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PROLEGOMENON

To the second volume of the series Aspects of Mongolian Buddhism

With the second international conference dedicated to Buddhism among the Mon-
golian ethnic groups (April 2017) we celebrated the living religious practice.1 Since 
its advent, Buddhism was practice-orientated and involved all layers of the society 
–irrespectively of the area and political or cultural milieu spread in.

All the Mongols living around the world in Mongolia and other countries can 
practice Buddhism: Mongolia is a Buddhist country and the Mongolian minori-
ties in China and Russia have various possibilities for religious engagement. The 
Buddhist religious practice embraces a variegated scale of forms, starting with the 
monastic practice up to the everyday rituals, prayers, mantras repeated by believers. 
The incorporating nature of Buddhism produced many local variants, and the strong  
Pre-Buddhist belief system changed the original philosophy and religion consid-

elements of religious systems surviving in the Buddhist rituals.
Mongolian Buddhism is an important historical and cultural phenomenon that is 

inseparable from Mongolian identity and many aspects of “Mongolness” can not 
be understood without knowing the Buddhist practice in detail in both diachronic 
and synchronic aspects. The festive and everyday practice implicates traditional 
and innovative components which is an inexhaustible topic for studies. With the 
present volume we offer a glimpse into various ways, elements, and interpretations 
of historical and contemporary, monastic and lay, festive and everyday practice of 
Mongolian Buddhism.

The second volume of the series Aspects of Mongolian Buddhism follows in 
Aspects of Mongolian Buddhism 

1. Past, Present and Future. Ed. Birtalan, Ágnes – Teleki, Krisztina – Majer, 
Zsuzsa – Fahidi, Csaba – Rákos, Attila. Budapest, L’Harmattan 2018. 474 p.  
(ISBN 978-2-343-14326-2). All languages, Mongolian Buddhism is studied in, have 

large scale of topics and similarly to the previous volume we included articles of 
researchers who have not been able to participate in the conference. The editors 
of the book follow the policy of publishing contributions of the younger generation of 
Mongolists and Buddhologists as well.

1 Various materials concerning the events, cf. on the site:   
https://www.facebook.com/pg/belsoazsia/photos/?tab=album&album_id=1397919163602109
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As it has been mentioned in this brief prolegomenon the “tradition and innovation” 
appear side by side and shape the substances, and the “face” of Mongolian Buddhism. 
Soon with revealing this key aspect of approach we declared the topic of the next 
biannual conference dedicated to Mongolian Buddhism: Tradition and Innovation.

ÁGNES BIRTALAN

Department of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies
and

Research Centre for Mongolian Studies,
Eötvös Loránd University
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ACCOUNT ON THE SECOND CONFERENCE 
ON MONGOLIAN BUDDHISM

The conference Mongolian Buddhism in Practice took place on 24–25 April 2017 
at Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, Hungary. The Department of Mongolian 
and Inner Asian Studies, the Research Centre for Mongolian Studies, the Budapest 
Centre of Buddhist Studies as well as the Institute of Ethnology, Research Centre 
for the Humanities, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and the Embassy of Mongolia 
in Hungary co-operated in the organization of this special forum. An exhibition of 
photographs taken by the Hungarian researchers of Mongolian Buddhism accom-
panied the conference.

The conference aimed to gather international scholars and monks to discuss differ-
ent aspects of Mongolian Buddhism and to reveal its distinctiveness. In accordance 

aspects of Mongolian Buddhist culture and practices including history, art, philoso-
phy, textology, monastic life and disciple, Chö practice, Tsam ritual dance, Owoo 
veneration and other rites on prosperity, death and rebirth, and also revealed the 
specialties of certain Mongolian Buddhist practices in China and Russia, and their 
relations with Tibetan Buddhism. 

85 speakers of 14 countries presented their research results including scholars, 
Buddhist monks, and PhD students coming from Australia, Austria, China, the Czech 
Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, Japan, Mongolia, Poland, Russia, Switzerland, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States of America.

The conference started with Mongolian music and Buddhist chanting, followed 
by the speeches of Imre Hamar, vice-dean of Eötvös Loránd University and director 
of the Institute of East Asian Studies, Birtalan Ágnes, the head of the Department 
of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies and the Research Centre for Mongolian  
Studies, G. Chuluunbaatar, vice-president of the Mongolian Academy of Sciences, 
S. Tömör-Ochir, vice-president of the International Association for Mongol Stud-
ies, former President of the Mongolian Parliament. The greeting words of the Most 
Ven. D. Choidsamts, the head abbot of Gangdantegchenlin Monastery, Centre of 
Mongolian Buddhists was reviewed and Möngkebatu , the sixth incarnation of 
the Mergen Gegeen Monastery, Inner Mongolia, China held the keynote presentation 
of the plenary session. His excellence Ds. Batbayar, the Ambassador of Mongolia 
welcomed the participants, too. 

The two-day conference had twenty panels with interesting papers covering vari-

day. The distinctiveness of the forum was the large number of participants: almost 
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all scholars who specialized on Mongolian Buddhism participated in the conference, 

Another uniqueness of the conference became the presence of Mongolian monk 
scholars, the professors of the National University of Mongolia and the Mongolian 
Academy of Sciences, as well as the Mongolian television. Special events accompa-
nying the conference included the visit of the Oriental Collection of the Library and 
Information Centre, Hungarian Academy of Sciences where Buddhist manuscripts 
and blockprints from Mongolia were exhibited as well as the visit of the Collection of 
the Ferenc Hopp Museum of Asiatic Arts in the repository of the Museum of Applied 
Arts where Mongolian Buddhist artifacts were introduced to eminent monk artists.

During the conference special emphasis was laid on current practices of revived 
and revitalized Buddhism not only in the current area of Mongolia, but also Inner 
Mongolia in China, Buryatia and Kalmykia in Russia. The papers and the articles of 

We are grateful to Eötvös Loránd University, the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, the Khyentse Foundation through the Budapest Centre for Buddhist 
Studies, the Dharma Gate Buddhist Church, S. Gansükh and B. Shür (The 
Eternal Art Gallery), and all co-operated institutes and Mongolian and Hungarian 
individuals who supported the event.

KRISZTINA TELEKI

Research Centre for Mongolian Studies,
Eötvös Loránd University

Fig. 1. Participants of the conference at the ELTE Campus.
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Fig. 2. Opening ceremony of the conference (from left to right: Ágnes Birtalan, G. Chuluunbaatar, 
Rudolf Sárdi, S. Tömör-Ochir and Ds. Batbayar).

Fig. 3. Participants during the conference in the Ceremonial Hall  
of the Faculty of Humanities of ELTE.
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Fig. 4. Participants during the conference in the Ceremonial Hall  
of the Faculty of Humanities of ELTE.

Fig. 5. His Holiness, abbot Möngkebatu, the sixth incarnation of Mergen gegen lineage  
presents the collection of ritual texts of the Mergen Monastery. 



ACCOUNT ON THE SECOND CONFERENCE ON MONGOLIAN BUDDHISM

17

Fig. 6. The Delegates of the Mongolian National University and the University of Arts giving book 
donation to the Department of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies.

Fig. 7. Participants from Inner Mongolia (China) and Mongolia visiting  
the Department of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE REVIVAL OF KHÖGSHIN 
KHÜREE, DRAWING ON THE DOCUMENTATION  

OF MONGOLIAN MONASTERIES PROJECT (2007)  
AND FIELD VISITS CARRIED OUT IN SUMMER 2016

Susan C. Byrne
Independent Researcher, 

Documentation of Mongolian Monasteries Project, London

In 2007 the Documentation of Mongolian Monasteries project (DOMM) recorded 
active temples throughout (Outer) Mongolia: temples built or re-activated after 1990. 
Around 300 were logged and are now on the project website: www.mongolian- 
temples.org. Of these, a little over half were described as a revival of a former 
monastery and these were evenly split between those revived on the site of the old 
monastery and those revived elsewhere.1

In 2016 I decided to work with a translator and gather data on the revival of 
Khögshin khüree (Khal. ),2 one of the great khürees of Central Mon-
golia, which is situated in Möngönmor’t district (sum) in Töw province (aimag). 

on this monastery in 2005 had indicated it had been revived in the nearby centre of 
Baganuur. 

