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THIS BIOGRAPHY of Lama Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Wangchug, also known as Chökyi Wangchug and Khyentse Rinpoche, was written in 1985 by his nephew Chögyal Namkhai Norbu, who based his account on personal recollections, notes taken during his youth, and the reminiscences of other people who were close to the master. The biography was revised and completed by its author in 1999.

This work belongs to an important category of Tibetan literature called namthar,1 a literary form that includes countless texts, such as the biography of Milarepa, now famous in the West as well, that have inspired generations of devout Buddhists in Tibet. Namthars—biographies, or more precisely hagiographies—besides recording biographical data, often introduce the reader to the deep meaning of the spiritual practices of realized masters.

Written entirely in verse, the biography of Chökyi Wangchug, though not far in its general structure from the namthar genre, is distinguished by its particularly lively narrative approach, due partially to the author’s eyewitness accounts of some of the episodes, and above all to the author’s close relationship with Khyentse Rinpoche and with the people who knew him. That Chökyi Wangchug was not only one of his principal masters but also his maternal uncle made Chögyal Namkhai Norbu a privileged observer, thus affording him an understanding of events not feasible for others.

The narration of the life of Khyentse Rinpoche, intriguing for the general reader with its abundance of extraordinary events and vivid description of a world irredeemably lost following the Chinese annexation, certainly will be a font of inspiration for those linked to the lineage of this master and to the transmission of his teachings.

The biography holds particular interest for those familiar with the complex and often convoluted history of the lineages of the reincarnate lamas (tulku), descendants of the great Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo (1820–1892), and with the intricate vicissitudes regarding the succession to the throne of Dzongsar monastery.

Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo was an outstanding figure in the history of Buddhism in Tibet. He was born in 1820 in the Dilgotsang family of Terlung, a village belonging to the kingdom of Derge in eastern Tibet. At nine years of age he was sent to Dzongsar monastery, which remained his principal residence throughout his life. Together with Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Thaye2 (1813–1900) and Chogyur Lingpa3 (1829–1870), he was a protagonist of the nonsectarian movement (rime) that initiated a great renewal of the Tibetan religious tradition beyond the limits of allegiance to schools. Because of this current, the transmission of many teachings that otherwise would without doubt have been interrupted has continued to the present day. These three great masters are called the three Mañjughoṣas4 by many because they are considered emanations of Mañjuśrī, the bodhisattva of wisdom.

Besides his role as a principal figure in the transmission of religious teachings, Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo also exercised an indubitable political influence at the end of the nineteenth century in eastern Tibet, and more specifically in the kingdom of Derge, which at that time was undergoing a period of massive turbulence.

Among his disciples were renowned figures of that era’s religious and political life. Besides the already named Kongtrul and Chogyur Lingpa, it is sufficient to cite Adzom Drugpa Drodul Pawo Dorje5 (1842–1924); Jamyang Loter Wangpo6 (1847–1914); Mipham Jamyang Namgyal Gyamtso (1846–1912); Ayu Khandro Dorje Paldrön (1839–1953); tertön Rangrig (1847–1903), who was the principal master of rigdzin Changchub Dorje (1826–1961?);7 Kathog Situ Orgyen Chökyi Gyamtso (1880–1923); tertön Lerab Lingpa (1856–1926); the third Dodrubchen Tenpai Nyima (1865–1926); and others too numerous to list. In brief, it can be said that this great master is invariably present in the majority of the transmission lineages of the most important Tibetan Buddhist teachings still practiced today.

Regarding the transmission of the Dzogchen teachings, Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo was, along with Paltul Orgyen Chökyi Wangpo (1808–1887), a principal disciple of Jigme Gyalwai Nyugu (1765–1843), who was in turn the disciple of Jigme Lingpa8 (1730–1798). Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo was considered a reincarnation of the latter and was also regarded as an emanation of Vimalamitra9 and as a reincarnation of the great king Trisong Detsen.10

The origins of the reincarnation of Khyentse Wangpo are, however, linked to the Sakyapa11 school. He was in fact recognized as the reincarnation of the great khenpo (master of doctrine) of Ngor12 monastery, Thartse Khenpo Champa Namkha Chime (1765–1820). This disciple of Sakya Kongma Kunga Lodrö (1729–1783) had remained enthroned at Ngor Ewam Chöden until 1793, and then had gone to Derge, where he lived for many years. Khyentse, as his reincarnation, was therefore considered an important holder of the teaching lineage of that school.

