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Editor’s Preface

his is the third book in the series of biographical and historical
literature from Bhutan we plan to bring out gradually. The
first three books in the series are the biographies of Pema Lingpa,
his son Dawa Gyaltshen and grandson Pema Thinley. We chose
them because they are some of the oldest historical writings on
local Bhutanese figures available today and they represent a local
religious tradition started by Pema Lingpa, a native of the land
which constitutes Bhutan today. Moreover, the subjects of the
three biographies also enjoyed considerable stature and influence
beyond our current borders while also being deeply rooted in
Bhutanese world and familiar with most parts of the Bhutanese
country. Thus, their biographies help us understand the life and
realities of the Bhutanese people in their days both at local and
regional level and also in relationship to Bhutan’s neighbours.
Our main intention of publishing the biographies in a
modern book format is to make the books easily accessible to both
the readers in the Himalayan region who read such biographies
for spiritual reasons and to scholars and researchers who work on
the history and culture of Bhutan and the Buddhist Himalayas.
Many traditional readers who are interested in reading such life
writings for their liberative power as namthar (539<) are deprived

of books as our traditional languages and literature gets
increasingly neglected and overshadowed by the ubiquitous
English, which has now emerged as a lingua franca among the
Bhutanese who received modern secular education. This has also
consequently made it more difficult for researchers and scholars
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to get access to these sources, which remain isolated and
neglected in the remote temples archives.

The reason for publishing the biographies in Uchen (133%)

or Tshuyig (&¥&) script with footnotes showing variant
readings is to make the biographies easier to read while also
preserving the variations. The long introduction in English in this
book presents the gist of the biography and hopes to draw the
readers to the original text to hear the story from the horse’s
mouth. For detailed explanation of our target audience and their
intellectual and spiritual needs and our efforts to fill the gaps and
address the problems, we refer the readers to the long preface to
The Autobiography of Terton Pema Lingpa: A Brilliant and Beautiful
Rosary of Gems. It is our hope that this edition which is reproduced
in nice typeface with proper layout and design in a bound book
format and name index will make the biography accessible to
both the traditional readers who would read this biography for its
liberative and edificatory purpose and scholars and researchers
who will use this for their academic study of Bhutan and the
Himalayas.

The biography of Pema Thinley has generally remained
inaccessible and unknown due to its rarity as well as the obscurity
of the text. As the original manuscripts are in the Ume (533)

script, which most people in Bhutan today cannot read, the
biography has remained beyond the literary grasp of even the
Bhutanese literati. We hope that this edition in modern typeset
will be welcomed by the Bhutanese readers who are interested in
knowing the life and works of one of Bhutan’s prominent
religious figures. In the same way, we hope our efforts to do a
mild text critical edition by retaining variant readings in footnotes
will be appreciated by scholars and philologists who are
interested in knowing the genealogy of the texts.

We have used two editions, which were available to us as

exemplar or ma pey (X% for textual comparison. The first one is a

manuscript, which is in the possession of Dasho Sangay Dorji. We
are grateful to him for sharing this manuscript, which is beautiful
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crafted on traditional paper made from daphne bark. There is no
information available on the history and provenance of the book
and but the book appears to be at least a couple centuries old. It is
about 7.5cm in width and 31.5 in length with five lines on each
page. The second exemplar we have used is from the private
library of Gangteng Rinpoche. We are also grateful to him for
allowing us to digitize his collection and reproduce this
biography. This book is also written in Ume script on cream
coloured traditional paper. It is located in section kha (®) of the
volume of manuscript entitled Dri med gshags pa.

The Gangteng manuscript is labelled §~§~ and the one in

possession of Dasho Sangay Dorji as ¥%8#x in our references. We
have used the manuscript of Dasho Sangay Dorji as the main
exemplar as we obtained it first but different readings in the
Gangteng edition are provided in our footnotes. For place names,
we have generally relied on the orthography in Gangteng version
except when they are clearly wrong as this version turned out to
be a later and the more polished version. If the Gangteng version
is inconsistent, we have chosen to keep the version common to
both the editions or the most common form. Thus, we have kept
Evafx instead of 3V o VR for the name of the valley in
Bumthang. Many place names in their archaic or variant forms
such as ¥ 53= @< 7% are preserved and the common
Orthography provided in footnotes. Similarly we have retained some archaic words
such as 9% instead of 23 because these are both correct forms although
one may be now out of fashion. When one of the two versions
omit a word or phrase, this is indicated in the footnote by an
italicised & We have preserved folio numbers of Sangay Dorji
version in parenthesis in the main text indicating recto of the folio
with ‘a” and verso with ‘b’. An index of persons” and place names
and a short bibliography of directly relevant literature is included
in the end to help the readers.