In the original DOMM project we asked informants whether or not an active 
monastery was the revival of an old monastery or if it was a new foundation. The 

teams, little data was collected on the details of the revivals beyond logging the 
principal actors involved and whether or not the building was on the same site as 
the old temple or a different site. 

detailed data on the revival of Khögshin khüree to give greater insight into the 
process as well as the considerations taken into account by those involved at the 
time. This was also to establish what changes had taken place in the two and a half 
decades since 1990 when Buddhism was restored in Mongolia: how the revival 

the source of their knowledge about the old temple practices and what implications 
these had on the day-to-day practice in the temple. Information collected by the 
2007 DOMM survey team in Dundgow‘ and Öwörkhangai provinces will be used 

1 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org,  – Documentation of Mongolian 
Monasteries Project (DOMM) conducted in 2007 surveyed 297 Active Temples of these 53% were 
described as revivals of an old monastery and, of these, 47% being revived on site, 53% revived away 
from old site.

2 Khögshin khüree, Kherlen goliin Dsüün khüree, Dsüün khüree.
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to compare and contrast the situation found in Baganuur in 2016 as well as my own 
experience of visiting revived temples from 1993 to the present.3 The paper will 
also examine some of the issues impacting on the revival as raised by the temple 

it was re-introduced. 

Khögshin Khüree, Möngönmor’t District, Töw Province 

The full history of Khögshin khüree, the name most commonly used by locals, also 
known as Kherlengiin Dsüün khüree and Öwgön khüree,4 remains to be written 
although partial accounts exist in a number of sources.5 It is known that the original 
founder of this monastery, Chin Wan Gombodorj, gifted it in 1729 to the young 
Second Bogd Gegeen (1724–1757) who renamed it Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin and 
this became his principal residence: Ikh khüree.

One source is in the book,6 which draws its information on monasteries from 
secret reports written by monks and others across Mongolia in the late 1930s 

Khögshin khüree was written by a group of monks in June 1937: “tsorj Rentsenjaw, 
vice monk Nyamtseren, Tsogchin gesgüi Ochir, Namjil, Dagwa, Chuluundorj, typist 
Tsewenjav, Batsükh wrote the story.” These monks were forced to get together and 
write “the account in 15 days by searching through old accounts, interviewing old 
people and recounting old stories.” 

The foundation date for Khögshin khüree is variously given as 1665, 1701 and 
1711.7 The monastery, as was common practice in Mongolia from the 17th century, 
moved several times before settling above the River Kherlen at the foot of the Togos 
Khairkhan Mountain. It became one of the largest religious centres in Central Mon-
golia and is said to have had over 1,460 monks at its height in 1862 with six branches. 

3 I worked with Tibet Foundation, a London based charity from 1993 to 2005 on their Buddhism in 
Mongolia programme and was an initiator of the Documentation of Mongolian Monasteries Project 
(DOMM) conducted in 2007. I visited many old and active monasteries in Ulaanbaatar and in different 
regions of Mongolia whenever the opportunity arose.

4 

5 Erdenebileg, B. (ed.): 
Mongolija i mongoly. Rjezultaty 

pojezdki v Mongoliju, ispolnenniyje v 1892–93 gg
S. – Yusupova, T. I. (eds.): Klyagina-Kondratiyeva, M. I.: Mongolian Buddhist Culture: A Study of 
Monasteries and Temples in Khentii and Khangai. National Museum of Ethnology (Senri Ethno-

 
Khögshin khüree Additional Materials (http://www.mongolian-

temples.org/ampdfs/%D0%A2%D3%A8%D0%9C%D0%9C_057_AM.pdf).
6 Erdenebileg, B.: , pp. 97–101.
7 Cf. Pozdnjejev, A. M.: Mongolija i mongoly. 
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At the time of its destruction in 1937 there were around 440 monks remaining in the 
monastery with radically reduced jas herds.8 

Fig. 1. Khögshin khüree by M. I. Klyagina-Kondratiyeva in the 1920s. Courtesy S. Chuluun.

Fig. 2. Khögshin khüree. The main assembly hall and a platform calling monks for ceremonies by M. 
I. Klyagina-Kondratiyeva in the 1920s. Courtesy S. Chuluun.

8 Erdenebileg, B.: , pp. 97–101. “In 1930 all animals were transferred to collec-
tive farms. In 1932 the number of monks reduced to 480, the religious administration was discharged 
and had around 124 monks, and treasury had six sheep and four cows. At the beginning of 1937 it 
had three horses, 25 cattle, one goat, 21 sheep. They (were) left with two dugan, two houses and one 
fence.” English translation by Jawkhlan Byamba.
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Khögshin khüree had connections with the major monasteries in Khentii province 
such as Baldanbereewen khiid, Khüükhen khutagtiin khüree, Lamiin khüree, Jargalt-
khaan and Gundgawarlin (Setsen khanii khüree) as well as with Erdene dsuu.9 One 
account asserts that the monastery was known as far away as Kumbum in Amdo, 
Tibet.10

Today there is little to see on the surface other than small piles of stones jutting 
out of the steppe and, in some places, indentations in the grassland indicating a tem-
ple edge. The site lays 30 km northeast of Baganuur city, one of the nine municipal 
districts (düüreg) of Ulaanbaatar, which is an exclave 130 km from the capital at the 
border between the Töw and Khentii provinces. Baganuur was established in 1978 
when the Soviet Union built the largest open pit coal mine in Mongolia near the 
site of a previous military base. Today the city has a population numbering 22,000 
and is growing at such an extent that civic authorities are pressing for it to become 
independent of Ulaanbaatar. While the Kherlen Valley is increasingly important for 
local tourism and holiday homes/small camps, the site of Khögshin khüree is neither 

 9 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org. Records of these monasteries can be found on the website with 
the following DOMM identifying codes: Baldanbereewen khiid Khüükhen 
khutagtiin khüree Gundgawarlin (Setsen khanii khüree
Erdene dsuu

10 

Fig. 3. Khögshin khüree site in 2016 by S. Byrne. 
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trip, whose parents had a small resort in the area, had never visited the site and only 
vaguely knew where it was.) The only marker on the site is a lopsided board placed 
there by men who had been monks in the monastery prior to 1937. It is a homage to 
Öndör Gegeen Dsanabadsar whose second reincarnation is considered the founder of 
the monastery: “First Bogd educator, Öndör Gegeen, we worship you. Your disciples 
Ombo, Sandar, Jamsran.” 

Fig. 4. Khögshin khüree site in 2016 by S. Byrne.

I learnt more about the layout of the monastery and the true size of the site from 
a Bristol University research team doing archaeological research there. A Google 
Earth image clearly shows the extent of the built area in the traditional upside down 
U-shaped outline of Mongolian style monastic complexes with the temples in the 
centre and lines of monks’ residences fanning out from the core on the east, north 
and west sides with the south (always the main gateway way to a monastery) left 
open. The temple outlines on Google Earth were compared with a sketch plan of the 
monastery made in 1929 by M. I. Klyagina-Kondratiyeva, a Russian researcher: it 
was an almost exact match.11 

11 Chuluun, S. – Yusupova T. I.: Klyagina-Kondratiyeva  p. 182.
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Fig. 5. Khögshin khüree. Google maps.

When I visited Baganuur, I quickly discovered that there were, in fact, four Buddhist 
temples in the city all following the Gelugpa tradition: one is rarely used today; one 
is undergoing renovation and two are very active. Three of these temples claim to be 
revivals of Khögshin khüree with the link between all of them being Ven. Luwsan-
damba (now deceased), who was a monk in the monastery before 1937. I visited all 
four temples and interviewed the three living Temple Heads (tergüün) through an 
interpreter. (Chimedtsogoo Chimeddawaa who worked as a translator in a Buddhist 
Centre in Mongolia for many years translated these interviews into English.)12

12 The Glossary on www.mongoliantemples.org compiled by Krisztina Teleki and Zsuzsa Majer has been 
used as a guide for the spelling of Mongolian words.
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Fig. 6. Khögshin khüree. Site plan of the monastery by M. I. Klyagina-Kondratiyeva  
in the 1920s. Courtesy S. Chuluun.

The First Revival of Khögshin Khüree  
in Second Khoroo of Baganuur, 1990

Khögshin khüree sits on the brow of a hill on a road leading off the 
main Ulaanbaatar road about 8 km west of Baganuur city centre. The small temple 
was deserted the day I visited and the ochre painted surrounding wall had collapsed in 

locked but peeping through the keyhole I could see a simple altar and monks’ seats, 
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indicating it was still used although the broken fences around it spoke of infrequent 
activity and low funds. None of the monks who had initiated this temple were still 
alive to interview so I learnt about how this temple came to be built and how long it 
had been active from the temple heads of the three active temples in the city. 

Fig. 8. First revival of Khögshin khüree Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016. 

Fig. 7. First revival of Khögshin khüree Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016. 



