BKA’ CHEMS KA KHOL MA

The Pillar Testament

INTRODUCTION

This narrative purports to be the testament (bka’ chems) of the seventh-century emperor, Songtsen
Gampo (Srong brtsan sgam po), which was retrieved from a hole in a pillar in Lhasa by Atisa in
around 1048. Davidson (2003) suggests that it must have been compiled in the twelfth century,
using earlier sources, some of which are referred to in the text, by a writer from the Nyingma (rNying
ma) tradition. He calls it ‘a summation of literary and cultural trends in the late-eleventh and mid-
twelfth centuries’, and the basis for the development of Tibetan imperial mythology.

The early chapters discuss the history and lineage of the emperor’s family and the development
of the Buddhist doctrine in Tibet. According to Davidson (2003), this is the first text in which
Songtsen Gampo appears as an incarnation of Avalokitesvara. These chapters discuss the training
and empowerment of the king, including his creation of law. There then follow accounts of the
missions by his minister, Gar, to Nepal and China, from where he brings back the two princesses to
be the king’s wives. The Chinese Princess Wencheng brings the Jowo statue with her and the temple
in Lhasa is established, followed by the spread and establishment of Buddhism throughout Tibet.

The text is referred to by Nyang ral and the IDe’u authors, and it is a source for the passages on

law in the Mani bka’ ’bum.
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OUTLINE

The Tibetan text, page references, and chapter headings are from the 1989 Lanzhou edition.

Chapter 1: Training within the deity realm (sambhogakaya)

Chapter 2: Establishing a physical body

Chapter 3: Training within the manifestation realm (nirmanakaya)

Chapter 4: Training with material wealth

Chapter 5: History of the family lineage and the royal lineage

Chapter 6: The holy Buddhist dharma coming into existence at the time of Lhato Tori (Lha tho tho ri)

Chapter 7: History of the father, King Namri Songtsen (gNam ri srong btsan)

Chapter 8: King Songtsen Gampo (Srong btsan sgam po) is completely empowered in body, speech
and mind

Chapter 9: The monk manifestation invites the tutelary deity

Chapter 10: Invitation of Princess Tritsun (Khri btsun)



Chapter 11: Invitation to Princess Wencheng (Ong cong)

Chapter 12: Princess Wencheng Gongzhu performs geomancy on Mount Rinchen pung (Rin chen
spungs)

Chapter 13: The Eleven-faced Compassionate One trains the ghosts and demons of the snowy land

Chapter 14: Princess Tritsun builds the lower part of the Lhasa temple

Chapter 15: The completed virtuous activities of Songtsen Gampo and the activities of his six
consorts

Chapter 16: On the history and future of the teaching of the doctrine in Lhasa

EXTRACTS

Chapter 9: Monk manifestation Akarmati (A kar ma ti) invites the tutelary deity.

After Tonmi Sambhota (Thon mi sam bho ta) introduces the Tibetan script, he translates several,
works which contain material on avoiding the ten non-virtues. King Songtsen Gampo is taught to

read and spends four years in seclusion.

[p. 108-09]
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[The translators] completed the four legal texts concerning the laws of the ten virtues.! Then the
king studied the script, and did not appear for four years. The ministers said: ‘The king hasn’t
appeared for four years. He is an ignorant fool. The happiness of the Tibetan people is down to
us, the ministers.’

When the king heard this, he thought: ‘If | am said to be foolish, | will not be able to control

my subjects.” Then he said: ‘You, ministers and subjects, assemble in my presence. When I, the

! The four texts are earlier listed as: Bhi ma la mu ti dpal spang skong phyag brgya ba, mDo za ma tog bkod pa,
kLu’i dpal spong skong phyag rgya ba, and Mi dge ba bcu la log.



king, was living alone in my palace, and | did not travel around, | was making progress.? You,
ministers, have said that the subjects are made happy by the ministers, so | will give orders for
both ministers and subjects. Now, | need to make laws based on the ten virtues. Previously, it
was also necessary to have laws, but since there were none throughout the twelve regions of
the Tibetan realm, and since there are still none, bad behaviour is likely to occur everywhere. My
descendants and the Zhang ministers will suffer. The people of my kingdom must not kill—if
they kill, compensation must be given; they should not steal—if they steal, a fine must be paid;
they must not assault nor rob—if they rob, compensation must be paid; those who engage in
sexual misconduct—they must pay compensation; they must not lie nor use divisive speech,
gossip, be covetous, bear ill-will, or have wrong views. If they do anything that contravenes the

law they must be stopped and suitable punishment must be applied.’
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The ministers said: ‘The king is a person with a profound mind.” He had put in place (srong) good
government based on traditions of the true doctrine, and he was of profound (sgam) mind, so
he was given the name and title King Songtsen Gampo (Straight Powerful Profound).