Dzongsar, the ancient monastery where he had been sent at an early age by his family, had been annexed in 1275 as a Sakyapa school by Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280) on his return journey from China. Under the guidance of Khyentse, the monastic institution, which housed several hundred monks, assumed an unprecedented influence, passing beyond the limits of the school to which it belonged to become a spiritual center of primary importance for all the religious traditions of Tibet. Besides artistic treasures and precious relics, it had one of the most important libraries in Tibet, containing all the rare texts collected by Khyentse Wangpo during his lifetime. During the time of the facts narrated in this biography, this monastic center was highly influential in the Derge region. The monastery, with its numerous edifices, including the renowned monastic college, was totally razed in 1958 along with many other historic buildings in Tibet. Reconstruction was undertaken in the 1980s, and its monastic college has again become a notable center of Buddhist studies.

After the death of Jamyang Khyentse in 1892, many tulkus were recognized as his reincarnations, corresponding to the different aspects of body, voice, mind, activities, and qualities of an illuminated being. The concept of reincarnation, in itself difficult for the average Westerner, becomes, in the presence of a multiplicity of reincarnations of the same being, still more elusive. Thus it is worthwhile to expand briefly on the system of reincarnate lamas.

In Tibetan Buddhism, a tulku is a person recognized as the reincarnation of a lama who lived in a preceding time and who has returned to the world to complete his work for the benefit of beings and of the Buddhist teaching. This tradition was formally instituted in Tibet within the Karma Kagyüpa school with the recognition of Karma Pakshi (1204–1283) as the reincarnation of the preceding Karmapa Tüsum Khyenpa (1110–1193). From that initial occurrence, this system spread to all schools of Tibetan Buddhism, becoming one of their salient characteristics.

With time, the system evolved, developing different methods of recognition and acknowledging that multiple reincarnations of the more important lamas were possible. Recognition of more than one reincarnation of the same master was not rare, given that, from the point of view of dogma, a realized being manifesting in manifold forms for the benefit of beings is perfectly acceptable, in the same way that, as in the well-known Buddhist metaphor, the moon reflects in various bodies of water.

On the other hand, one lama could also be recognized as the reincarnation of different masters at the same time. More prosaically, one should keep in mind that the more important the name of the reincarnation, the greater the wealth and fame guaranteed not only to the monastery to which the lama belonged but often to his family clan as well.

Sometimes the various reincarnations of the same great being would prove themselves worthy of their predecessor, continuing his work in the best of ways. More often than not, however, many of them had difficulty in justifying, even in the eyes of the most devoted, the lofty names they bore. A reincarnate lama would come into possession of all the property of his predecessor, which in some cases constituted a patrimony of significant value. Thus, recognition as a tulku often involved the acquisition of an economic and political status that made him the temporal and spiritual head of a genuine fiefdom. Moreover, the reincarnation, due to his charismatic influence over the faithful, became the principal guarantor of the economic prosperity of the monastery. This complex economic and power system was managed through the structure of the ladrang,13 the residence of the lama, which normally had an administrator as its head. This individual often assumed the role of managing director for the lama, acquiring in fact the political and economic control of the monastic institution.

It is not difficult to imagine how the recognition of a tulku could become a nexus of intrigue and maneuvering that had little to do with the role of impartial spiritual guide that a lama was intended to fulfill. The system of reincarnation, besides its important role in the transmission of the Buddhist teaching, was crucial in the maintenance of political and economic power, and was also the base of a degenerative process that cast a pall over the history of Buddhism in Tibet and in Tibetan society in general. Taking root in the fertile soil of factionalism, parochialism, and clan loyalty, the establishment of reincarnation lineages has often been the origin of conflict, abuse of power, and injustice that reinforced the sectarian tendencies inside the various Buddhist schools. This marked propensity for sectarianism and the employment of religious teaching for political and economic ends, despite the strong opposition of the great spiritual masters, has persisted in the history of Tibet and still seems strongly ingrained in many of its people.

In this perspective, the rime movement and the nonsectarian approach professed by many great lamas can be seen, amid other interpretations, as a deliberate answer to the partisanship and bigotry that over the centuries have often characterized a consistent part of the Tibetan religious caste.

Among the reincarnations of Khyentse Wangpo, a series of extraordinary personages can be found, some of whom have left an indelible imprint in the history of the transmission of the Buddhist teachings. Among the principal reincarnations to be cited are Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö (1896–1959), who, recognized by Kathog Situ Orgyen Chökyi Gyamtso and Jamgön Kongtrul, was enthroned first at Kathog monastery and subsequently at Dzongsar monastery; Karma Khyentse Öser (1896–1945), also recognized by Jamgön Kongtrul, and who was enthroned at Palpung monastery; Sakya Phunpo Khyentse Trichen Ngawang Thutob Wangchug (1900–1950), born in the Sakya family; Dilgo Khyentse Rabsal Dawa (1910–1991), recognized by Shechen Gyaltsab Gyurme Pema Namgyal (1871–1926); Jamyang Chökyi Wangpo (1894–1908), recognized by Sakya Kongma and by Loter Wangpo, and who was enthroned as the successor of Khyentse at Dzongsar monastery; Phagchog Dorje (1893–?), son of Togden Shakya Shri (1853–1919); Dzogchen Khyentse Guru Tsewang (1897–1945); and Nangchen Khyentse Kunsang Drodul (d. 1945), who was enthroned at the monastery of Dza Barme Gönpa.