REFLECTIONS ON THE REVIVAL OF KHÖGSHIN KHÜREE

29

By the late 1980s many of the old men who had been monks in Khögshin khüree at 
the time of its destruction, had migrated to the growing city of Baganuur. When the 
democratic freedoms came in 1990 a number of these elderly monks came together 
under the leadership of Ven. Yondon, a gawj and Ven. Luwsandamba, Assistant 
chanting master (baga umzad) in the main hall (Tsogchin) of the old monastery. This 
followed a pattern repeated around Mongolia in the early 1990s whereby monks from 
a pre-1937 monastery came together and began chanting often in a ger (felt tent)13, or 
where available, in a building within a monastic complex that has remained intact.14 
They would then set about raising funds and collecting scarce materials to build 
a small temple,15 or, in relatively few cases, restore (some of) the ruined buildings 
that remained. For them this was what they meant as reviving their old monastery 

13 Shankhiin baruun khüree khiid in Öwörkhangai 
province was operating in a ger in 1993 when I visited it but soon after the monks restored one of the 
three remaining temple buildings.

14 Tögs bayasgalant buyan delgerüülekh khiid is 
Dsayaiin deed khüree and was set up in a side temple of the old 

monastery.
15 Byrne, Susan: Seeds of Hope – A Journey in Mongolia. Tibet Foundation Newsletter. London, July 

1998. “He explained how they had reconstructed the monastery in the Year of the White Horse 
(1990) when the 50 or so surviving lamas had led the chanting. He told me that since that day they 
had chanted every single day in the monastery. For him this was the true revival of the great Western 
Choir Monastery.”

Fig. 9. First revival of Khögshin khüree Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016. 
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whether or not it was on the physical site and regardless of the fact that number of 
monks involved and their activities compared to the past were drastically reduced. 

With the help of the railway, the mine, the prison and local people, the elderly 
Khögshin khüree practitioners revived their monastery in a small temple they called 
Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin after the putative monastery named in 1729 by the Se-
cond Jebtsündamba khutagt to whom the original founder, Chin Wan Gombodorj, 
had offered the temple.16 As mentioned, this temple is actually about 8 km west of 
the city centre in its Second Khoroo (municipal sub-district).17 Several young boys 
became monks in the temple among them a monk I will call Ven. NB. The old monks 
reinstated the basic cycle of Gelugpa rituals and ceremonies of Khögshin khüree in 
particular the ‘rhythm’ (aya dan) of the chanting and ways of doing s: “There 
was special chanting attached to this monastery: there was a  especially for 
this monastery (no detail given).”18 The old men also gave advice and instructions 
to the young monks about how Khögshin khüree had been run and the details of 
their practice.

It should be noted that Ven. Luwsandamba, the co-leader of the revival was 79 
years old in 1990 and it is likely that his fellow revivers were of a similar age. Thus 
he was 27 at the time of the forced closure of his monastery and had risen to be the 
rank of Assistant umdsad of the monastery. In the half-century since he left the mo-
nastery, he and his fellow monks were unable publicly to practice as Buddhist monks. 
It could be that he and his fellow monks met in secret during the communist era as 
many accounts of these meetings emerged after 1990. I interviewed Dambadarjaa, 
an old monk in his early 70s in the newly revived Gungaachoilin datsan in Gandan 
Monastery in 1993. He was under 20 when he ceased to be a monk and had never 
told his wife and children about his background. But he told me “all this time, I kept 
my prayer books and my ritual objects, like my bell and vajra, hidden in a cupboard 
in my home. Whenever possible I read the  and remembered the teachings but 
I had to make sure that no-one in the family told any of our neighbours that I had 
these things.” He also told me how a classmate had contacted him in 1961 after he 
came out of prison (because he had refused to renounce his vows) to ask him if he 
was “still a Buddhist and if I would meet – in secret of course – old friends and class-
mates from our monastery.” Thereafter he and his classmates would leave the city 
for a place in the countryside every year in the summer to meet together and perform 
their temple rituals and recite the prayers. He spoke of the care they had to take not 
to alert local party agents to their meeting, as had they heard about such events the 
monks would have been jailed. And he added that he had not even told his wife where 
he was going, telling her he was “going to drink airag (fermented mare’s milk).” He 
explained “every Mongolian understand why you want to go to the countryside to 
drink airag.” I quote this interview to explain that it cannot be assumed the monks 
who gathered from Khögshin khüree in the early months of 1990 had not been in 

16 Erdenebileg, B.: , pp. 97–101.
17 The temple is in Bayan Awtar sub-district (bag) in the Second Khoroo about 500 m off the main road 

to Ulaanbaatar.
18 Interview with Informant 3.
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contact with each other during the communist years or had completely ceased their 

like Dambadarjaa and his classmates, had met secretly during these oppressed years. 
This would reveal how much of their Buddhist tradition they had kept alive through 
practice and how much was retrieved from their memories.

By 1998 Ven. Luwsandamba and Ven. Yondon were too elderly to organise or 
take part in the ceremonial life of the temple. Ven. N., a graduate of Dsanabadsar 
University of Buddhist Studies, was appointed as tergüün (head or leader of a temple 
or small monastery). During his time Informant 3 joined as a novice and Inform-
ant 2 joined the monk community following eight years of training at a temple in 
Ulaanbaatar. Within a few years most of the young monks had gone away to study 
leaving none to do the daily chanting, while the elderly monks had either passed away 

or were not able to travel the 8 km from the city centre to the temple. By 2002 the 
temple ceased activities though I was told the local people attempted to re-activate 
it in 2009 but this had clearly not been entirely successful.

The Second Revival of Khögshin Khüree  
in Baganuur Centre, 2003

I was led in to meet the leader of the second revival of Khögshin khüree (Informant 

daughter. Like many monks in Mongolia both before and after the purges, he was 
married with a family. He was sitting dressed a white silk lama top, pants and high 

walls. He told me he became a novice monk in 1992 in the revival of the great 
monastery of Gundgawarlin or Setsen khanii khüree in Öndörkhan, Khentii.19 He 
eventually became the umdzad in the monastery learning the traditional ‘rhythms’ of 
the chanting from the old monks. Ten years later he had become a renowned tantric 
practitioner and had followers in Baganuur where he would give Dharma teachings 
and perform rituals for individuals.20 On one occasion in 2002, when he came to 

Khögshin khüree
ceased activity. It seems that it is within the remit of the Baganuur city authorities 
(as it would be in the case of aimag or sum centre authorities) to register a temple but 
I understand from conversations with a senior monk in Gandan Monastery, there is 
no set of criteria a temple has to adhere to in order to obtain the registration. Rather 
it appears to be a legal rather than a religious process. 

19 

059.
20 By pure co-incidence my interpreter on my visit to Baganuur was a devotee of Informant 1 from the 

time he had helped her during a period of great personal stress.
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He and two monk friends from Gundgawarlin took on the challenge and, as Inform-
ant 1 explained, they began collecting the “traditional prayers, s and their tunes 
and  discipline” of Khögshin khüree
of Khögshin khüree, they consulted Ven. Luwsandamba, by now over 90, about his 
“very good knowledge about the khüree.” They wanted to follow the traditional 
ways as practiced before 1937 although Informant 1 followed the chanting rhythms 
of Gundgawarlin (that he told me he passes on to his young monks to this day).

Informant 1 explained to me how he established the revival of Khögshin khüree 
in the city centre: “Then I talked with Mr L., the governor, and (I had) founded … 
and tried to restore the khüree together with two friends and determined our goal to 
revive and preserve the Dharma was practiced here. We also acknowledged that the 
development and revival of the Dharma and monasteries was quite poor and try to 
look for traditional prayers, s and their tunes,  discipline. We made efforts 
and collected whatever we can collect. Have you observed that there are not many 
mountains here that are worshipped? Generally, we are trying to make the mountain 
worshipping rituals under regulation too. We took initiatives, we want to follow the 
traditional ways and recite s during the time before 1937.” 

This is how, in 2003, these three monks opened a temple in central Baganuur 
calling it Khögshin khüree and Ontsar Esheelin (Odserlin). Two years later, the Ba-
ganuur City khural passed a resolution to hand over the revival of Khögshin khüree 
from Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin to Ontsar Esheelin because the former was no longer 
active. They wanted an active temple in the centre of Baganuur where local people 

Fig. 10. Second revival of Khögshin khüree, Ontsar Esheelin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016.
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would have easy access to daily chanting and the traditional cycle of ceremonies and 
s as well as monks to minister to them.

