.®* A substantial following section is a legal code drafted in 1729
at the request of the Tenth Desi Mipham Wangpo. Initially separate, it was
later integrated into the history, spanning about 15 folios across three parts,
offering a foundation for governance and administrative tasks and outlining
punitive measures when rules are transgressed.®

The next section briefly profiles early masters of crafts and fine arts,
naming experts and masters in the field of smithery (/ha bzo ba), painting
(bris), sculpting (’bur), calligraphy (bod yig), traditional healing system and
pharmacology (gso ba rig pa), astrology (bla mkhyen rtsis pa), and wood
carving. This highlights their role in shaping Bhutan’s cultural heritage.
Although interesting, this section is so short and scanty that one has to look
for other sources.

The concluding thirty-two folios of the text are committed to clearly
describing the mystical domains of twelve deities, revered by the Drukpa

% For instance, he was quite harsh in his criticism of the seventh Desi, whom he calls a joke.
See the [Ho'’i chos ’byung, fol. 97al-2: sde srid phyag mdzod bdun pa ni zhabs drung gi
dbon po dbu mdzad dpal "byor lags te / bstan pa la phan gnod gang yang med kyang sku skal
bzhes kyin lo 'khor gsum tsam rgod bro bstan to //. “The seventh Desi, Umze Paljor, was a
nephew of Zhabdrung. Though he neither benefited nor harmed the Buddhist system, he still
received his entitlements for nearly three years, becoming an object of ridicule.”

% For translation and edition of this text with notes, see Aris 1978 and 1986.
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school broadly, and especially honored within the Bhutanese Drukpa sub-
school, connecting these realms to tangible human experiences. Drawing
from ancient legends, handed down via various writings, whose beginnings
and authenticity remain uncertain, oral tales, and ancient ritual and
ceremonial practices, our writer skillfully tells and integrates these elements
into his accounts. This approach reveals the categorical structure and
principles guiding the author’s thought process, enriching our grasp of his
perspective.

The text finishes with details of dates and locations, marking where
and when he launched his endeavor and where and when it reached
completion. The author dedicates the virtue of his work to support the
thriving of the study (bshad) and practice (sgrub); the two complementary
aspects of the dharma. This leads to fourteen stanzas, each formed of four
feet, with each foot comprising nine syllables, composed in traditional poetic
style (snyan ngag). These lines convey a wide range of human feelings—
gratitude, yearning, and sorrow—reflecting the context of his era, the purpose
driving his creation, and hopes for all beings to achieve enlightenment,
providing deeper insight into his intent and value.

2.d. Reception and the State of the Art

The significance and enduring value of Tenzin Chogyal’s historical account
can be fully appreciated through its vast influences on subsequent historical
writings in the country across the centuries that followed. Shortly after its
printing, the work was respectfully presented to Je Shakya Rinchen, who was
residing at his retreat center in Phajoding, and was also graciously offered to
senior, high-ranking government officials. Later, copies were dispatched to
Tibet, reaching the Seventh Drukchen Kagyu Thinley Shingta (1718-1766)
and Drubwang Mingyur Dorje (1721-1769), two prominent and revered
hierarchs of the Drukpa Kagyu tradition, both of whom expressed their
heartfelt words of appreciation. From this dissemination, one can reasonably
infer that the historical work was promptly and widely distributed, gaining
recognition and admiration.®® The history’s narration of how the

% See the sGyu ma'i gar stabs, p. 151: rje nyid kyi gsung rtsom lho’i chos "byung ‘jam mgon

smon mtha’i ‘phreng ba par du legs par bkod grub ste / bya rgod phung por thub chen