Of the lamas listed above, two and sometimes three have been identified as emanations of the mind, and at least two as emanations of the qualities. Not all sources agree on which aspect, body, voice, mind, or qualities, the different reincarnations represent. Chökyi Wangpo and his successive reincarnation were named by some, for example, as reincarnations of the mind, while the majority of other fonts indicated them as reincarnations of the body. Phagchog Dorje also received differing attributions: some sources identified him as the mind emanation, while others believed him to embody the qualities aspect.

What is certain is that Jamyang Chökyi Wangpo was enthroned at Dzongsar in 1897 as the first successor of Khyentse Wangpo. No official biography exists, it seems, of the former. Chögyal Namkhai Norbu mentions that a biography written by his uncle, Khyentse Chökyi Wangchug, was lost after the Chinese invasion. The information provided in this text was given to him by Khenpo Khyenrab Chökyi Öser of the Wöntö monastery and by his great-grandmother Lhamo Tso, who was the mother of the cited Chökyi Wangpo. This lama, who manifested extraordinary qualities from his earliest years, died in his youth in 1908 at Dzogchen monastery.

Many contemporary Tibetan authors who have written histories of Dzongsar monastery have been generally evasive regarding the existence of Chökyi Wangpo. Without doubt, this neglect is due to the conflict that erupted between some followers of Khyentse Chökyi Wangchug, his successive reincarnation, and those of Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, which led to the departure of the former from Dzongsar. Recent histories of the monastery do not even mention the name Chökyi Wangpo. Several authors refer to him with an ambiguity that leaves room for the most varied interpretations. In a passage in his book A Marvelous Garland of Rare Gems, Nyoshul Khenpo refers to Chökyi Wangpo in the following way, without naming him: “During this period of study, another incarnation of Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo had gone to Dzongsar monastery and taken it as his seat; however, this responsibility proved to be an obstacle to his longevity.”14

In good faith, other authors relay a confused version. Ugyen Topgyal Rinpoche, in his account of the life of Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, says: “One incarnation was enthroned at the main seat of Dzongsar, and another at Dzogchen monastery. One incarnation was recognized by Pönlop Loter Wangpo and called Galing Khyentse,”15 without understanding that Galing Khyentse was none other than the reincarnation of the lama that had been enthroned at Dzongsar, the above-cited Chökyi Wangpo. This uncertainty is thoroughly comprehensible given the conscious effort by some to accredit their partisan vision of events, while others, wishing to live in peace, had sought to blur the disconcerting memory of the battle that had erupted over control of the monastery of Khyentse Wangpo.

The majority of Tibetans questioned by me on this matter reacted with reticence, and in a number of cases with poorly concealed embarrassment. Encounters with Tibetans in Kham and in India have confirmed my conviction that sectarian animosity still persists in regard to the matter, which apparently has also been transmitted to new generations.

The less partisan authors usually seek to minimize the conflict, referring to it as being of secondary importance. Given the renown of the monastery and the name of the reincarnations unwillingly involved, in reality the conflict must have been severe, since in 1930, in order to reconcile the two factions, the intervention was sought of Chagö Tobden16 (1898–1960), a minister of the kingdom of Derge, and of Jamgyal Rinpoche17 (1870–1940), universally esteemed as a great lama, who at the time was the khenpo of Dzongsar college.

Both these figures had firsthand experience of conflicts linked to internecine feuds. Chagö had returned to Derge after a long period in Lhasa, where he and his family had been exiled, following a dynastic struggle within the royal family of Derge. For his part, Jamgyal Rinpoche, some decades before, had found himself in the middle of an unprecedentedly harsh conflict both with the administrator of Tharlam monastery,18 where he held the position of chant master (umdze), and with the local chief of Nangchen, by whom he was first imprisoned and finally driven from the monastery and the region.19 Thus together Chagö Tobden and Jamgyal Rinpoche convinced the faction linked to Chökyi Wangchug to relinquish Dzongsar and to relocate to Derge Gönchen.

In that same year, shortly before his move to Derge Gönchen, Chökyi Wangchug was poisoned by an unidentified person, and was saved only by the personal intervention of Chökyi Lodrö. The poisoning of lamas and important personages was an expedient resorted to with a certain facility. The author himself, sent by his uncle to receive the Lamdre teaching from Chökyi Lodrö in 1952, was poisoned during his stay at Dzongsar, and escaped death due to the providential intervention, once again, of Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö.