Adopting the example of the sixteen important human customs (mi chos chen po), he made
the law of the ten virtues and created stability.

King Songtsen Gampo thought to himself: ‘Because | ought to establish the true doctrine in

this royal kingdom of mine, | need a tutelary deity in order to practise the dharma’.

Chapter 10: The Invitation to Princess Tritsun (Bal bza’).

The minister Gar (mGar stong rtsan) is sent to Nepal, where he meets the king and asks him to give

his daughter, Princess Tritsun, to be the wife of Songtsen Gampo. He offers a present of armour,

saying:
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2 Or, read skyid for skyed: ‘you were happy’.
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‘Since you live in an unstable region, if you wear this armour at times of war, you will be
victorious over an armed horde. This armour is remarkable, there is nothing in the world more
valuable, and | offer it to you. | offer it to the king of Tibet’s neighbour in exchange for your
noble daughter, the princess.’

The king of Nepal became angry: ‘Ha! The king of Tibet and his ministers have an
exaggerated view of themselves—they present themselves as kinsmen of equal status. | am a
better king than yours. | have had the true doctrine since the time of Buddha 'Od srungs
(Dipamkara). | am an object of veneration in body, speech, and mind. Having eliminated the ten
non-virtuous actions in the reign of King Kri kri, we have maintained the royal law of the ten
virtues, like a golden yoke; our material resources are like the blue smoke produced
continuously in the hearth; roasting pans are constantly in use; and our mills are always busy.
Your Tibetan king, Bre ta pu ri, does not have any of these. So there will be no marital
arrangements with me. The lawless country of Tibet, where there is violence, robbery, and
rowdiness, is not pleasant. | will not grant you my daughter. If, after you have eliminated the ten
non-virtues and adopted the ten virtues, you can set in place a royal law, like a golden yoke, and
a religious law, like a silken knot, then | will give you Princess Bal bza’; if this cannot be done, |

will not grant her. Go away and give me your answer to that question later.’

The minister then gives the Nepalese king a golden box and, referring to the relations between their
two countries, he explains that it contains a message from Songtsen Gampo. The king opens the box
and discovers in it a text written in golden Nepalese script. In the text, Songtsen Gampo describes his

history:

[p. 132]
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‘My family lineage has contained bad people, but it is good. It is said that | have no law code.

Since the law pleases and delights you, if you order the release of Princess Khri btsun, | will

manifest an arrangement of 5,000 bodily forms. You should know that in the Tibetan kingdom



| have instigated the creation of the royal law and the religious law as if they were one sun.
However, if you do not give me Princess Khri btsun, my army of manifestations will conquer
Nepal and destroy it.’

Later, the Nepalese king changes his mind and tells his daughter that she must go to Tibet.

[p. 137]
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The king said to Princess Khri btsun: ‘Daughter, you must go to be queen of the Tibetan king
Songtsen Gampo.’ Princess Khri btsun said, ‘1 will not be estranged from my father and mother. |
will not go to a country that has no law, no religion, and no material resources (khrims dang chos
dang longs spyod med).” Her father, the king, replied sharply: ‘That is not good,

my daughter. If you do not go to Tibet, the Tibetan king will lead an incredible army of
manifestations and destroy all our cities, kill me, and carry you off. Therefore, you must make

plans to go.’

Chapter 11: Invitation to Princess Wencheng (Ong cong)

The minister Gar then visits China in order to ask for the hand in marriage of the king’s daughter,
Wencheng, for Songtsen Gampo. The narrative initially follows a similar pattern to that of his mission

to the king of Nepal, with the same discussion and promises about the laws of the ten virtues.
[p. 157, 170-71]
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Law, religion, and material wealth.
These three are mentioned several times as features of a good kingdom with a religious king.
Chapter 14 Princess Tritsun (Bal bza') builds the lower house of the Lhasa (Ra sa) temple
[p. 235]
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Then King Songtsen Gampo thought to himself: ‘In order to pin down the main limbs, the
secondary limbs, and the digits of the female spirit, | will subdue the borderlands and build
temples of subjugation. By building temples at the four extreme geomantic positions, the
demoness’s head and four limbs—the main and secondary limbs—will all be properly pinned
down. So it is appropriate to build the Ra sa temple.’