The initial research for this publication took place through
the project entitled “The Historical Study and Documentation of
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the Pad gling traditions in Bhutan” at the University of
Cambridge through funding from the Arts and Humanities
Research Council of the United Kingdom. The digital copies of the
manuscript belonging to Dasho Sangay Dorji were made in 2007
through this project. The digital copies of the Gangteng version
was also made in 2007 during the project of digitizing the
manuscript holdings at Gangteng monastery through a grant
from the Endangered Archives Programme of the British Library.

Much of the work was done many years ago but the book
has not seen the light of day due to lack of funds to publish it.
Thus, we are very grateful to Padling Choeki Ga-tshal for the
generously sponsoring the publication of this and two other
biographies in this series. It is our fervent prayer that these books
will hugely benefit the scholars and monks working on Bhutan’s
history and culture and also help the general Bhutanese
population in understanding their past and appreciating their
cultural heritage, which continue to shape their character, identity,
values, aspirations and goals.
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Introduction

In the introductions to the autobiography of Pema Lingpa
(1540-1521) and the biography of Thugse Dawa Gyaltshen
(1499-1586), we have seen how Pema Lingpa emerged in the 15t
century as the unparalleled high priest in the regions which roughly
constitutes modern Bhutan. His exalted religious stature and
extensive influence through his rediscovered treasures, writings,
arts and religious and family lineages were not limited to his locality
of central Bhutan but reached far and wide in the Tibetan Buddhist
world. Pema Lingpa is undoubtedly the foremost home-grown
individual in Bhutanese history and is today remembered as a
cultural hero' and spiritual father of the country.? His legacies
flourished for centuries both in Bhutan and abroad and his religious
system form the basis of many Bhutanese cultural traditions and
social institutions.

Prior to Pema Lingpa, Bhutan was hardly known for its
spiritual and socio-political significance even among its immediate
Himalayan neighbours. Like many places in the cis-Himalayan
areas, Bhutan was viewed as a remote and backward borderland
albeit a pristine and peaceful place blessed by figures like
Padmasambhava. Through the centuries, numerous Tibetan figures

! See Harding (2003), p.1 where Gangteng Rinpoche describes Pema Lingpa as
quintessential Bhutanese master and Harding uses the term folk hero.

2 Pema Tshewang (1991), p. 16 uses the term ‘the only father, the treasure
revealer dharma lord’ (“'ﬂ%ﬂ'ﬂ‘ax'@ﬁ'g“"ﬁ') in his poetic eulogy to Pema Lingpa.
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ventured into Bhutan on religious missions, political exile or in
search of greener pastures but they mostly came to be religious
masters for the local population. The Bhutanese turned to Tibet for
spiritual inspiration and education. As a result, vast amounts of
resources were also given to the Tibetan lamas as offerings. Until the
15th century, there was not a single native of this land who went on
religious missions northward and received comparable attention
and offerings from the people in Tibet.

Pema Lingpa effectively changed this scenario and opened a
new chapter in Bhutan’s spiritual position and relationship with
Tibet, especially in the case of the Tibetan chiyon (33%) practice.
Formerly, the Bhutanese were mainly patrons of Tibetan priests but
Pema Lingpa became a much sought-after priest to many of his
Tibetan patrons. Thus, his rise as a spiritual leader in the areas of
modern Bhutan and southern Tibet initiated a paradigmatic shift in
the religious transactions between Bhutan and Tibet. Pema Lingpa
made some two dozen trips to Tibet and Tawang on religious
missions, some of them after repeated entreaties from his patrons
and disciples. In addition, he also attracted, in the final years of his
life, a great number people from all over the Himalayas to his
centres in Bumthang in pursuit of religious teachings. These trips
and visitors also entailed a significant inflow of social and economic
benefits to the local population in Bumthang.

This new religious status Bhutan obtained in the Himalayan
world was not restricted to Pema Lingpa alone. There is no doubt
Pema Lingpa was the pioneer and the most eminent of Bhutanese
figures to have large and powerful following and influence outside
the country but Bhutan also saw the emergence of many other
persons of important stature in the generations after Pema Lingpa.
The masters in this new wave of Bhutanese spiritual influence who
had substantial following in Tibet include Dawa Gyaltshen, the chief
spiritual heir of Pema Lingpa, Tenzin Drakpa (1536-1597), the
immediate incarnation of Pema Lingpa, Pema Thinley (1564-1642),
the grandson of Pema Lingpa, Terton Ngawang Drakpa of Hephu
(16t century), Terton Tshering Dorji of Dongkarla (16t century),

viii



S35

Donbrub Palbar (16t century), a senior disciple of Pema Lingpa and
the 4th Thugse Tenzin Gyurme (1641-1704).