shakya ratna / gzhung sa mchod yon sogs su par phud phul ba gnang zhing / mthar gyis bsil
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Buddhadharma spread across the country, the visitation of early Drukpa
masters, and the foundation of the unified polity under Zhabdrung Rinpoche
is a unique achievement. It is the first-ever work to coherently formulate
Bhutan’s history, at a grand scale, weaving together the different societal
aspects such as religion and politics, affecting united national consciousness.
As previously mentioned, our author commenced this significant work in
1731, during the tranquil and enlightened reign of the thirteenth Desi, Sherab
Wangchuk®, a period characterized by peace and intellectual prosperity®.
This era was illuminated by the presence of learned luminaries and
distinguished scholars such as Ngawang Lhundup and Shakya Rinchen, who
were contemporaries of the author, as well as Kunga Gyatso and Yonten
Thaye, who were his younger contemporaries. All of these esteemed monk
scholars, including Tenzin Chogyal himself, ascended to the highest monastic
office in the land, marking a pinnacle of spiritual and intellectual leadership.
Our author maintained close and meaningful connections with all four,
engaging with them as both disciples and teachers in a rich exchange of
knowledge and guidance.

The /Ho’i chos ’byung has not been edited until now. Although a
translation of it into English exists, it is inaccessible. On the other hand, it
was employed as a primary source by almost all of the writers of histories on

ldan gyi ljongs su dpal "brug pa’i bstan pa’i srog shing chen po/ thams cad mkhyen pa dkar
rgyud ‘phrin las shing rta’i sde dang / kun tu bzang po’i’'mig 'phrul grub pa’i dbang po kun
dga’ mi ’gyur rdo rje’i spyan sngar yang phul bas thugs sim pa’i gsung lan yang legs par
gnang byung gsung ngo //. “His Lordship’s own composition, the Religious History of the
South: The Continuation of the Precious Dharma - A Garland of Manijunatha’s Aspirational
Prayers, was well arranged and completed for printing. First [copies] were offered to the
great sage Sakya Ratna at Jago Phungpo, to the senior, high-ranking government officials, in
the capital. Finally, it was also presented before the eyes of the great tree of life of the
glorious Drukpa teachings in the cool land [Tibet] - the Omniscient Kagyu Thinlé Shingta
and the lord of accomplished ones who is the magical eye of Samantabhadra, Kunga Migyur
Dorje - whereupon [they] gave excellent words of satisfaction and approval.”

87 A biographical work, recording his cultural, political, and diplomatic accomplishments, by
Yontan Thaye titled Mu tig do shal is available.

% For a historical account of the political and intellectual climate in Bhutan during the time
of Tenzin Chogyal, see Phuntsho, 2016, pp. 339-341.
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Bhutan. I have been able to find only the following English-language
publications that which are directly related to the /[Ho i chos "byung:

1. Dousamdup Kazi (1868-1922).%°

“A Complete Translation of the Lhohi-chds hbyung: Religious History of
Bhutan. 204 pp. of typescript. British Library A2 19999.h.17.” I haven’t seen
this translation. No date.

2. Aris 1978

This doctoral dissertation, submitted by Aris to the University of London,
makes extensive use of the /[Ho i chos’byung as a primary source. The most
relevant section for the present edition is text number three in part two, where
Aris provides both transliteration and English translation of the bka’ khrims
section from the /Ho’i chos "byung.”

3. Aris 1986

The bka’ khrims section of the [Ho'’i chos 'byung was subsequently published
separately alongside three other important source materials on Bhutanese
history. Aris revised his earlier work for this publication. In both versions, the
extensive footnotes provide valuable explanations of difficult textual
passages.”!

% Lama Kazi Dawa Samdup (1868-1922) was a pioneering translator of Tibetan Buddhist
texts into English. Born in Sikkim, he studied under the lama Lopen Tshampa Norbu in
Bhutan and served as an interpreter for British-Tibetan diplomatic relations, notably during
the 1910 visit of the 13th Dalai Lama to India and the 1914 Simla Convention. He taught
Tibetan at Calcutta University from 1920 until he died in 1922. His translations were later
edited and published by W.Y. Evans-Wentz. The bibliographical information provided here
is based on Aris’s reports. See Aris 1979, p. 283. I have not examined this work personally.
For commentary on specific portions of the translations, see Aris 1989, p. xxxi.