Yengar Shad-
düwdarjaalin, attended this second temple in the years that followed as Informant 1 
refers to them as his disciples and, in this way, claims the other two active temples 
in Baganuur are revivals of Khögshin khüree. He explained to me: “After some 
time, I had quite many disciples and my disciples have built their own monasteries: 
Dashchoimbolin and Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin monasteries. The s and  
regulations at the three monasteries are exactly the same. Nothing changed, in other 
words they all follow traditional way of  regulations.” 

In the summer of 2016 this temple was not active as it was undergoing renovation 
and Informant 1 was building a new Tsogchin hall to be able to accommodate more 
people than his temple would hold. He continues to minister to his many followers 
from his private room. His current monk community is ten young monks. 

A New Foundation in Baganuur, 2007

Informant 2, who is now Temple Head of a thriving temple in the town, went to live 
in Baganuur with his young family in 2000. As Ulaanbaatar boy, he became a monk 
in 1994 in the Geser Temple of Gandan (later this became Badmayogo) and then went 
to study Astrology in Ivolginsky Datsan, Buryatia, where his teacher was Yeshe Lodo 

Fig. 11. Second revival of Khögshin khüree, Ontsar Esheelin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016.
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Rinpoche. He met and married a girl living in Binder district in Khentii province 
where he went to live. Here he joined the monk community in Dashchoimbellin, the 
revival of Lamiin khüree. His teacher there was Lkhamsüren.21

temple in the city centre and was determined to open his own. He attended Yengar 
Shaddüwdarjaalin in its last two years of operation though it was far from the city 
centre and, after it was opened, he attended Ontsar Esheelin. However, he remained 

a temple from the old monks in Lamiin khüree and from his brief time with Ven. 
Luwsandamba at Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin.

In 2007 he founded his temple, Dashchoimbellin, in the southeast of Baganuur 
city. He says the practices and rhythm of the chanting are similar to Khögshin khüree 
but he does not claim his temple is a revival: “I don’t know what the traditions are” 

s, prayers 
and ceremonies. “Because I don’t know what are the traditions and if we do some 
research then we can know. This is the book ( ) and there is 
good information about the khüree. If we want to revive the Khögshin khüree tradi-
tions in that case we need to know and study the Khögshin khüree well what were 
the s, prayers and ceremonies it used to make.” 

He clearly feels others are more entitled to revive Khögshin khüree: monks like 
Ven. NB who was at Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin
style and the rhythms directly from the old monks. “The last (remaining) monks 
of Luwsandamba and Yondon, … they are their disciples who learnt from their 
teachers the traditional style of the prayers and s. For instance as I told (you) 
before Ven. NB … learnt the style and rhythms from the Khögshin khüree and in 
terms of the prayers and s (they) are all the same. But the style and rhythms are 
done in Mongolian style.” 

He also pointed out that his background was different because he had studied in 
the tantric college, Badmayogo, as well as studying astrology in Ivolginsky Dat-
san, Buryatia and performs these practices. He remains in touch with his teachers 
in Badmayogo (Bayanbaatar, Baatarkhüü and Tserendorj who is a teacher of old 
Mongolian writing) and Lamiin khüree (Lkhamsüren and Gombo) and he also has 
a teacher called Samdan who is from the Ugtam Tegchilin khiid in Bayandun district 
in Dornod province.22

Informant 2’s temple seemed to be busy on the Sunday afternoon I visited with 
a constant stream of local people coming in to see the temple head who was sitting 
in his room wearing a lama’s yellow shirt. He sat at a large desk and behind him was 
a display of framed images of Buddhist deities including Janraiseg (Tib. spyan ras 
gzigs), small statues with one of Baldanlkham (Tib. dpal ldan lha mo), water offering 
bowls, some small balin (Tib. gtor ma) and photograph of one of his teachers. On the 

21 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org. Badmayogo DOMM UB19, Dashchompillin
085, Lamiin khüree

22 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org. Ugtam Tegchilin khiid
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Fig. 12. Private temple, Dashchoimbellin khiid. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016. 

Fig. 13. Private temple, Dashchoimbellin khiid. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016. 



SUSAN C. BYRNE

36

sidewall opposite the visitors’ chairs next to the lama’s desk, there was a bookcase 
with many books and more photographs of his teachers. His wife sat in on the inter-
view interjecting when she felt her husband’s answers were not exact enough: she 

of Khögshin khüree not the one in the city centre.
There are three buildings in the fenced enclosure: the Tergüün’s room; a brick 

built square temple with a well-furnished interior including a very elaborate balin; 
an administration building where followers order prayers from an extensive list 
each with a price and a small shop with a sparse collection of religious accessories 
for sale. A new ger-shaped brick temple was being built. I was told there were eight 
monks in the temple all living locally with three of them having completed higher 
Buddhist studies in Mongolia. 

The Third Revival of Khögshin Khüree on Sergelen Hill, 
Baganuur, 2013

The leader of the third revival (Informant 3) is the young monk now a young man 
Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin, as 

a boy. This newish temple is set in a spacious walled complex with a small square 
light-offering temple on the left of the entrance with a line of prayer wheels next to 
it. Opposite the entrance is a brick ger-shaped temple building and the right of this 
is a rectangular brick building housing the temple head’s room, the monks’ room 
and a room where followers order prayers. 

Fig. 14. Third revival of Khögshin khüree, Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016.
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very neat Tibetan style-monk robe (as opposed to a Mongolian-style lama deel) and 
also sat at a large desk, with thangkas of Guru Rinpoche / Padmasambhava (on his 

) (on his right) along with a smaller framed image of 
Begtse, the protector otherwise known as Jamsran, prayer books and ritual objects 
as well as several photographs of his gurus (teachers) who he introduced into our 
conversation. On this and the second time I went to see him he told me his story and 
how he came to set up this temple. 

Khögshin khüree ceased operations in 2001, he became 
a member of the monastic community in Gundgawarlin in Khentii province, the 
revival of the great Setsen khanii khüree. Some years after he went there he met 
a learned dsod practitioner, Ven. Bor, who was the last surviving monk in the pre-
1937 Khüükhen khutagtiin khüree23 who had founded a small temple for dsod .24 
A year later he and his fellow monks invited Ven. Luwsanbandsar, a Nyingma lama 
who founded Namdoldechenlin Monastery25 in Ulaanbaatar to Ven. Bor’s temple 
where Informant 3 joined with ten young monks from the same temple to receive 

23 Khüükhen khutagtiin khüree. 
24 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org. Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: Glossary. Zod (Tib. gcod), a tantric ritual of 

cutting the ego-clinging called zod in Mongolian.
25 Cf. www.mongoliantemples.org. Additional Materials. For a full account of DOMM UB 18 Nam-

doldechenlin and of Ven. Luwsanbandsar see Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: Survey of Active Temples in 
Ulaanbaatar in 2005–2006 with annotations in 2007 and 2011, Ulaanbaatar. 

Fig. 15. Third revival of Khögshin khüree, Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin. S. Byrne, Baganuur, 2016.
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oral transmissions and dsod initiation.26 He regards these two teachers and Ven. 
Luwsandamba as his gurus, greatly admiring them for their valuable contribution to 
the revival of Buddhism after 1990. At some stage he completed a Buddhist Studies 
degree at the Dsanabadsar Buddhist University in Gandan Monastery in Ulaanbaatar 
after which he returned to Baganuur. It seems he attended the second revival, Ont-
sar Esheelin, where he re-met Ven. NB who had been a monk with him in Yengar 
Shaddüwdarjaalin. 

The two founders of this temple – Informant 3 and Ven. NB – make a very strong 
claim to be the true revival of Kherlengiin dsüün khüree (Khögshin khüree). Both 

1990 and was described as “the last disciple of Ven. Luwsandamba” and the other 
was a novice. They base their legitimacy to claim to be reviving Khögshin khüree 
on the fact that they took over the mantle directly from the old monks: they had re-
ceived a direct transmission of the traditions, rhythms (aya dan) and  practices 
of the old monastery. Informant 1 told me how Ven. Luwsandamba passed on clear 
advice and instructions on running the revived temple. “Even though it is impossible 
to revive the Khögshin khüree as a whole, we wanted to preserve (it) and pass down 
its traditions into next generation and prevent that the khüree being forgotten in the 
future … (It is) important to preserve and pass down to the youth whatever I heard 
and learnt from the elderly practitioners from the Khögshin khüree.” 