The subject of this biography, Gyalse Pema Thinley, was a
leading religious hierarch of his generation in the areas of modern
Bhutan and southern Tibet. Like his grand father, father, foster
father and teachers, he travelled widely in these areas, interacted
with the religious and political leaders of his time and had a large
following both within and outside his homeland. He founded
several establishments, the most important one being Gangteng
Sa-ngag Choling which flourishes to this day as a premier centre of
religious study and practice in Bhutan and initiated the line of
reincarnations, which is today known as the Gangteng Trulku. The
biography is a record of how these institutions began in the life and
works of this exalted son of Bhutan who lived in a very precarious
and formative period of Bhutanese and Tibetan history.

The biography
The book is entitled rNam thar byang chub sems kyi me tog bstan pa
mdzes par byed pa’i rgyan gcig, the biography which is the flower of
Bodhicitta, the sole ornament of the Buddhist teachings. The title
underscores two important points: that Bodhicitta or the altruistic
thought of enlightenment is the true ornament which beautifies the
Buddhist system and that the acts and life of Pema Thinley are like
the flowers of Bodhicitta. The title does not explicitly mention that it
is the biography of Pema Thinley but this we learn from the main
body of the biography.

The author of the biography is his star disciple, Tshultrim
Dorje (1598-1669), the third Peling Sungtrul or the second
incarnation of Pema Lingpa. Tshultrim Dorji was probably the most
learned of the lamas belonging to the Pema Lingpa lineage. He was
born in Nyemo Bongra and recognized at the age of four by Pema
Thinley as the incarnation of Tenzin Drakpa, the 2nd Pema Lingpa.
The recognition came about after the child showed many signs of his
past life and many high lamas including Karmapa Choying Dorji,
Zhamar Chokyi Wangchuk, Jonang Taranatha and Sakyapa Sonam
Wangpo confirmed him as an incarnation. Following his recognition,
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Tshultrim Dorje received intensive education and he is said to have
even started teaching and leading religious sermons by the age of
six.

Pema Thinley formally held the ceremony for Tshultrim
Dorje’s installation as Peling Sungtrul in Tshoyul Rirey temple in
Tibet when the latter was 11 years old. Tshultrim Dorje received
most of his religious teachings from Pema Thinley and Thugse
Nyida Gyaltshen but he also got trained in Buddhist scholastics,
linguistics, poetry, synonymy and art under other teachers
including the famous Gongru Lochen Zhanphen Dorji (1594-1654).
Thus, he became known as Geshe Tshultrim Dorji among his circles
and was renowned for his learning. We can see this in the praises to
him by many contemporary religious leaders who came to know
him. When Tshultrim Dorje visited the court of the Tsangpa ruler
Karma Tenkyong Wangpo, the Jonangpa hierarch Taranatha is said
to have remarked: “It is rare to find among Nyingmapas someone
with pure conduct and learning like you™?

Similarly, when he visited Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal in
Punakha sometime towards the end of 1642, Zhabdrung was so
impressed by Tshultrim Dorje’s erudition that Zhabdrung is said to
have asked: “Will his confidence exhaust if he lectured continuously
for a month?”* Zhabdrung honoured Tshultrim Dorje with silk robe,
which Zhabdrung was himself wearing and Tshultrim Dorje says
that this remark and honour helped spread his reputation across the
southern country of four entrances (§7=§). We see another
approbation from his leading disciple the Drigungpa master Kyura
Koncho Phuntsho (1595-1659) who said ‘it is rare to find a master
like Sungtrul on earth’.’

3 Tshultrim Dorje (n.d.2), f. 11v.
41bid., f. 18r-18v.
5 Ibid., f. f. 25r.
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Our author was without any doubt a leading hierarch of the
Nyingma school in general and the Pema Lingpa tradition in
particular around the time he wrote this biography. We can infer
this from how he was sought after by many religious and political
figures in Tibet and Bhutan. When the famous Samye temple was
renovated in 1661, the 5t Dalai Lama, then the supreme overload of
Tibet, instructed Tshultrim Dorje to lead the consecration ceremony
because he is a senior Nyingma lama, the choice of Depa Kyishopa,
who sponsored the renovation, and also the choice in the prophecies
of the oracle of Samye for this purpose.

He was also the main master carrying on the legacies of
Pema Lingpa after his teacher Pema Thinley passed away. We see in
his biography an account of how he was anointed as the destined
custodian of Pema Lingpa’s tradition. The fist size turquoise
coloured divinity, which Pema Lingpa foretold will move from one
chief heir to the next, is said to have first dissolved into Thugse
Dawa Gyaltshen, then to Tenzin Drakpa and to Thugse Nyida
Gyaltshen. Tshultrim Dorje claims that this divinity was transferred
to him in a dream at the age of 20 after Nyida Gyaltshen passed
away. A physical sign appeared on his right chest to indicate this.®

Thus, the biography we have of Pema Thinley comes from
one of the most senior and learned patriarchs of the tradition.
Tshultrim Dorje states that it is his personal duty as well as his
fervent wish to compose his master’s biography. He says that many
people have also asked him to do so but the master Pema Thinley
himself was not pleased with such endeavours and particularly
opposed to any pursuit of gain and fame. As a result, the zest to
write this biography when the master was alive was temporarily
‘suppressed under the mountain of the master’s word that there is
no need for it".’

