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Introduction

sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan (1770-1833) is an important

Bonpo master during the end of 18th century to the first half of 19th

century. He was active mainly in the eastern part of Amdo having his

headquarters in mDa’ chen monastery
1

and dKar mo ri khrod hermitage
2

.

Although he is an important Lama being the reconstructer of mKha’ ’gro

gsang gcod cycle
3

, as well as being the founder of Yi dam kun ’dus cycle

and sKyang lugs ritual tradition, to my knowlage, his life and teaching has

not been studied yet.

The most important materials for studying the life of sKyang sprul

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan is his biography (rnam thar). Two biographies are

available. One, hereafter Text A, is found in vol. 200 of bka’ brten texts

contains 23 folios written in dbu med script, and the other, hereafter Text B,

is found in vol. 41 of bka’ brten texts contains 41 folios written in dbu med

script. Both have the same title, dNgul gyi me long (the Mirror of Silver)
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1 This monastery is located in Bab bzo township of mDzo dge county (rdzong), which belongs

to rNga ba Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture in Sichuan Province. It is said that the

hermitage founded by sKyang ’phags Mu la drug mu alias Nam mkha’ g.yung drug, an

important saint of 11th-12th century in the eastern part of Amdo, is the origin of mDa’ chen

monastery On history of this monastery, see Tsering Thar (2003: 596-599), bZod pa rgya

mtsho (n.d.) and lHun grub bstan ’dzin (1999). On sKyang ’phags, see Berounský (2013).
2 It is located on the top of the hill at the back of mDa’ chen monastery. It is established by

sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ bstan ’dzin (b.1622). See bZod ba rgya mtsho (n.d.: 174). In this

hermitage, the relic stupa of sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan is enshrined.
3 To provide an overview of mKha’ ’gro gsang gcod practice, Rossi (2008) analyzed a text for

its daily practice entitled mKha’ ’gro gsang gcod kyi dmigs bskor las rgyun khyer nyams len

ltar gyi brjed tho bsdud pa zur tsam, which is performed by the nuns of Brag g.Yung drung

hermitage in A mdo Shar khog or Zing chu region.



and were written by the same author, Nyag sgom Rin chen lhun grub
4

, a

disciple of sKyang sprul.

The colophone of Text A shows that it was written in Iron-Dragon

year. But it is difficult to fix a Christian era for it, because there can be

many Iron-Dragon years as it comes in every 60 years. It is notable that

Text A does not describe about last moments of sKyang sprul’s life. This

suggests a possibility that Text A was written during his lifetime.

I present here a short quotation from Text A:

This year, when beginning to make this collected works called

“Jewel Treasury”, I wanted to hear Lama’s biography and asked him

for it repeatedly. Then, Precious One (rin po che) accepted it and

gave me a brief note, not detailed one. This biography is based on

that brief note
5

.

It denotes that the author wrote Text A hearing directly from his

Lama, sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.

Let’s see the following narration of sKyang sprul which is quoted in
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4 In colophone of Text A, the author called himself “Ratna khod spyod”. This name is a

compound word of Sanskrit and Zhang Zhung language combined together. The Sanskrit term

“Ratna” corresponds to “rin chen” in Tibetan, and the term “khod spyod” in Zhang zhung

language corresponds to “lhun grub” in Tibetan (Martin, 2010: 50). Thus, “Ratna khod

spyod” is another variant used for the name of author, Rin chen lhun grub.
5 (22b) da lo bka’ ’bum rin chen bang mdzod ’di bzhengs pa brtsams pa’i dus / bla ma’i rnam

thar ’di zhu dgos bsam nas nan tan byas pas / rin po ches thugs la btags ste rgyas bshad ma

grub kyang tho tsam pa zhig gnang pa la gzhir bshag ste bkod pa’o //



Text A.

I enter the gate of Bon at the age of 17. Until now at the age of 50

years old ......
6

His age of 50th year corresponds with an Iron-Dragon year which falls

in 1820. Thus, we may say that Text A was written in the Iron-Dragon year

of 1820 and this is the year when his collected works were compiled too.

The exact date of compilation of the Text B is still in dark. But, as the

Text B describes the incident of sKyang sprul’s passing away, it suggests

that the Text B was written undoubtedly after his death. Some more

episodes, e.g. his meeting with a King of China, are added in the text B.