The idea of reviving a monastery ‘as a whole’ is something monks I met in the 
early 1990s had talked to me about although as the 1990s moved into the 2000s it 
was clear few had succeeded. This is mainly due to lack of funds and / or a local 
population big enough to be able to support a revived temple economically as well 
as having a body of educated monks. (In the early years of the Buddhist revival 
many monasteries in the countryside sent young monks to Gandan Monastery, who 
in turn, the Head Abbot Ven. D. Choidsamts told me in the early 1990s, had a policy  
of educating monks from all over the country. However, I learnt that as the years 
passed that many of these student monks did not return to their home place on  
completing their Buddhist education preferring to stay in the capital either to  
continue being monks or taking up lay life.) 

Today I know of only a handful of monasteries in the country having, what could 
be described as, a full  (body of monks) and fully revived cycle of ceremonies 
and rituals not to mention all the monastic buildings that once functioned. The best 
example is the aforementioned Gandan Monastery, in the capital, Ulaanbaatar, desig-
nated as the Head Monastery in the country after 1990. This monastery having been 
closed at the time of the purges, was re-opened in 1944 and operated, under heavy 
control, throughout the Communist years. Even so the monastery, which has re-built 
three philosophical temples (Gungaachoilin, Idgaachoinzinlin and Dashchoimbel) 

Migjid Janraiseg), incorporated 

26 The integration of Nyingma or Red tradition practices such as dsod into Gelugpa monasteries was 
common throughout Mongolia and could be said to be a differentiating factor when Mongolian 
Buddhist practice is being compared with Buddhist practice in the Tibetan sphere.
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Dechingalaw or Düinkhor), which was not in Gandan in the 
past. (It was in the monastic quarter of Dsüün khüree.) In contrast another temple 
that was in Gandan, Lamrim Temple, has been re-established outside the grounds 
and jurisdiction of Gandan. 

The monks in the third revival of Khögshin khüree contrast their position with 
that of the Temple Head of the city centre revival (Informant 1). These third reviv-

revival. In their eyes, he had “no connection” to the old monastery. They do not feel 
the second reviver had a genuine basis for a revival: he had not had the mantle of 
the monastery passed on to him by the old monks rather being asked by the leader 
of the civil authority to re-start the revival. They reject the idea that Informant 1’s 
“conversations” with Ven. Luwsandamba when he was very elderly represent an 
authentic transmission of the old monastery’s practices and rituals. This rejection of 
the second revival’s legitimacy seems to be at the core of the movement to establish 
the third revival of the old monastery. 

So it was on 25 May 2013 on Sergelen hill then a quiet area on the edge of Ba-
ganuur, Informant 3 with Ven. NB and four others, supported by some monks who 
trained in Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin and now practice in Ulaanbaatar, established the 
Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin as a revival of Khögshin khüree: “In 2013 (the) monastery 
was established by the last disciples of the Khögshin khüree including myself and 
Ven. NB. We discussed to revive the old monastery due to the advices and instruc-
tions given by the old practitioners (former monks of the khüree). We also found it is 
essential re-organize the traditional prayers specially Protectors’ Prayers. Any places 
and lands are protected by certain Protectors and also to re-introduce the prayers and 

s, which were held at the Khögshin khüree Gombo (Tib. 
mgon po) in Mongolia is the main Protector of the monastery.” 

They considered reviving the monastery on the site of the old monastery but felt 
it was too remote from the people given its location so far from the city. The mo-
nastery revivals in the sum centres rather than on the old site are always explained 

the Mongolian monks involved: revived temples would only thrive where there is 

age-old symbiotic relationship between monastery, the land and believers – to serve 
them and to be supported by them. In the past most monasteries particularly the great 
ones like Khögshin khüree had animal herds to sustain the monastic community with 
funds or goods in kind also being raised from rich donors and the local people when 
needed. In those days the great monasteries were the only built settlements and acted 
as a focus for the nomadic people as well as for Chinese traders who brought much 
valued goods from China and built the stone temples. 

In the post 1990 era a different economic base had to be sought by the revivers of 
the monasteries and this is found in the settled communities in the district and pro-
vince centres: hence the economic imperative to revive a monastery in a sum centre 
rather than in the sparsely populated countryside. Monasteries moving location is 
perfectly in line with Mongolian history and many such examples were found in the 
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DOMM survey. For example the religious capital of Mongolia, the great Ikh khüree, 
established by Dsanabadsar in 1639, moved 28 times before it settled on the banks 
of the Tuul River in the mid 19th century – it is today’s capital, Ulaanbaatar. Given 

to locate the new temple in a sum centre rather than on the site of the old temple. 
Indeed, the monks I met in the 1990s as I travelled around Mongolia, talked about 

the revival much more in terms of re-starting the practices, worshipping the deities 
associated with the monastery and performing some if not all of the traditional cycle 
of religious ceremonies of an old monastery. As one monk replied when I asked him 
when his monastery had been revived, “it was in August 1991 when we started the 
khural (chanting).” In these early years there was little interest in re-building the 
ruins, which did not seem to concern them. I visited a revived ger temple in a sum 
centre in Dundgow’ in 1998 and had to push hard to be taken to the site of the old 
monastery being told repeatedly “there is nothing to see.” This ger temple like many 

thangkas (sacred hang-
ing scrolls) and ritual objects brought out of hiding after 1990.27

Informant 3 and his fellow monks had tried to register their temple as the revival 
of Khögshin khüree with the Ministry of Law and Interior (Khuul‘ dsüi, dotood 
khergiin yaam) but found that the name had already been registered and the stamp 

28 Informant 3 told me the documents have now 
disappeared with none of the descendants of the former Yengar Shaddüwdarjaalin 
monks knowing where they are though although he believes “lay people are keeping 
them,” The implication of this is that Ontsar Esheelin, despite being sanctioned by 
the Baganuur khural as the revival of Khögshin khüree
name and stamp either. 

The other form of registration they and my other two informants spoke about was 
being on the register with Gandan, the Head Monastery in the capital, Ulaanbaatar. 

27 Tibet Foundation, London. Buddhism in Mongolia Programme Archive. Interview with Sonorm 
Lakma, Khowd. 1994. “It was in 1990 when the meetings started again. They were all brought out 
of hiding. There was something interesting in every family. All the 108 volumes of the Ganjur were 
preserved. Jarghal here kept them and now they are in a museum. We have here a 21 Volume sutra 
known as the Yum sutra. It is one of the most important books, and an ordinary person preserved this 
one as well, at home and then brought it out. The most important Buddha here was taken home and 
placed in a trunk. People have taken excellent care of things – these bells and things … even these 
scarves and the deels have now been brought out.

28 Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: Survey of Active Buddhist Temples … “After the democratic change, the 
authorities decided that all religious institutions and organizations (Buddhist, Christian, Jewish, Islam 
etc.) were to be registered with the Ministry of the Interior and Legal Issues/ Ministry of Law and  
Interior (
main monastery although it is not dated with the third being to Dsüün Khüree Dashchoilin Monastery in 
1994 (the second permit is for another religious community). The researchers were able to study a copy 
of the registry covering all the registered temples up to January 2006. However, it is clear from the 
registry that not all active Buddhist temples in Ulaanbaatar have registered (not to mention many active 
countryside temples very few of which have been registered) including, somewhat strangely, some 
of the biggest and most well known temples that have failed to register. Even among the registered 
temples, the registration date is some years later than the temples’ actual foundation date” (http://www.
mongoliantemples.org/index.php/en/2014-07-01-06-34-46/2014-07-01-06-44-08/active-temples).
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Informants 1 and 2 explained how their temples were “registered” with Gandan 
and how they attended the twice yearly meetings of Abbots and Temples’ Heads:  
Informant 2 – “when Gandan announces when some meetings and conferences on 
particular topics and issues for instance: monks’ issues and astrology then the temple 
joins;” Informant 1 – “generally for Dharma activities. I would say … collabora-
tion with Gandan. Like Parliament, we have Council of Abbots, this is like decision 
making body consists of abbots of all local monasteries.” 

Informant 3 had made frequent attempts to contact the Gandan monk in charge 
of liaison with local monasteries to request “registration“ but his approaches had 
been ignored. He was anxious to have his temple recognised as the genuine revival 
of Khögshin khüree and his frustration was palpable. I had texted the said monk, 

number of the temple head of the revival of Khögshin khüree. He sent a text back 
with Informant 1’s phone number. I was not able to follow up with him as he had 
recently gone overseas for several months.