¢ Ibid., f. 4r.
" See Biography, p. 2.
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The master seems to have rejected the efforts to compile a
full biography but agreed to having a brief account essential for the
knowledge of transmission and lineage holders. Tshultrim Dorje,
thus, takes this consent as a starting point for his posthumous
biography of Pema Thinley. Having a biography, he argues, can
help him recollect his master better, fulfil the wishes of many who
desires such a biography and, above all, highlight the significance of
the teachings and teacher to many followers in the future. Ordinary
people do not learn much and forgot the little that has been learnt.
Hence, it is difficult to expound anything profoundly and clearly.
Whatever is retained in his mind, he states, will be put down
without superimposition, lies and criticism of others but with good
faith and intentions. It is one of the three biographies Tshultrim
Dorje wrote; the two others being the biography of Tenzin Drakpa
and his autobiography.

Tshultrim Dorje lived during very a turbulent period of
Tibetan and Bhutanese history. In his lifetime, he witnessed both the
countries go through a paradigmatic shift in their political structures.
First, Tibet was gripped with serious sectarian politics as the
Gelugpas suffered in the hands of the Tsangpa rulers who
supported the Kagyupas and Jonangpas until the Tsangpas were
exterminated using Mongol forces and the Kagyupas were
persecuted. The Tsangpa rulers were also in conflict with
Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal, who founded his new base in
Bhutan and was fighting with some of the local chieftains such as
the rulers of Chokhor who resisted his hegemonic presence and
expansion in Bhutan. Zhabdrung used magic and the Gelugpas
support of Mongol forces to destroy their common enemy - the
Tsangpa rulers. However, after defeating Tsangpa ruler, the two
victors of Tibet and Bhutan could not find a harmonious ground and
entered into a fresh military confrontation.

We see Tshultrim Dorje manoeuvre deftly in the middle of
these warring factions. He was in the court of the Tsangpa ruler to
perform rituals when this regime was in power but we also see him
visit Tsangpa’s enemy, Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal. When the
Gelugpas came to power in Tibet, he promptly paid visits to the 5t
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Dalai Lama, the new overlord of Tibet, and his Mongol patrons. He
was also hosted by the ruler of Chokhor, who opposed Zhabdrung,
in the final years of this regime. These political vagaries they
experienced had considerable impact on the lives of Pema Thinley
and Tshultrim Dorje. Both the protagonist and the author of the
biography spend significant time trying to mediate between rulers
in conflict and bring peace to the populace as we shall see below.
Tshultrim Dorje’s biographies, thus, gives us good insight into the
politics of the land and time he and his master Pema Thinley lived
in.

The early days of Pema Thinley
Pema Thinley was born in a place called Chelzhong in Bumthang in
1564 to Buthri, a daughter of the Deb ruler of Chokhor. His
biological father was Thugse Dawa Gyaltshen but at an early age he
and his mother were entrusted to Tenzin Drakpa. It is not quite clear
why Buthri and young Pema Thinley were both given to Tenzin
Drakpa by Dawa Gyaltshen. The Biography only states that one day,
Dawa Gyaltshen summoned Tenzin Drakpa with young Pema
Thinley and his mother to his presence and said: “O this scion [of
Pema Lingpa] is yours. Please take care of him. He will become the
master of enlightened activities for the followers of Pema Lingpa. So,
name him Pema Thinley (Pema’s enlightened activities).”®

We also find reference to this transfer in Tenzin Drakpa’s
biography which states that with ‘a desire to leave behind heirs for
the benefit of the sentient beings and Buddha’s doctrine, he
produced with Buthri, a noble lady of Chel, two siblings. However,
the male scion is said to be a joint son of the master [=Tenzin Drakpa]
and Gyalse Dawa Gyaltshen’.” We do not know what exactly the
phrase ‘joint son” means and what kind of relationship Buthri had

8 Ibid., pp. 7-8.
® Tshultrim Dorje (n.d.1), f. 23r.
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with the two hierarchs, both of whom are presented as Pema
Thinley’s father. Both biographies present the story in very vague
terms and do not help us in understanding the paternity of Pema
Thinley or the marital status of Bukhri clearly. It is quite possible
that the situation was as unclear even in their times as it is to us now
given the prevalence of loose and liberal practices of polygamous
relationships in central Bhutanese societies and lama circles. This is
true to an extent even today. Besides, the author seems to
deliberately compound the biological, social and spiritual concepts
of fatherhood and the identity of consecutive incarnations.