" For details, see Aris 1978, pp. 669—740.
™ For details, see Aris 1985, pp. 79—120.
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3. A Critical Edition
3.1. Introduction

A study of historical documents, such as the /Ho i chos ’byung, a significant
text composed nearly four centuries ago, demands a meticulous approach to
uncover its historical and intellectual context. A critical edition is essential to
advance scholarly understanding, as it consolidates a reliable version of the
text through careful comparison and analysis of multiple sources, including
manuscripts, xylograph prints, and other surviving witnesses. These sources
often vary due to copying errors, intentional alterations, or degradation over
time, making the editor’s task one of reconstructing a text that best represents
its historical form. Critical editions are vital for historical documents because
they provide a rigorously tested foundation, built on philological methods and
sound judgment, reflecting a well-considered hypothesis about the text’s
state, whether that be its original composition or a later significant iteration.
While not definitive, as no edition can fully capture every nuance of a text’s
evolution, they serve as a crucial starting point. They enable scholars to
engage directly with primary evidence, scrutinize the editor’s choices, test
competing interpretations, and refine their conclusions. This process ensures
the study of history remains dynamic, evidence-based, and open to new
insights, fostering a deeper understanding of the past and its enduring
relevance.

3.2. Sigla

The following is the textual witness that I was able to gather during the study
while preparing a critical edition of the /Ho’i chos "byung.

A = A xylographic print of the /Ho’i chos "byung. The script is dBu-can.

Title Page: [Ho'’i chos 'byung bstan pa rin po che’i 'phro mthud ’jam mgon
smon mtha’i 'phreng ba zhes bya ba / gtso bor skyabs mgon rin po che rgyal
sras ngag dbang rnam rgyal gyi rnam thar kun gyi go bde gsal bor bkod pa
bcas bzhugs //. The tile is also written in an ornate script and in the Sanskrit
language in Tibetan script.
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No.: WIKG9413 (Refers to the BDRC work number).”?

Foliation: 1a—151a. Six lines per folio side from fol. 3b. The two sides of fol.
1 are title. Every folio starts with two curl-like ornaments and two shad.

Dimension:?

Incipit: [2a] dam can rgya mtsho’i sprul gzhi bstan pa’i gnyer chen mgon po
bya rog mtshan la phyag tshal lo //.

The fol.1b and 2a have miniature figures carved on either side of the pages.
The three figures on the right side of fol. 1b are Dayde Zhonu on the right,
Buddha Shakya Muni in the middle, and Tsangpa Gyare on the left. The text
below the figures reads as: thub pa rang gi rgyal tshab lung bstan pa //
zla "od gzhon nu gtsang pa rgya ras zhabs//. The three figures on the left side
of the fol. 1b are Phajo Drukgom on the right, Padmasambhava in the middle,
and Drukpa Kuenley on the left. The text below the figures reads as: /ho
ljongs thog ma’i sa ’dul pad ma "byung // pha jo 'gro mgon 'brug pa kun legs
zhabs//.

The three figures on the right side of the fol. 2a are the first Je Khenpo Pekar
Jungney on the right side, Zhabdrung Rinpoche in the middle, and the first
Druk Desi Umze on the left side. The text below the figures reads as:
zhing 'dir bka’ drin mtshungs med mthu chen ’brug / mkhan chen pad "byung
sde srid dbu mdzad che//. The three figures on the left side of the fol. 2a are
Jarok Dongchen on the right side, four four-armed Mahakala in the middle,
and the Dudsel Lhamo on the left side. The text below the figures reads as:
bstan srung kun gyi gtso bo phyag bzhi pa // bya rog gdong can dud sol lha
mo’i zhabs //.

There are figures on each side of fol.150b and 151 a. The right figure on the
150b is Tsheringma. The text below the figure reads as: tshe dpal kun stsol

72 Although the work is correctly ascribed to the author himself on the BDRC website, on the

scan input form of the digitized version of the xylographic recension, Ngag dbang rnam rgyal
is mistakenly given as the author.
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bkra shis tshe ring ma//. The one on the left is Yudonma. The text below the
figure reads as: khams gsum dbang sdud rdo rje g.yu sgron ma//.

The right figure on the 151a is Tsenchen. The text below the figure reads as:
rta mchog rnam sprul btsan chen dgra lha’i rgyal//. The one on the left is
Damchen Gomo. The text below the figure reads as: phyag rdor sprul sku
dam can sgo mo chel/.