This conflict and its resolution, a consonance to be found only through a true understanding of the ultimate nature of reality, are of central importance in the present biography. The namthar functions, in this case, as E. Gene Smith20 explains with clarity, as practical instruction, a guide for overcoming the limits of dualistic vision. The history of religious communities and organizations illustrates the constant cloning of those same perverse mechanisms that, fed by petty worldly interests, have denatured the original message, caused its corruption, and finally brought about the disintegration of some of these institutions.

The Lamp That Enlightens Narrow Minds illustrates another way of seeing not blinded by egoism that can arise only with the understanding and application of the profound meaning of the teaching of the masters, in the guise of whom opposing factions of the falsely spiritual cultivate interminable conflicts.

This concern is one of the guiding themes in the biography of Khyentse Chökyi Wangchug, reincarnation of Chökyi Wangpo, which presents a world of the high plateaus of Tibet in the era preceding the advent of Chinese Communism, a land where the highest spirituality lived alongside the surliest materialism and where the followers of saints and wise masters nurtured complicated intrigues and feuds, perpetuated thereafter for generations.

The historical context of the events narrated is that of Tibet in the first half of the twentieth century, when most of the population was cut off from events of concern to the rest of the world, and in which prescience about the drastic upheaval shortly to overtake them, and the inevitability of the degree of change, occurred in the minds of only a slim minority.

The thirteenth Dalai Lama, after the abdication of the last emperor of the Qing dynasty in 1912, governed Tibet in total independence from 1912 until 1933, the year of his death. In China, after the fall of the dynasty, a republic was instituted under the guidance of Yuan Shikai, succeeded in 1927 by the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek. The de facto independence of Tibet continued until the Maoist Communists took power in 1949.

During the years between the death of the thirteenth Dalai Lama and the accession to the throne of the fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tibet was governed by two regents. The first, Reting Rinpoche,21 is cited in the biography because of his encounter with Chökyi Wangchug in 1942, approximately one year after the abdication foisted on the former on the pretext of his not having maintained the vow of celibacy. Tradition prescribed, in fact, that the young Dalai Lama receive monastic ordination from a regent who was an irreproachable monk in order for the vow-conferring ceremony to be valid. Reting sought to reconquer power in 1947 with a coup d’état that failed, and in the end he was killed in prison.

In 1950 the fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tendzin Gyamtso, then barely fifteen years old, formally assumed power. On May 23, 1951, the envoys of the Tibetan government22 signed the infamous Agreement in Seventeen Points for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet without formal authorization by the government of the Dalai Lama. Subsequent to the signing of the agreement, on September 9 of the same year, the vanguard of the People’s Army of Liberation entered Lhasa under the command of Wang Qimei. In March 1959, following an uprising of the people and the consequent Chinese repression, the Dalai Lama took refuge in India.

On the other hand, the larger part of the eastern regions of the Tibetan tablelands had been in a state of extreme instability during the entire first half of the century. The various spheres of influence, territorial control, and the delineation of borders underwent numerous changes according to the fortunes of the currently prevailing Chinese warlord or the various local chieftains. The kingdom of Derge, where most of the events narrated in the biography occur, was one of the more important small independent states of eastern Tibet. Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, a series of events destabilized the realm. The independence of Derge began to be undermined first by the invasion in 1862 of the troops of Gönpo Namgyal, the fierce chief of the small state of Nyarong, who was finally defeated through the intervention of the army of central Tibet.

Subsequently, the struggle for power between King Jigme Thagpai Dorje’s two sons, Dorje Senge and Ngawang Jampel Rinchen, known respectively by the epithets Aja and Paba, opened the door to Chinese intrusion that aimed at placing the little kingdom under its direct administration. At the end of 1908, profiting from the internal struggles within the royal family, the border commissioner of the Manchu court, Chao Erh-feng, unhappily known among the Sichuan populace as Chao the Butcher, with the pretext of coming to the aid of the elder brother, Dorje Senge, in the conflict over the throne with his stepbrother, occupied Derge militarily and placed it under Chinese rule.

Derge, which had existed as an autonomous state for centuries, remained under Chinese control until 1919. In that year, Tibetan government troops recaptured control of the territories of eastern Tibet lost during the preceding hostilities and placed Derge inside the sphere of influence of the Dalai Lama’s government, putting an end to the Chinese regime. The son of Dorje Senge, Tsewang Düdul23 (1916–1942), succeeded him on the throne.

In 1932, as the result of a clash over the possession of
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