With just a vague description, we can assume likely
scenarios. In the first scenario, Pema Thinley was probably born to
Dawa Gyaltshen and his consort Bukhri, who may have been much
younger than him. When Tenzin Drakpa came to live with Dawa
Gyaltshen, who would be by then in his fifties, Buthri and Tenzin
Drakpa may have started a relationship. Consequently, Dawa
Gyaltshen may have formally entrusted Buthri and her son to
Tenzin Drakpa’s care. Tenzin Drakpa may have thus become Pema
Thinley’s foster father and in relinquishing Buthri, Dawa Gyaltshen
may have damaged the relationship with his in-laws in Chokhor.
Alternately, it is also possible that the relationship between Dawa
Gyaltshen and Buthri failed and Dawa Gyaltshen found an easy
solution in passing on Buthri to his student. What we know for
certain is that Buthri was not the only woman in Dawa Gyaltshen’s
life and also that Tenzin Drakpa and Buthri had a daughter, most
probably after Dawa Gyaltshen entrusted Buthri to Tenzin Drakpa.
A third option, following the second citation above, would be to
assume that Tenzin Drakpa and Buthri were in a relationship when
Dawa Gyaltshen fathered a son with Buthri. Whatever the case may
be, Pema Thinley came to be known as a biological son of Dawa
Gyaltshen and thereby the grandson and scion of Pema Lingpa.

At an early age, Pema Thinley was recognized to be the
incarnation of Tshultrim Paljor, the abbot of Chélung and a senior
disciple of Pema Lingpa. As a sign of this, he is reported to have
learnt the teachings of Pema Lingpa with little effort and expressed
innate connection to the Pema Lingpa’s tradition and places. He
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accompanied Dawa Gyaltshen at a young age to places such as Gén
Tshephu where he met Sogdogpa Lodoe Gyaltshen (1552-1624), a
student of Dawa Gyaltshen who later became a famous Nyingma
scholar. Tshultrim Dorji describes young Pema Thinley as mature
and sensible youth. He was physically tall and handsome with a
white mole between the eyes, marks like tiger stripes on the lower
body parts and an embossed skin with the shape of sun and moon
on his forehead. The author says these are external signs of his inner
spiritual qualities.

By the time Pema Thinley took up advanced education,
Tenzin Drakpa was also mostly residing in Tibet. Dawa Gyaltshen
was the leading patriarch of the Pema Lingpa tradition but he did
not do much educative teaching. Instead, he delegated this task to
Drupa Kundue, the precentor since Pema Lingpa’s days to impart
most of the training associated with the tradition to Pema Thinley.
Drupa Kundue was a simple monk from Tangsibi village in Ura. At
a young age, he became a monk at Cholung monastery in southern
Tibet under Tshultrim Paljor. When Tshultrim Paljor became a close
disciple of Pema Lingpa, the latter requested Tshultrim Paljor to
grant him Drupa Kundue as an attendant. Ever since, Drupa
Kundue has followed Pema Lingpa as an attendant and received the
entire range of teachings from the master, which he now passed
down to Pema Thinley without leaving out anything. People would
later describe Drupa Kundue’s instructions and transfer of
knowledge to Pema Thinley as so exhaustive that not even an
alphabet was left out.'’ This hierarch lived until the age of 97 with no
decline in his eye sight or hearing and finally passed away leaving
behind amazing relics with an image of Buddha Amitabha.

After receiving his education under Drupa Kundue, Pema
Thinley entered a solitary retreat in Kunzangdra for three years. At
the age of 20, he travelled to Tibet at the invitation of Tenzin Drakpa

10 See Biography, p. 13.
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to receive further education. It was during his trip that Pema
Thinley took the full ordination of a celibate monk from the abbot
Rinchen Sherab at the famous monastic centre of Sakyasri Bhadra.
This was a departure from the practice of his precursors who were
mostly married lamas. His celibacy, which he chose alleged due to
his past propensities, would distinguish Pema Thinley from most of
the leading patriarch’s of the Pema Lingpa line. In addition to his
own inclination for monastic life, Pema Thinley was encouraged by
Tenzin Drakpa on the path of celibacy with the following words of
admonition: “Pema, if you follow the pure practice of monastic
discipline and become an ornament of the general and particular
Buddhist systems, I, as a father, will rejoice having a son. If,
otherwise, you act crudely to compete with us, the elders, in our
loose behaviours, I will beat you until you are flat”."

Tenzin Drakpa did not have to beat Pema Thinley flat for
Pema Thinley was well disposed towards being a faithful monk.
After receiving the ordination, he undertook further training in
monastic rules and philosophy from various scholars. Pema Thinley,
our author notes, became the fourth of the four categories of monks
who resemble a guava which is (1) neither ripe nor looks ripe, (2)
looks ripe but his not ripe, (3) is ripe but looks unripe and finally (4)
is ripe and looks ripe. Befitting this classification, Pema Thinley did
not waste his time in Tibet.'? He studied under numerous teachers
including his foster father Tenzin Drakpa, Ngawang Chodra of
Darlung, Kunga Lhendup of So and Tenpai Junge or Jatshon Mebar.
In between the studies, he also travelled on pilgrimage to the holy
places of Tibet.