Despite this Informant 3 and Ven. NB were determined to create, what they called 

Gombo Makhgal) of the area and of Khögshin 
khüree. They want the temple to be a place for lay people to practice Dharma and for 
the younger generation to have access to a “proper place“ of Buddhist knowledge. 
Unlike most active temples in Mongolia today, this temple claims not to have 
a prayer tariff – but asks devotees to offer whatever they can. During both my visits 
devotees were constantly arriving with one of the monks doing s for individuals 
or small family groups. When I asked Informant 3 why local people seek out the 
monks I was told most come to have prayers done to improve their lot in life. Other 
reasons given were to help them with problems in everyday life such as death, 

hair cutting date for a baby, making a stamp on a horse or blessing a horse before 
a Naadam race. My other two informants also gave these reasons. Informant 1 made 
an interesting connection between the overall economic condition of the community 
and the reasons given for requesting prayers: “60–70% out of the total devotees come 
to request prayers and help for making their work and businesses successful and 
request blessings for their activities and work. The Buddhist temples, monasteries are 
like social barometers – when livelihood is better, people tend to come for weddings 
or when they experience some problems like death and sickness.”

At the time of my visit there were ten monks in Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin coming 
from Khentii, Dornod and Ulaanbaatar: one had studied in Nepal, another completed 
a university degree in Buddhist studies, another monk graduated from the Mongolian 
Institute of Buddhist Art and two more were from other religious institutions. They, 
as did Informant 1 when his monastery was fully active, practice the traditional 
Gelugpa cycle of daily, monthly and annual rituals and ceremonies: daily khural or 
Tsogchin; the ceremonies of the 8th, 15th, 19th, 25th, 29th and 30th auspicious (düichen) 
days of the lunar month; the great annual ceremonies including Ikh yerööl at Tsaagan 
sar (Lunar New Year), a ceremony on the 14th day of Tsaagan sar to commemorate 
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the death of Tsongkhapa, a ceremony of Buddha’s long life held on the 15th or full 
 ceremony on the 22nd 

of the last autumn month and the Dsuliin ceremony to commemorate the death of 
Tsongkhapa on the 25th of the middle winter month.

This temple also sets out to serve the community in more modern ways. They have 
a very active Facebook page with over 4,000 followers, which they use to announce 
or report on ceremonies and other activities. 

Table 1: Examples of Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Facebook postings.29

Date Posting Content

7 June 2017 – Prayers will be read for Buddha’s birthday on 8 June 2017 at 9am
th day for Buddha’s birthday, on 9 

June 2017, the sacred Günii owoo will be venerated at 7am for the 
forthcoming anniversary of Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin. At 9am there 
will be the opening ceremony of the new dugan (temple) and worship of 
Gombo, protective deity, and also including Buddha’s praises. We will 
pray for local people’s life, work and their path. We will worship the 
Water and the Mountain spirits. We invite all worshippers. 
Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Monastery – spreading religion in Baganuur 
District.

19 August 2017 For prayers: The 29th

2017, we will worship Gombo, Choijoo, Lkham deities. We will read 
prayers of the lunar month’s 29th. Please join us. Prayers will start at 
9.30am. From 9.30am we will do service for worshippers. 
Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Monastery – spreading religion in Baganuur 
District.

4 September 2017 For prayers: the 15th

2017, Incarnated by Ninth Bogd Jebtsündamba and Fourteenth Dalai 
Lama, Jonan Khanchen Gegeen will arrive at Baganuur district and 
will read prayers for worshippers. Initiations (lün
Jambaltsanjid, summoning prosperity; Buddha’s teachings are included. 
Site: Baganuur district’s Uurkhaichiin Sports Committee, at 17pm. 
Please bring some food. Gegeenten’s ürel pill, tie, juniper, portraits 
will be distributed. Free. 
Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Monastery – spreading religion in Baganuur 
District.

13 September 2017 On 11 September 2017 Baganuur districts citizens’ representative 
committee, Governor’s office, Baganuur District’s Repression 
Committee and Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Monastery received children 
and grandchildren of victims and read prayers, put lights on and marked 
the future site of the monument to the Great Repression. 
Gundu Yondon Rawjaalin Monastery – spreading religion in Baganuur 
District.

They run a programme of humanitarian activities to serve, what they call, deser ving 
groups (for example the elderly and single parent families) and these have been 
linked to traditional Buddhist annual ceremonies. On each of these occasions a cul-
tural show is combined with a Buddhist ceremony and aid is distributed: Western 

29 English translation by Jawkhlan Byamba.
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New Year, Tsagaan sar, Khansh neekh, celebration of the anniversary of the monas-
tery (which draws several hundred attendees), and Tsongkhapa Day. 

Informant 3 stresses that the monastery was not set up as a business but a place 
to practice Dharma and to serve the community perhaps casting an aspersion on 
the other Temple Heads in the city. (Many temples in Mongolia, which are new 
foundations rather than revivals of an old monastery are, in effect, private busi-
nesses legally owned by the people who set up the temple with all monies raised by 
temple activities belonging to them.30) He is openly ambitious about wanting Gundu 
Yondon Rawjaalin to become the leading monastery in Baganuur and the wider dist-
rict, and to build Dharma primary and secondary schools in the city. As he admits 
“even though it is impossible to revive the Khögshin khüree as whole, we wanted 
to preserve the Khögshin khüree and pass down its traditions into next generation 
and prevent the khüree being forgotten in the future. There is traditional monastic 
disciple (dulwaa, Tib. , Skr. Vinaya), which is almost disappeared, so therefore 
it became quite important to preserve and pass down to the youth whatever I heard 
and learnt from the elderly practitioners from the Khögshin khüree.” 

Passing on a Mongolian Form of Buddhist Practice

This desire to pass down the traditions is felt very strongly by Informant 3: “It is our 
obligation to pass down what we learnt from the previous generation.” Both he and 
Informant 1 felt keenly, what they saw as, the weakening or impending loss of, what 
they call, the traditional way of Mongolian Buddhist practice and culture feeling it is 

various ways, for example: in terms of the chanting rhythms used for daily prayers 
and other s to local ceremonies in sacred places to the perceived de-emphasis 
on these traditional rituals and practices and with greater emphasis being given to  
Buddhist philosophy. Note that both these informants had undergone their many 
years of training in Mongolian institutions and monasteries and neither of them 
had had a Tibetan teacher. They pointed out that the education given to Mongolian 
monks in South India did not include any ministrations to a local population nor 
did it involve cultural rituals and practices drawn from the Mongol shamanic past. 

They explained how Mongolian monks returning from studying in the Tibetan 
monasteries in India and the Tibetan monks serving in Mongolia used Tibetan pro-
nunciation in their Dharma teaching and in the recitation of texts that locals do 

30 In 2013 I was told by the monk in Gandan, the Head Monastery in Mongolia, who is in charge of 
liaison with all the monasteries throughout the country, that he was working with the Ministry of Law 
and Interior to try and prevent private ownership of monasteries and to return to the situation whereby 
the monastery is owned by the monk body not by individuals. The discussions also include developing 
a system of registration that is relevant only to religious institutions, which is not the case at present, 

currently being no such requirements with anyone who cares being able to set up a Buddhist temple 

discussions are on going.
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not understand. This is how Informant 3 explained it: “There are few monks who 
continue or keep traditional way of Buddhism and most of the young now study 
Buddhism in Tibet and India. Once they study in the mentioned countries they learn 
also Tibetan or Indian traditions or ways. Even though the Dharma itself is the same 
thing, it also carries lots of cultural and traditional aspects of the country where it 
spread. The old / previous way of Buddhism in Mongolia was closer or more adapted 
into livelihoods and tradition of the Mongols. For instance: love each other, be kind 
to each other and respect each other. Nowadays Buddhism became too religious and 
too philosophical. As I observe at the current development of Buddhism.” One of 
my friends in Mongolia who is an accomplished Buddhist dsod practitioner trained 
by the Ninth Jebtsündamba khutagt, explained to me how she consciously talks to 
Tibetans / Mongolian monks trained in Tibetan monasteries in India in a different 
way to how she talks to Mongolian Buddhists in Mongolia.

Note how implicitly Informant 3 refers to the indigenisation of Buddhism in Mon-
golia – how Buddhism when it came to the country adapted to the way of life and 
tradition of the Mongols. He and Informant 1 use examples of how this has happened 
in other countries when Buddhism spread there: Informant 1 “That’s what I meant by 
saying that the minds that receive / perceive the Buddha’s teachings differ from each 
other. This also shows that how societies / cultures also adopt Buddha’s tea chings 
into the practices.” Note also how in the quotation above Informant 3 recognises 
“the Dharma is the same thing” wherever it is practised – neither he nor Informant 
1 dispute that the central teachings of the Buddha are different between, say, Tibet 
and Mongolia, but they do believe there are real differences in the detailed way in 
which Buddhism is practised in these two countries. They certainly would not agree 
with Sir Charles Bell who had spent many years serving as the British political 

friends with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama. He explained why he had wanted to visit 
Inner Mongolia in 1935 “Tibet and Mongolia have a close connection … especially 
in their religion, which is identical and a very strong tie between them.”31 The asser-

heard from Tibetan monks and lay friends (with ties in Mongolia) but rarely hear 
from Mongolians. 