T S T R A e A A
(M amsptaspmyantgsuy }gﬁn;aizwqgwa q:«y-'u Ky R peikk sy
i b - v

m&w‘a&’aﬁm«ﬁﬁzm«m
I e

'ﬂgai\i‘égé%’g?t‘{ﬁ? LAl N

e — = =

{‘>

The first two folios of the xylographic recension.

3.3. Editorial Policies

Punctuation Variations: Differences in punctuation marks, such as shad,
tsheg, and other ornamental motifs, are not recorded due to their abundance.
Documenting all variations would risk cluttering the edition and obscuring
the text’s clarity.

Orthographical Contractions: Contractions observed in the xylograph
witnesses are not noted.
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Particle Variations: Variations in particle usage, such as ces/zhes/shes,
pa/ba, and pa’i/ba’i, are not documented.

Spacing in Letter Combinations: Instances where ‘ang and ’i are separated
from the main letter by a tsheg are not recorded, as these are minor and do
not impact interpretation.

Apparatus Style: A positive apparatus is employed, where the readings in
the lemma, presented among the footnotes, reflect the preferred textual
reading for this edition.

Citations and References: Numerous citations within the work are not
traced, as they do not significantly affect the narrative’s understanding. Titles
of works, as attested in the text itself, are documented in the index for
reference.

The texts on folios 1a—2b, in Lanca and Wartu script, are not typed in this
edition.

3.4.Editorial Signs

conj. conjecture

em. emendation

om. omission

] Preferred reading

<x> Folio change of the xylographic recension
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% This refers to the extensive biography of Zhabdrung Rinpoche by Tsang Khenchen Palden
Gyatso, titled Chos kyi sprin dbyangs. The work is divided into twenty-two chapters of
varying lengths. It is rich with citations from diverse sources, demonstrating the author’s
deep familiarity with these materials and the breadth of his scholarship. These citations aim
to contextualize the life of Zhabdrung Rinpoche within the framework of Buddhist
cosmology, providing a coherent conceptual lens through which to understand his life. The
biography also preserves significant letters written by Zhabdrung Rinpoche. For the full title,
refer to the bibliography. Additionally, Tsang Khenchen authored a summary of this work,
titled Dud rtsi’i thigs pa.
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® The following account of Gyalse Tenzin Rabgay is plausibly based on his biography,
authored by the sixth Je Khenpo, Ngawang Lhundrup, titled dPag bsam snye ma. This work
is considered one of the great treasures of Bhutanese literature, distinguished by its highly
refined language and the richness of its content. It is meticulously organized, tracing the life
of the subject in a clear, chronological progression.
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® An extensive autobiography, titled sNyan pa’i yan lag, comprising thirteen chapters, is
extant. The final four chapters were supplemented by his two eminent disciples, Kunga
Gyatso and Yonten Thaye, the twelfth and thirteenth Je Khenpo, respectively. His collected
works span multiple volumes. The current author is preparing a detailed catalog of his works.
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© This is referring to the two-volume autobiography, titled sGo mang phye ba’i gtam, of this
master.

‘A biography of this master in five chapters, titled Kun tu dga’ ba’i zlos gar, by Shakya
Rinchen, is extant.
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® An extensive biography of this master in thirteen chapters, titled Nor bu’i mchod sdong, by
the author of this history, is extant.
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® An extensive biography of this master in five chapters, titled Rig ’'dzin zlos gar, by the
author of this history is extant.
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¢ For an introduction and critical edition of his autobiography, see Phuntsho 2015.
4 For an edition of his biography, see Phuntsho (et al) 2015.
¢ For an edition of his biography, see Gyeltshen (et al) 2015.
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% This chapter examines the legal code drafted in 1729 (the Female Bird year) under the
directive of the tenth Druk Desi, Mipham Wangpo (1709—-1738), by the tenth Je Khenpo
Tenzin Chogyal. The late Michael Aris studied this code extensively, editing and translating,
with notes, on two occasions: first in his doctoral dissertation, pp. 670—740, and later in his
book, Sources for the History of Bhutan, pp. 122—168. For further details, refer to Aris,
Michael Vaillancourt, 1978 and 1986.
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