Religious life and works

I bid., p. 16.
2 Ibid., p. 17.
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At the turn of the 17th century, Pema Thinley emerged as a leading
religious figure. Several factors contributed to his rise and influence
among his milieu. To begin, he was a scion of the Pema Lingpa
family line on his father’s side, the bone line, which is considered
more important than the maternal bloodline. He was already
recognized as the incarnation of one the most eminent abbots of
southern Tibet and senior disciple of Pema Lingpa. To this, one must
add his exalted status as ordained monk, which certainly appealed
to the Himalayan religious sensibility more than being a family man.
He was also well educated having received teachings from many
teachers.

To crown these merits, he was well known also for his inner
spiritual qualities of meditative achievements and harnessing the
power of the mind. Pema Thinley was known to have left a footprint
on rock even when he was eight years old. There are accounts of
how the ritual substances miraculously increased or ripened
dramatically during his meditative ceremonies and of his ability to
do astral travel. He is said to have had many visionary experiences
of seeing Buddhas and deities, of interacting with protector gods
and of being seen in the form of Buddhas by some of his devotees.

In general, Tshultrim Dorje attributes to Pema Thinley the
virtues and powers associated with a highly accomplished tantric
master. Due to his expertise and spiritual strength in carrying out
the complex tantric rituals for making amends, purification,
longevity and exorcism, we see Pema Thinley engaged frequently in
leading large ritual ceremonies known as drupchen (gq'gi'). Tshultrim
Dorje estimates that Pema Thinley has presided over at least 120
rounds of such ceremonies, which last a week or more. In in the
Biography we read about Choétrepa, the overlord of southern Tibet
and one of his main patrons, making specific requests to Pema
Thinley to conduct the drupchen rituals for the welfare of the area
just as Pema Lingpa has done before. For this frequent activity,
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Gyaltshab Dragpa Dhondup of Karma Kagyu even labeled Pema
Thinley as “the lama who conducts drupchen."

Pema Thinley made most of his journeys across Bhutan and
southern Tibet to conduct these large rituals and ceremonies. In his
early days, he accompanied Dawa Gyaltshen and Tenzin Drakpa on
these religious rounds but after their death, he led the tours himself.
In Bhutan, Pema Thinley’s route passed through the districts of
Bumthang, Tongsa, Wangdi, Punakha and Gasa districts.
Occasionally, he ventured out to other areas such as Tsirang,
Dagana, Kheng and Kurtoe. He also travelled to places such as
Tshephu, Kunzangdra and Genla for quiet meditation retreats. His
travels in Tibet were mostly along the southern frontiers and in
parts of Ue and Tsang regions. During these religious travels, he met
and interacted with numerous religious and political figures
including the Zhamarpa Chokyi Wangchuk, Gyaltshab Drakpa
Dhondup, Karma Dupgyu Nyingpo, Depa Chotrepa, Depa
Yargyabpa and Gongkar Zhabdrung. He enjoyed a cordial
relationship with these figures and exercised great influence on the
people in their domain.

Like Pema Lingpa and Dawa Gyaltshen before him, Pema
Thinley also played an active role in mediating between warring
factions. When a military conflict erupted between Chokhor and the
Tibet in the early part of the 17th century, the Tibetan forces defeated
the Chokhor army, which sought their base in western Bhutan and
caused much havoc on the Tibetans communities to the north.
Beleaguered by fighting, both sides appear to have requested Pema
Thinley to mediate and bring an end to the conflict. Pema Thinley
kindly took up the task of negotiation between the two parties. The
call for mediation from the Tibetan and Chokhor rulers perhaps
came because he was close to both the parties.

3 Ibid., p. 43.
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By then, Pema Thinley’s own strained relationship with his
relations in Chokhor seems to have healed. We may recollect the
rupture in the relationship and a conflict between Pema Thinley’s
father Dawa Gyaltshen and his in-laws, the rulers of Chokhor,
perhaps due to marital reasons. When Pema Thinley wished to
travel from Tang to Tibet in the early years of his career, he did not
dare to take the Chokhor route but came to Prakhar and then took a
longer route via Tongsa, Gangteng, Wangdi, Punakha and Gon.
Such misgivings were over by the middle of Pema Thinley’s life,
perhaps after Dawa Gyaltshen’s death, as we see Pema Thinley
being received warmly by his relations in Chokhor.

The call for mediation between Tibetan and Chokhor rulers
provided Pema Thinley an opportunity to use his religious influence
to a good political end. He spent many months in Bumthang
accompanied by Tshultrim Dorje carrying out negotiations among a
large gathering of Tibetan and Bhutanese leaders. The outcome was
a treaty for peace and ‘the golden routes of trade were opened” and
the trade marts secured, according to Tshultrim Dorji’s report. We
can infer from this that the conflict arose from some disagreements
over access to trade routes and security issues at the trade marts.