Certainly these two informants feel that the traditional Mongolian Buddhist 
practice is under threat from what they see as the modern-day Tibetanization of 
Buddhism and this makes them defensive. They both felt quite strongly that Mon-
golia has its own form of Buddhism albeit stemming from Tibetan Buddhism and 
with a common core. They cite the distinctive rhythms of the Mongolian chanting: 
as Informant 3 said: “For instance: reciting pronunciation / rhythm of the s of 
Mongolian monks. For Mongols it will be closer when Mongolian monk recites s 
and prayers. The Mongolian monks pronounce as Sanjaa but it will be pronounced as 
Sangye, which is not very familiar for Mongols.” It could be that the emphasis both 

31 Bell, Charles: The struggle for Mongolia. Journal of The Royal Central Asian Society 24 (1937), Issue 
1, pp. 46–72. 
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Informant 3 his teacher Ven. Luwsandamba had been an Assistant chanting master 
in Khögshin khüree while Informant 1 was himself an umdsad in his root monastery, 
Gundgawarlin, where he had been taught by the old monks of this monastery: “We 

what we learnt from the previous generation.” 
To illustrate his point of view, Informant 3 gave a moving account of how the 

practices at the revived Baldan bereewen, the great monastic complex in Khen-
tii province, had been completely transformed in his relatively short lifetime after 
the old monks died and a younger generation of Tibetan-trained monks took over:  
“Baldan bereewen is one of the old monasteries and it used to organize the Mani 
Retreat. I visited there with elderly practitioners when I was a young monk. It was 
quite crowded with the Buddhists even from the eastern and western aimags, the 
practitioners used to come to visit and do circumambulation at the monastery. Every 
year the devotees waited for the Mani Retreat. Starting from 2008 when I look back, 
the number of the devotees to the monastery decreased. More Tibetan monks and 
the students of the Gandentegchenlin Monastery from philosophical datsans such 
as Dashchoimbel, Gungaachoilin datsans from Ulaanbaatar go there. From 1990 
up to 2008, the elderly practitioners who knew the traditions and regulations of the 
Khögshin khüree ceremonies and s were leading the monastery, but the elderly 
practitioners passed away. There are few people left who know the traditional ways. 
The way of the traditional Buddhism was more familiar to the local people and 
the devotees now miss what they used have, in other words now it does not meet 
devotees’ needs and expectations. This is not very favourable thing in Buddhism in 

to have. The new tradition / way should do more to meet the devotees’ satisfaction. 

heritages. There some talks also many Tibetans come to Mongolia. May be it is quite 
easier for Tibetans because all prayers and s are recited in Tibetan. The Budd-
hism in Mongolia is very developed and Mongols respect the Dharma very much. 
That’s why when Tibetan monks visit Mongolia, Mongols respect them a lot and 
they also offer as much as they can to Tibetan monks. Therefore the Tibetan monks 
like to come to Mongolia. The Dharma / Buddhist heritage of Mongolia and Tibet 
do have lots of differences like day and night.” 

They also drew on history to make their argument for a Mongolian form of 
Buddhism. Informant 1 claims it was Dsanabadsar or Öndör Gegeen who instigated 
this: “I have read some books. I think that Öndör Gegeen was bit separated from 
Buddhism of India and Tibet. Öndör Gegeen made efforts to adapt Tibetan Buddhism 
into Mongolia’s culture and traditions including livelihoods.” He also cited though 
did not name “Mongolian scholar monks who also wrote many commentaries on 

s and created new ritual practices.”
This small investigation highlighted a tension I had long been aware of since 

situation was not lost on me. Mongolians were celebrating not only their full inde-
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pendence with the introduction of a democratic system but also the revival of their 
traditional religion, Buddhism, which had been suppressed but not extinguished 
for over 50 years. Being acutely short of Buddhist teachers, with only a handful of 
highly educated monks alive at the time though very elderly, they sought help with 
the revival from the exiled Tibetans. The Tibetans had managed against all odds to 
preserve their form of Buddhism in exile but they were still effectively stateless and 

The Head Abbot of Mongolia told me in 1993 that the Gandan management com-
mittee had made the conscious decision to follow the Gelugpa tradition of Tibetan 
Buddhism and to follow the exiled Dalai Lama by sending the young monks to be 
educated in the Tibetan monastic institutions in South India rather than seeking help 
from the monastic community in Tibet, which was under the sway of the Chinese 
Communist regime. 

32 
went to the Tibetan exile monasteries in South India to continue their traditional 
Gelugpa monastic education (by now reformed by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama) with 
the majority going to Drepung Gomang, and others to Sera Jey.33 By the mid 2000s, 
what had been a handful had grown to around 300 student monks studying in India. 
Many came back before completing the 11-year study period although some stayed 
on to do Geshe Lharampa studies. During this time I witnessed Gandan putting 
a great deal of effort into building up the teaching capacity within its datsans and 
the Dsanabadsar Buddhist University while limiting the number of Tibetan monks 
coming to the country to teach. It was clear that the Gandan authorities wanted the 
revival to be Mongolian led. However, the decisions made in the early years of the 
revival is now playing out as more and more monks return from India bringing with 

Closing Thoughts

The story of the revival of a great Khögshin khüree, which unfolded in Baganuur 
was intriguing and revealing. There are competing reasons for claiming a temple 
activated after 1990 is a revival of a monastery destroyed in the late 1930s. The 
most unquestioned basis for the revival of Khögshin khüree was the one manifested 

32 For full description of these datsans see Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: Monasteries and Temples of Bogdiin 
Khüree, Ikh Khüree or Urga, the Old Capital City of Mongolia in the First Part of the Twentieth 
Century. Budapest 2006, pp. 76–78. www.mongoliantemple.org.

33 Project of the Berzin Archives. Study Buddhism. The monastic education system in the Gelug monas-

phar phyin); Madhyamaka (Tib. 
dbu ma); Abhidharma (Tib. mngon par chos, mdzod); Vinaya (Tib. ‘dul ba). Lama Zopa Rinpoche, 
Head of the FPMT (Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Trust), who came to Mongolia 

having raised the funds and rebuilt the Idgaachoinzinlin datsan (in Gandan) in 2003.
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by the old monks from that monastery in 1990. Their legitimacy was based on them 
simply re-starting where they had left off and manifested by the replication of a set 
of practices: they worshipped the same protector and tutelary deities; they made 
every effort to perform the same cycle of daily, monthly and some of the annual 
ceremonies as they had done in the past; they did the s and chanting according 
to the ways of Khögshin khüree with great emphasis being placed on the distinctive 
rhythms. They had also legalised the revival by registering the temple with the rele-
vant department under the terms set by the new national government. This situation 
was repeated all over Mongolia in the early 1990s as old monks came together and 
re-started their monasteries. (As Majer and Teleki point out not all newly activated 
temples were registered with the authorities.) In some instances monks from the 
Baruun (Western) and Dsüün (Eastern) branches of a great monastery came together 
to re-start as one monastery. 

The second revival of Khögshin khüree bases its legitimacy on a well-known 
monk being asked by the city authorities to re-start Khögshin khüree

Those involved further justify their claim by having consulted widely with the pre-
1937 monks and old people in the area. The leader of this revival further claims that 
the two other active temple heads in the town are effectively revivals because they 
had been monks in his temple for several years. 

The monks involved in the third and most recent revival base their legitimacy on 
Khögshin 

khüree’s monastic practice. They see themselves in a direct line of the old monastery 
and reject the claims of the second revivers because they had never been monks in 

monastery with the civic authorities and with Gandan neither of which they had been 
able to do when I visited them in 2016.

