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Abstract

This dissertation is a case study that critically examines the development of one
particular incarnation lineage, the Lords of the Northern Treasure Tradition. The
analytical goal of the case study is to develop the foundations of a theoretical framework
for the further analysis of the social institution of rule by successive incarnations, which
is a ubiquitous form of institutional leadership in Tibet. As the 14" Dalai Lama advances
in age, his status as an “incarnate lama” (sprul sku) will increasingly become more
important as the world turns its attention to the subject of his succession. This popular
interest is mirrored by an equal measure of academic attention in the form of a series of
books, dissertations, and conferences that also examine the subject of serial incarnation.

This investigation of the development of the incarnate Lords of the Northern
Treasure Tradition (byang gter) is based upon a series of biographies and autobiographies
of the early patriarchs of the tradition. This collective of charismatic leaders include:
Nanam Dorjé Dujom (8" ¢.), Tropu Lotsawa (13™ c.), Godem Truchen (14™ c¢.), Lekden
Dorjé (16™ ¢.), Ngakgi Wangpo (17" ¢.), and Pema Trinl¢ (17" c.). The resulting
perspective offers insight into the transformation of a non-monastic Nyingmapa tradition
into one of the most important Nyingmapa monasteries of the seventeenth century. This
dissertation also examines the implicit shift in meaning of the term "tulku." I argue that
this term that was originally used to describe the Buddha as a "magical emanation" of
enlightenment, is best translated as "incarnation" or "steadfast incarnation" when used in

the context of the tulku system to describe patriarchs that reliably return to human form.
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Incarnations of the Brother Lineage

Phonetic Rendering Transliteration Dates

King Trisong Detsen khri srong lde btsan (742-796; r. 756-796)
Pema Wangyel pad-+ma dbang rgyal (1487-1542)

Trashi Topgyel bkra shis stobs rgyal (1550-1603)

! An analysis of these problematic dates for the life of Lekden Dorjé appears in Chapter

Three.
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Tenzin Norbu bstan 'dzin nor bu (1589-1644)
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General Introduction

The 14™ Dalai Lama has captured the imagination of many western observers as a
recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989 and through his continual participation in
world politics, science, and religious discourse. Also widely known is the fact that he is
not the 14™ Dalai Lama in the same way that Saint Victor was the 140 Pope of the
Catholic Church or Franklin Pierce was the 14™ President of the United States. Although
the lineage of the Dalai Lamas is intimately linked to the institutional leadership of a
religious organization as well as a national government, it is not simply an office that can
be occupied by any individual with a particular set of qualifications. Quite to the
contrary, the 14™ Dalai Lama is the current incarnation or rebirth of a series of
personalities stretching back to the 15™ century and beyond. When a Dalai Lama passes
from this life, his successor is not selected by a group of cardinals or through a general
election; trusted devotees search for his reincarnation and identify him as the next Dalai
Lama. After years of rigorous training, the young acolyte takes on the responsibilities of
the previous incarnations, which can include the transmission of essential teachings, the
management of real estate holdings, and the preservation of important political
relationships. This strategy for maintaining institutional authenticity and stability is the

uniquely Tibetan institution of rule by incarnation or the tulku system.”

? For the sake of diversity, I also refer to instances of this social institution as incarnation

lineages. Although this term can also be employed to denote to a series of concatenated



We find ourselves at a pivotal moment in history as the transition from the 14" to
the 15™ Dalai Lama will occur on the international stage. The world will watch the drama
unfold on cable news stations as the torch is passed from one incarnation to the next. The
14™ Dalai Lama himself has already made several controversial statements regarding his
own reincarnation, including the ideas that there may no longer be a need for another
Dalai Lama and that if he does reincarnate, it may be as a woman. There are also storm
clouds on the horizon that indicate that officials within the Chinese government intend on
identifying the Dalai Lama on their own, which will likely lead to a scenario that involves
two individuals claiming to be the 15™ Dalai Lama. With such events lurking in our

future, it is an ideal time to engage in an examination of this complex Tibetan institution.

A Case Study of an Incarnation Lineage: The Lords of the Northern
Treasures

Although the incarnation lineage of the Dalai Lamas is the most widely known
and has been the focus of many excellent studies, it is far from being the only example of

this social institution in Tibetan history.> The incarnation lineage of the Gyalwa

incarnations that is not involved in institutional succession, I employ the term herein with
reference to the system of rule by incarnation unless otherwise stated.
3 A few examples of studies dedicated to the examination of the Dalai Lamas are: Martin

Brauen, ed. (2005), The Dalai Lamas: A Visual History (Chicago, Serindia Pub.), Aris,



Karmapas, for example, is generally maintained as the first known case of a robust
incarnation lineage that has included the element of institutional succession since the
thirteenth century.® This system for determining institutional leadership proliferated,
however, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and produced an elite culture of
incarnate lamas that sat upon the thrones of the most powerful monastic institutions of the

era.5

Michael Aris (1989), Hidden Treasures and Secret Lives (London and New York: Kegan
Paul International); Kurtis R. Schaeffer (2006), "Ritual, Festival and Authority under the
Fifth Dalai Lama." In Power, Politics, and the Reinvention of Tradition: Tibet in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Tibet: Proceedings of the International Association
for Tibetan Studies, Xth Seminar, Oxford University, 2003. Kurtis R. Schaeffer and
Bryan J. Cuevas, Editors. (Leiden: Brill Pub.), 187-202.