In appreciation of his efforts, the Tsangpa ruler offered
Pema Thinley new estates for the Guru Lhakhang in Tibet which
was under his care. Timber and labour for the renovation of this
temple were also to be provided free by the Tibetan state. Pema
Thinley also received large pieces of land in Chel and Chumey area
amounting to some 300 household land holdings from the Tsangpa
ruler, which indicates some control of Bumthang area by the Tibetan
ruler. The rulers of the south [=Bhutan] offered the entire rice tax of
a year. “For once, the sun of prosperity was shining with a surge of
both fame and income” Tshultrim Dorje wrote about the result of
the mediation.'* However, it appears in his accounts that not

4 Tshultrim Dorje (n.d.2), f. 15r.
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everyone was happy with the outcome and the treaty soon fell apart
and Pema Thinley was also criticized by some people.'

The legacies of Pema Thinley

Besides conducting rituals, teaching and mediating between rulers
in conflict, Pema Thinley also dedicated much of his time to building
and managing of institutions. One of his earliest projects was the
establishment of Khangrab temple in Tang through the patronage of
the Yurmi ruler, who was his devotee. A human size bronze statue
was installed as the object of worship and the wall paintings were
executed by two Tibetan artists, Nenyingpa and Tashi. Another
early project of Pema Thinley was the relocation of the Pema Lingpa
centre in Tshoyul in Tibet to a new location across the valley as its
old location was too close to the ruler’s residence. He called this new
place Rirey Tashi Choling and it was here that Pema Thinley spent
much of his time in Tibet and conducted many of his important
ceremonies and teachings.

Pema Thinley was also given the ownership of Guru
Lhakhang, the main seat of Terton Guru Chéwang in southern Tibet,
by Gyalpo Dhondup but he passed on the custody of this centre to
Tshultrim Dorje when he was old and settled in Bhutan. He was also
offered the temple of Droyang Jampading where he appointed a
resident lama. After successfully mediating between the Tibetan and
Chokhor rulers, Pema Thinley was also offered Prakhar temple and
its estates by Dung Drakpa Khorlo. He started a monastic centre
there and used the practice of monk-tax to recruit its monastic
members. Similarly, he also established Galserlung temple in Tang
and recruited monks for it using the monk-tax although it is not
clear whether the term ‘monk-tax’ (33¥) referred to general

recruitment of monastic postulants or an official imposition on
families to send one of the male child to be a monk.

15 See Biography, pp. 70-71.
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In addition to building physical centres, Pema Thinley also
invested time in developing the human capacity of his followers
through his teachings and care. An outstanding protégé of Pema
Thinley is his star disciple Tshultrim Dorje who became renowned
both for his learning and spiritual accomplishments and also
followed the footsteps of Pema Thinley in remaining a celibate monk.
Pema Thinley officially recognised Tshultrim Dorji as the
incarnation of Tenzin Drakpa at the age of four, organized the
enthronement ceremony at Rirey Tashi Choling at 11 and groomed
Tshultrim Dorje throughout his life as his heir apparent.

Pema Thinley’s respect and affection towards junior Pema
Lingpa hierarchs was not limited to Tshultrim Dorje. He was also
close to the 2nd and 3rd Thugse incarnations although both of these
incarnations lived very short lives. When he travelled to Tibet
through Mangde in one of his early trips, he met Thugse Nyida
Gyaltshen at Gagar. The two hierarchs discussed their plans to
uphold and promote Pema Lingpa’s teachings in Tibet and Bhutan
with each of them keeping their base in these countries to look after
the centres and followers. To this effect, throughout his life, Pema
Thinley worked hard to promote the teachings of Pema Lingpa and
secure its base.

It was also as the chief custodian of Pema Lingpa’s teachings
that Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal invited Pema Thinley from
Gangteng to Punakha in the summer of 1642. By then, Zhabdrung
has set up his base in Punakha and successfully unified the whole of
western Bhutan. In spite of being a staunch Drukpa Kagyu master
who ran in problems with lamas of other traditions, Zhabdrung had
a special regard and affection for the Nyingma tradition directly
associated with Padmasambhava. Moreover, it was crucial for his
project of founding the new state of Bhutan to have the support of
local Nyingma hierarchs such as Pema Thinley. Thus, Pema Thinley
was received in Punakha with much reverence and showered with
gifts. Zhabdrung wished Pema Thinley to return in the autumn
when the temperature is more favourable and bestow him the
teachings on the Pema Lingpa corpus.
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Unfortunately, Pema Thinley passed away in autumn before
he could return to Punakha. Zhabdrung later received the teachings
on Pema Lingpa corpus from one Choje Gyalwang, who was
probably the incarnation of Gyalwa Dhondup, Pema Lingpa’s chief
patron and disciple. Zhabdrung is said to have remarked: “I should
have received the corpus of Pema Lingpa’s teachings from the scion
Pema Thinley with the scent of monastic discipline but I ended up
receiving it from Choje Gyalwang with his stench of alcohol.”'®