* * *

These two biographies (Text A and B) start with a prayer to sKyang

sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan. Following this prayer, the description of his

two former lives, the first born as Nam mkha’ bstan ’dzin, and the second

born as the Son of Yags skyi gdong che ba, are depicted (Text A: 2a-3b;

Text B: 4b-8b). Then, life story of sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan

is narrated.

Based on these two biographies, sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal

mtshan was born in the Iron-Tiger year of 13th rab ’byung, i.e. 1770, in the

village called “sNya nang” (Text A: 3b-4a; Text B: 10a-10b)
7

. He was born
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6 (17b) bdag gis kyang mi lo bcu bdun lon nas bon sgor zhugs pa yin te / da lta lnga bcu yan

chad la ......
7 sNya nang is located near Brag dkar bya rgod, a holy mountain of Bonpo, in The bo county.



as the youngest child among five brothers and sisters. Since he lost his

mother when he was only seventh month old, he was brought up by his

eldest sister. At the age of three, he was named U rgyan skyabs by

sKyang ’phags Khri gtsug rgyal ba (Text A: 5a-5b; Text B: 11b-12a). At

the age of five, he was recogonized as the reincarnation of sKyang sprul

Nam mkha’ bstan ’dzin by sKyang tshang dbon po g.Yung drung gtsug

rgyan and was invited to mDa’ chen monastery, the seat of sKyang sprul

Nam mkha’ bstan ’dzin (Text A: 6a-8a; Text B: 13a-14b). He received the

vow of lay follower (dge bsnyen, upāsaka) from Tshe dbang bstan ’dzin

and was given the religious name bSod nams bstan ’dzin (Text A: 8a-8b;

Text B: 15a-15b). At the age of six, he began to study Tibetan character

under the guidance of Kha yag lHun grub ’od zer (Text A: 8a-9a; Text B:

16a-16b). At the age of sixteen, he took a trip to Central Tibet. On the way

of this trip, at sTag rtse hermitage in Kong po, he received the vow of

novice monk (gtsang ma gtsug phud) from rGyal ba gtsug phud and ’Gro

mgon Tshe dbang mchog legs and was given the religious name g.Yung

drung gtsug rgyan (Text A: 10a; Text B: 17b-18a). At Srid rgyal monastery

in Kong po, he studied the Zhang zhung snyan rgyud and other teachings

under the guidance of Khyung sprul g.Yung drung phun tshogs and was

given a religious name Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan (Text A: 10a-11a; Text B:

18a-19a). In Hor region, he studied Tantric teachings and medical science

(Text A: 12a-12b; Text B: 20b). In gShen Dar lding, he took an initiation

and reading empowerment of rdzogs chen teachings from dge rgan bZod ba

(Text A: 12b; Text B: 20b).

At the age of twenty one, he returned to mDa’ chen monastery (Text
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A: 12b; Text B: 21a). Here, he strove for the benefit of beings throught his

teachings. At the age of thirty, in the holy mountain, Brag dkar bya rgod,

he discovered mind-treasure (thugs gter) (Text B: 33b). Since that time, he

mastered the ability for teaching, debating, writing, which ultitimately led

him to create many important works. The biography contains a list of these

works (Text A: 18b-20a; Text B: 34a-36a).

The biography mentions two interesting episodes. One is that, at a

certain time, in order to escape from the confusion caused by the invation

of rGya ben co, he went out for pilgrimage to rGyal mo dmu rdo in rGyal

rong region. During this pilgrimage, he bought twenty five (according to

text A: 14a) or sixty (according to text B: 24a) volumes of woodblock print

from the palace of Khro chen king. The second one is that he met a King

of China (rgya nag rgyal po) and was granted a seal (Text B: 27b-28a).

According to the History of sKyang tshang monastery in Zing chu

region, at the age of 58 (i.e. earth-mouse year of 14th rab-byung = 1828),

he was enthroned as the abbot of that monastery (Blo bzang rgya mtsho et

al., 1993: 73; Tshul khrims dpal ’byor, 2006: 141). But, it is not mentioned

in the biography.