After he manifested 5,000 bodily forms, many of the men born as manifestations—one
thousand in all—were as unruly as the descendants of the father monkey meditator hermit and
the mother rock demoness. In order to punish non-virtuous actions, all places within the iron
mountains encircling the palace were filled with men skilled in punishment. Various
punishments were meted out, such as cutting off heads, plucking out eyes, flaying the skin,
cutting off feet and hands, binding feet in stocks, throwing people into hearths, earth

punishments, fire punishments, air punishments, beating people with iron, hitting people with

wood or stones, putting them in a hole in the ground, and so forth.

The text describes the temple interiors, with twelve mandalas in twelve parts of the Lhasa temple.

King Songtsen Gampo then addresses his Nepalese Queen, Princess Tritsun.

[p. 258]
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‘Since the sentient beings of the snowy land of Tibet have not become trainees of the De bzhin
gshegs pa [Buddha] and do not have faith in his commandments, they will not be able to imbibe
the nectar of the true doctrine. Their intellect does not lean towards religious knowledge. These
sentient beings, who will not be suitable for instruction in the three forms of training [Buddhist
morality, meditation, and wisdom], will [nevertheless] be tamed by my religious laws (chos

khrims) and royal laws (rgyal khrims), and for that reason, they have been written on a wall

panel.’



The king goes on to add that such writing will bring the ‘ignorant sentient beings of the snowy land’

to study and develop faith.

Chapter 16: On the subsequent history of the teaching of the doctrine in Lhasa

[p. 302-05]
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Two Khotanese novice monks had been practising ‘Jam dpal (Mafjushri) for twelve years, but
they were not successful and lamented that ‘holy compassion offers little hope’. ’Jam dpal
pronounced from the sky: ‘I have no connection with you, but since you both have a connection
with Thugs rje chen po (Mahakaruna), and he is now in the kingdom of snowy Tibet, born in the
form of King Songtsen Gampo, you should go there.” Then the two novices made a wish about
the king and, despite not knowing in which direction Tibet lay, they set off and arrived at sTod
lungs mda’ ma. There they found a heap of heads from the king’s executions, a heap of
eviscerated eyeballs, human corpses strewn around, and a stream of flowing blood. ‘What is
this?’ they asked. They were told: ‘These are the legal punishments meted out by the king.’

The pair thought: ‘The Tibetan king is an emanation, but what kind of emanation is a king who

carries out such heinous acts?’
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When they asked where the king was residing, they were told, ‘He is in Lhasa.’ They went on to
a market® in Dan ’bag. There they also saw a wall of heads, a heap of eyeballs, and severed
hands and feet, people being grilled in a fire, some being ground into pieces, some impaled on
sticks, and many other such things. The two novices were very frightened, and thought that 'Jam
dpal was acting like a demon, and that the manifestation—whatever it may have been—was of

such a sinful king that they turned back.

3 gDung seb. See Sorensen (1994: 366)
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When the king learnt of their decision, he sent a minister riding a black-faced horse, ‘Summon to
me those who look dissimilar to us, down in the plains of Dan ‘bag, with their shaven heads and
two layers of square yellow robes.’

The minister left to fetch the two. The pair thought, ‘Now we are both going to be punished,’
and they became frightened.

Then, led by the minister, they went and met the king at the western gate of Ne’u kha. He
asked them in Khotanese, ‘Why have you two come here?’ The pair told him their story and the
king said, ‘Do you wish to see the face of Arya pa lo (Avalokitesvara)?’ They asked to see him.
The king led the pair to the sandy island of Ne’u chung, near Lhasa, and after unravelling the
turban on his head he showed them Arya pa lo. ‘l am king of Tibet, this is A mi de ba (Amitabha).
You two need not be afraid,” he said. The pair said: ‘But you have ended the life of so many
sentient beings. Why have you done this? Arya pa lo is very compassionate.’ The king replied: ‘|
rule the kingdom. | have not caused harm to even one hair of the head of a sentient being. My
trainees could not be controlled by peaceful means; so | have [had to] use aggressive methods to
punish emanated people. It is the law of the ten virtues. Although adjudicated by day, when
night has passed not a single person has been punished. Now, what supernatural powers (dngos

grub) do you two want?’
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Being weary, physically and mentally, the embarrassed pair said, ‘Please can we go to our

country?’ The king filled their tsampa bags with flour and placed them by their pillows. He said,

‘Lie down and imagine your country.” They did so, and slept. The next morning they were on the



slope of the gateway to their country. As the sun reached them, both their tsampa bags were
turned entirely to gold. Although the pair did not obtain supernatural powers in this life, because
they had met the king, in a subsequent life they attained the level of ‘phags pa dgra bcom pa

brgyan med (unadorned arhats).*

The text continues by referring to the Khotan Prophecy (Li lung bstan).

4 The sense is that they have been ‘totally liberated from all disturbing emotions’ (Jamgdn Mipham Rinpoche
2000: 141).
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