* For a brief account of the origins of the Gyalwa Karmapas lineage, see Geoffrey Samuel
(2012), Introducing Tibetan Buddhism (New York: Routledge), 144-146. For a broader
view of the incarnation lineage, see: Nik Douglas and Meryl White. ed. (1976), Karmapa:
The Black Hat Lama of Tibet (London: Luzac & Company Ltd).

> Geoffrey Samuel, Introducing Tibetan Buddhism (New York: Routledge, 2012), 144-
150. In this short introductory passage, Samuel asserts that the social institution of rule by
incarnation began in the thirteenth century, but was not widely adopted for another three

to four hundred years.



Because of the ubiquitous nature of the phenomenon, it is not possible to
systematically examine the histories of each incarnation lineage within the limits of this
study. The subject matter is approached below, therefore, through a case study of one
particular series of incarnations: Nanam Dorjé Dujom (8" c¢.), Tropu Lotsawa (1173-
1225), Gédem Truchen (1337-1409), Lekden Dorjé (1512-1625), Ngakgi Wangpo (1580-
1639) and Pema Trinlé (1641-1717).°

Within this study, I refer to this collective as the Lords of the Northern Treasures.’
Although today the living tradition refers to the incarnations of this series as the
Awareness-Holders of Dorjé¢ Drak Monastery (rig 'dzin rdo rje brag), this appellation

reflects a later stage in the historical development of the order.® It only adequately

% For easy reference, there is a list of the Tibetan incarnations of the Lords of the
Northern Treasures and several other important personages on page xii-xiv. There is also
a lengthy list of pre-Tibetan incarnations that are discussed in Chapter Three.

7 For the sake of variety, this series of incarnations is also referred to as the Northern
Lords or simply the Lords.

¥ For a recent self-representation of the Northern Treasure Tradition, see: Kunzang
Drédiil Dorjé (kun bzang 'gro 'dul rdo rje) (18™-19" ¢.). thub bstan rdo rje brag dgon gyi
byung ba mdo tsam brjod pa ngo mtshar bai DU r+ya'i phreng ba. TBRC W00KG03797.

1 vols. [s.1.]: [s.n.], 2004. http://tbrc.org/link?RID=WO00KG03797.
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describes the final two incarnations that are examined herein. All but one of these figures,

however, can be sufficiently described as Lords of the Northern Treasures.’

Intersecting Institutions: Treasure Revelation & Rule by Incarnation

The primary goal of this dissertation is to examine the development of one
particular instance of rule by incarnation that involves the Northern Lords, but it is
difficult to conduct this study without also exploring the development of the Northern

Treasure Tradition itself.'” Not a single member of this collective can be reduced in

? As will be discussed in more detail below, Nanam Dorjé Dujom is involved in the
concealment of the treasures. G6dem Truchen is the primary revealer of the scriptures
that provide the focal point of the tradition's identity. All of the subsequent personalities
are reincarnations of Godem Truchen and wielders of the Northern Treasures. Tropu
Lotsawa is the only incarnation that does not have an obvious connection to this theme.
Evidence is presented in Chapter Three that demonstrates that his membership in the
collective is tenuous.

' This situation is not unique to the Northern Lords. The institution of rule by incarnation
is always maintained in conjunction with a number of other religious institutions that
possess their own legitimization strategies, such as ordination, scriptural transmission,

family inheritance and so forth.



significance to his status as a reincarnated lama.'' While each of the Northern Lords
inhabits a unique intersection of overlapping traditions (e.g., kama, terma, ordination,
etc.), the most relevant for this study is the Northern Treasure Tradition (byang gter). No
matter how one comes to understand the nature of the Lords (i.e., as emanations,
incarnations, or highly developed reincarnations), the notion that any of these individuals
is something other than a lowly human arises first as part of the legitimization strategy of
the Northern Treasure Tradition in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 1 will
demonstrate below that although some elements are present beforehand, a robust system
of rule by incarnation is not fully instituted in this tradition until the seventeenth century.
The development overlaps with the tradition's adoption of the monastic platform.
Nevertheless, the Northern Treasure Tradition continues to be maintained as the core
component of the identity of the incarnation lineage, just as the practice of the
corresponding ritual cycles continues to distinguish the religious community of the Dorjé
Drak Monastery from the other Nyingmapa monastic institutions.

Therefore, while treasure revelation and the tulku system are indeed two distinct
religious institutions, in the case of the Northern Treasure Tradition, they are inextricably
intertwined as the latter develops within the former. Thus, while setting out to present a
detailed account of the rise of the tulku system within a particular tradition, this

dissertation also weaves a complex tapestry that draws attention to important

" While each of the Tibetan incarnations in this lineage is male, there is more than one

Indian incarnation that is female. See Chapter One for details.



developments within the Northern Treasure Tradition itself. The information about this
treasure tradition's foundations also offers further insight into the wider developmental

trends of the treasure traditions in particular and the Nyingmapa in general.

Preview of Chapters

The organizational goal of this dissertation is to present and analyze the
development of the Lords of the Northern Treasures from the fourteenth through the
seventeenth centuries in four thematic chapters. The central figure of the first chapter is
Godem Truchen (1337-1409 CE), the treasure revealer whose revelations form the
scriptural backbone of the Northern Treasure Tradition as well as supply it with the
anchor for its identity. The primary goal of the investigation is to critically examine the
shift in meaning of the term "tulku" (sprul sku) as the system of rule by incarnation
develops within the tradition. I argue that in the legitimization strategies that are present
in the earliest biography of Godem Truchen, the term tulku is best trans