The biography describes nothing about sKyang sprul’s diciple. On the

other hand, according to the biography of sKyabs mgon Zla ba rgyal

mtshan (1796-1862)
8

, the founder of g.Yung drung gling monastery, he
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8 There are two different versions of the biography of sKyabs mgon Zla ba rgyal mtshan. One

is written by g.Yung drung bstan dbang, 2nd abbot of g.Yung drung gling monastery, in

1864, which can be found in vol. 152 of bka’ brtan texts. The other one is written by sKal

bzang bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan, 3rd abbot of g.Yung drung gling monastery, in 1877, which

can be found in vol. 228 of bka’ brtan texts. On the date and contents of these two



received some teachings and blessing of long life from sKyang sprul
9

.

The date of his passing away is not mentioned in the biography. It is

mentioned in the chronological table of Hor btsun bsTan ’dzin blo gros

(2011: 42)
10

.

His collected works (gsung ’bum) which consist of eight volumes (ka -

ta) were published
11

. It contains a facsimile of manuscript, most of them

written in dbu med script. His anthology which consists of one volume was

published too
12

. Some of his works were also published in a xylograph

edition. I have a photo copy of two of them
13

. One is the collection of his

spiritual songs (mgur ma), entitled “sKyang sprul nam mkha’i mtshan de’i
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biographies, see Miyake (2002).
9 g.Yung drung bstan dbang (1998: 12a3) spyang[sic.] sprul nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan mdun du

/ snyan rgyud bka’ rgyud skor bzhi / gtso mchog rnams ’joms / bon spyod gser thig bcas

thob /; sKal bzang bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan (1998: 18a6-b4) yang res zhig na brag bya rgod

du phebs tshe rkyang sprul nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan la mjal / snyan brgyud bka’ brgyud skor

bzhi / gtso mchog rnams ’joms / bon spyod gser thig bcas sung[sic.] thob / mchog sprul

drung nas nga yis tshe gcig la sgrub pa’i byin rlabs ’di yin / su gang la byin ma myong bas /

da lan dbon po khyod la phul dgos pa yin gsungs nas / drab pa tshe grub dang / tshe rdzas

sgrub chu la sogs gnang bas / nga yi tshe ring sring ba ’di de’i byin rlabs yin pas khyod rang

sku tshe mtha’ ru phyin / bstan ’gro’i don nus par gyur cig smon lam btab bo //
10 Kvaerne (1989) provides a summary of this chronological table.
11 The exact publication year and publisher of this collected works is unknown. Although it is

mentioned as the collected works of sKyang sprul Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, it contains the

works of other authors, such as Lung rtogs skal bzang rgya mtsho and bZod ba rgya mtsho.
12 sKyang sprul nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan gyi gsung ’bum las thor rtsom phyogs bsgrigs. bKra

shis rtags brgyad dpe skrun khang. Date of publication is not mentioned. It contains his 34

works, such as his spiritual songs (mgur) and chronological table (bsTan rtsis dpyid kyi

dbyangs snyan) etc..
13 I am very much thakful to Ven. Bon brgya dGe legs lhun grub rgya mtsho to allow me to

make photo copies of them. I would like to express my gratitude for his kindness.



zhal snga na / brtan g.yo dag pa rab ’byams lha’i ’khor lor / ’bar ba’i

nyams kyi mgur ma zab mo’i gsung / ris med gang gi bsam ’phel nor bu’i

rgya”. It contains 43 folios having 6 lines in each. Although the colophon

of its engraver states that, it was carved in iron rabbit year, by four

engravers from sDe dge (lcags yos zla tshes la sde dge’i spar rko bzhi nas

rkos pa), but, it is difficult to fix a Christian erafor this iron rabbit year.

The other one “Ngo sprod sangs rgyas lag ’chang” contains 11 folios

having 6 lines each.

* * *

This is a diplomatic edition of two biographies of sKyang sprul Nam

mkha’ rgyal mtshan as mentioned above. Untill date now, we have only

one version of manuscript of both biographies. Therefore, it is not possible

to prepare a critical edition of the text. The original manuscript contains

many scribal errors of spelling mistake. In the present edition, much effort

has been put to find out and correct such scribal errors, preserving the

original reading in the footnotes. But, we can not deny the possible

existence of other versions of manuscripts of these biographies. In future,

when such manuscripts are obtained, I would like to work on the critical

edition too.

This edition serve as the prime source to explore many interesting

facts/fictions on sKyang sprul’s life beyond doubt.
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