Pema Thinley lived a very productive life and left behind
many legacies for posterity but his main legacy by far is the
establishment of the Gangteng Sa-ngag Choling centre and the
Gangteng trulku line of incarnations. Pema Thinley first came to
Gangteng with Tenzin Drakpa with whom he spent time at the
latter’s birthplace of Genla. At that time, they set up a bamboo hut
for meditation on a hill southeast of Genla where Gangteng is
located today. “Pema, you should build a monastery here”, Tenzin
Drakpa advised young Pema Thinley, “for, even if there is merely
someone who recites the biography and prayers of Pema Lingpa, the
teachings of Pema Lingpa will flourish in this region in the future.”"’
Following his master’s wish, Pema Thinley first built a temple in
Tibetan style composed of a hall, deity’s chamber and a courtyard.
Clay statues of the Buddha and his two disciples were installed. He
did this sometime around 1596 before he went to Tibet to see Tenzin
Drakpa for the last time but the temple remained neglected.

Pema Thinley nad long wished to found a major monastic
centre for learning and practice and his preferred location for it was
central Tibet. He even discussed this plan with some prominent
figures in Tibet but the time was not right. Tibet was witnessing
bouts of sectarian conflicts as the Tsangpa government, which
supported the Kagyupas, persecuted the Gelugpa tradition. The

!¢ Tenzin Chogyal (n.d.), f. 19r.
17 See Biography, pp. 21-22.
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Gelugpas would later retaliate by bringing Mongol support.
Although the Nyingma tradition and the Pema Lingpa centres were
spared and did not suffer any forced conversion then, Pema Thinley
sensed the political volatility and insecurity in the long run. With
increasing disturbance, Pema Thinley lost hope of setting up his
main seat in Tibet. Thus, he and his followers packed their
belongings and journeyed southward to Bhutan with the aim of
setting up his main base.

In the autumn of 1613, Water Ox year, when he was 50, Pema
Thinley and his monks began the task of building a three-floor
temple at Gangteng. The temple, which was built previously, was
already in derelict condition. They worked on the temple in the
summer and, during winter, went around the country performing
religious services and collecting resources for the construction. After
eight years, the temple was completed with its murals and statues.
The work was done entirely through voluntary labour from his
students and involved skills of many Bhutanese and Tibetan
craftsmen and artists. Two Nepali sculptors and three assistants
built the statues, and Tibetan artists created the wall paintings on all
three floors following Pema Thinley’s instructions. Soon after the
consecration of the temple, Pema Thinley started a series of
teachings as a token of his gratitude to his students for their
dedication and hard work. This attracted a lot of disciples from far
and wide and formally begun Gangteng’s history as a hub of
religious activities.

Gangteng Sa-ngag Choling has since remained a vibrant
centre for learning and practice. It reached its heydays during the
life of Tenzin Lekpai Dhondup (1645-1725), the reincarnation of
Pema Thinley, who resumed Pema Thinley’s cordial relationship
with the new power in Punakha which would help Gangteng
prosper even while many other religious schools were disbanded
under the Drukpa dominion. In the centuries to come, Gangteng
became the largest and most important centre for Pema Lingpa
tradition in Bhutan. With the rise of the Gelugpa power and the 5t
Dalai Lama’s gift of Lhalung monastery to Thugse Tenzin Gyurme
Dorje, the Sungtrul line originating in Pema Lingpa and the Thugse
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line of incarnation from Dawa Gyaltshen remained mostly in Tibet
and came to be known as Lhalung Sungtrul and Lhalung Thugse.
Gangteng became the focal centre in Bhutan and the line of
incarnation starting from Pema Thinley played leading roles for the
Pema Lingpa tradition in Bhutan. The 9t Gyalse Pema Thinley or
Gangteng Trulku today runs the Gangteng establishment, which has
seen much development and expansion in the recent decades.

As for the master himself, his reputation as a consummate
monk and spiritual master continued to grow until his death in the
autumn of 1642. Pema Thinley was the last great hierarch born in the
Tang valley who spearheaded the Pema Lingpa tradition and
teachings and played an influential public role both in the land
which constitute modern Bhutan and southern and central Tibet.
Tshultrim Dorje’s informative account of his master’s life and works
is a great resource in understanding the development and
transmission of Bhutan’s home grown religious heritage, which
continues to inform the spiritual, cultural, social and political
consciousness of this country. It is appropriate to end this
introduction with a portion of the exhortation to read the
biographies. This exhortation was composed by the anonymous
scribe, who wrote the manuscripts we have used as the main
exemplar for this edition.
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