For a fuller perspective on the revival of this great monastery I would need to 
investigate the existing two revivals in greater depth as well as doing research among 
the townspeople and authorities, as they are all actively involved in the process. 
Notwithstanding this, my brief investigation demonstrates how the revival of Budd-
hism in Baganuur is an on-going, organic, inter-connected and dynamic process. The 
Heads of the two revivals struck me as genuine in their efforts to bring Buddhism 

Mongolia before they established their monasteries and all of them continue to pay 
homage to their teachers and gurus as well as maintaining historical connections 
between the great monasteries in the region. They are, what I call, the cultural in-
heritors of Mongolian Buddhism as it was practiced in the past in so far as this can 

and the young monks tossed out of the monasteries in 1937 were old men with fad-
ing memories at the time of the revival. For these young temple heads whichever 
of the monasteries is the genuine revival, the link to the old monks was critical in 
determining their understanding of how to run their monastery notwithstanding the 
need to adapt to modern conditions. Time will tell if the two active revivals of the 
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old monastery continue as they are and which of them, if either, will register with 
the Ministry of Law and Interior as the revival of Khögshin khüree.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to address in detail the thorny issue of whether 
or not Mongolian Buddhism is a distinct form or merely a regional variety of Tibetan 

assert, are the revival of Khögshin khüree feel strongly that they are the cultural in-
heritors of a Buddhism that was practiced in Mongolia in the past while recognising 
the need to adapt to modern circumstances. They feel their distinct form of Buddhist 
practice is under pressure from Mongolian monks practising a modernised form of 
the Tibetan Gelugpa Tradition studied in monasteries set up by Tibetans in exile. This 
tension is largely a consequence of the decisions taken by the Head Monastery at 
the time of democratisation in the best interests of the Mongolian Buddhist revival.
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TEMPLE AND MUSEUM.  
AN AMBIVALENT RELATION

Maria-Katharina Lang
Austrian Academy of Sciences, Institute for Social Anthropology, Vienna

Some of the most important historic temples or monasteries in Mongolia, such as the 
Choijin Lama Temple, the temples of the Bogd Khaan Palace, Gandan, Dsaya Ge-
geenii Khüree Monastery and Erdene Dsuu Monastery became or still are museums 
or a hybrid form of both – museum and temple. In this contribution, I give a brief 
insight to the processes of the transformation that led to this situation and the result-
ing ambivalences. Hereby the focus lies on how museum workers, monks, visitors 
and believers perceive the musealisation of Buddhist sacred sites and furthermore 
what it means for the religious and museum practice.1 

Transformation, Desacralisation and Profanisation

After the destruction during the purges of the 1930s, especially in the years 1937–
1938 when most temples were closed, abandoned and destroyed,2 the few remaining 
sacred buildings were made to profane places, being used differently and for various 
purposes: the three remaining round shaped wooden aimag temples of Dashchoi-
lin Monastery in Ulaanbaatar as circus training tents and warehouses,3 temples 
of Shankh Monastery as abbatoirs4 and others as state socialist premises such as  

 
factories, and markets. 

The Choijin Lama Temple, the temples of the Bogd Khaan Palace, Gandan Mo-
nastery, Dsaya Gegeenii Khüree and Erdene Dsuu Monastery are some of the few 
Buddhist temples and monasteries in Mongolia which partly survived the political 
repressions by being declared as historical and cultural monuments in the 1940s and 
then turned to public museums in the 1960s. Some of the people and even communist 
leaders were reluctant to have the most eminent monasteries or historic monuments 
completely destroyed. But it was mainly due to the engagement of few Mongolian 

1 Field research was conducted by the project team consisting of Maria-Katharina Lang, Tsetsentsolmon 
Baatarnaran and Erdenebold Lhagwasüren within the projects Dispersed and Connected funded by 
the Austrian Science Fund (FWF/ PEEK-AR 394; 2017–2020_http://www.dispersedandconnected.
net) and Nomadic Artefacts (WWTF; 2013–2017_ http://www.nomadicartefacts.net).

2 Kaplonski, Christopher: The Lama Question. University of Hawai´i Press, Honolulu 2014, p. 203.
3 Teleki, Krisztina: Monasteries and Temples of Bogdiin Khüree. Institute of History, Mongolian Acad-

emy of Sciences, Ulaanbaatar 2012, p. 75; Kaplonski, Ch.: The Lama Question, p. 210.
4 Interview with Odkhüü in Kharkhorin, 7 July 2015.
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and Russian scholars, artists, politicians and, as some argue, maybe with the power 
5 that these former temple buildings were not completely ruined 

but gained support from the state. 
D. Otgonsüren, the director of the Choijin Lama Temple Museum puts it as fol-

lows:

“The question why the Choijin Lama Temple was not destroyed during the purges, 
is studied and investigated among researchers and museum workers so that one 

[burkhans] and religious service. Mongolians believe that the deities [burkhans] 

is related to the sovereignty of Mongolia. Luwsankhaidaw, as the state Choijin, 
contributed much to the independence of the country. After the declaration of in-
dependence he was honoured with a stamp and awards. It is said, that the living 
deities and protectors saved it on the one hand. On the other hand, although they 

6

-
ment” in 1941, converted into an exclusive museum of religious history in 1942 and 
then opened to the public in 1962.7 Erdene Dsuu Monastery took a similar path. It 
came under state protection in 1944 and converted to a religious history museum 
in 1965. It is said, that it was due to the visit of the American Vice President Henry 
Wallace, that Choibalsan was confronted with mostly destroyed historic buildings 
and monasteries and Stalin gave order to at least maintain what had been left of the 
monastery (along with Gandantegchenlin Monastery in Ulaanbaatar) as a show-
piece for international visitors to prove that under the communist regime freedom 
of religion existed.8 For Khamba Lama (Khal. xamba lam) Kh. Baasansüren there is 
a direct link between the survival of “his” monastery and the statue of Erdene Dsuu’s 
protector deity Gombo gur: 

5 Dashdulam, Dashdeleg: Palace of Wrathful Protectors of Dharma. Soyombo Printing, Ulaanbaatar 
2015; Charleux, Isabelle: Introduction. In: Zaya Gegeenii Khüree: History, Architecture and Resto-
ration of a Monastery in Mongolia. Ed. by Isabelle Charleux. Bulletin du Musee d’Anthropologie 
Prehistorique de Monaco, 5. Monaco 2016, p. 18.

6 D. Otgonsüren, Choijin Lama Temple Museum, 3 July 2015.
7 Cf. Lang, Maria-Katharina: Nomadic Artefacts: Sacred Objects Between Yurts, Temples and Museums. 

In: Aspects of Mongolian Buddhism I.: Past, Present and Future. Ed. by Ágnes Birtalan, Krisztina 
Teleki, Zsuzsa Majer, Csaba Fahidi, Attila Rákos. L´Harmattan, Budapest 2008, pp. 277–287; Tse-
tsentsolmon, Baatarnarany – Lang, Maria-Katharina: Temple and / or Museum. In: Nomadic Artefacts. 

 Ed. by Lang, Maria-Katharina. Austrian Academy of Sciences Press, 
Vienna 2016, pp. 92–97.

8 Kollmar-Paulenz, Karénina: Buddhism in Mongolia after 1990. Journal of Global Buddhism IV 
(2003), pp. 18–34.
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“I believe that of over 2000 monasteries, very few are left, one of which is Erdene 
Dsuu. Gombo gur has promised to guard Erdene Dsuu until its last half brick. 
I think today’s Erdene Dsuu only still exists thanks to Gombo gur.”9

Another case of a local museum situated in a historical former monastery comp lex is 
the Museum of Arkhangai Province in former temples of Dsaya Gegeen’s Monastery, 
Monastery. The three temple buildings of the Lawran came under the protection  
of Arkhangai Province in 1971 and under state protection in 1994. Since 1947  
religious artefacts collected from all over the province had been stored in the San-
dui Khuwilgaan Temple  
In 1967 the Local Museum of Arkhangai Province was founded and parts of the 
collections moved to the Eastern Semchin Temple.10

active monastery, in fact since 1944 more a living museum under state control. In 
contrast to the examples mentioned, the Bogd Khaan Palace with its adjunct temple 
buildings had turned to a museum already after the death of the Bogd Khaan (1924) 
in 1927. In the communist period, turning sacred buildings into museums and clas-
sifying Buddhist monasteries and temples as cultural monuments was a way of 

On the surface the form of the Buddhist temple architecture remained, sometimes 
part of the “content” was converted into profane museum collections, the spiritual 

or simply museum visitors.

Re-sacralisation and Social Memory

After the turn to a democratic system in 1990 and several decades as museums, some 
of the historically sacred buildings became active temples or monasteries again. 
Mongolian Buddhist belief was kept alive in social and body memory.

In April 1990, by a ministrial resolution Erdene Dsuu Monastery resumed reli-
gious service to function as a temple. A big opening ceremony took place in one of 

museum director or guardian. Monks conducted religious services in this building 
until September of the same year. Thereafter they transferred to their current location, 
the Lawran Temple. An attempt to return a museum to a temple was also made in 
Choijin Lama Temple Museum. A group led by the well-known democratic activist 
Lama Baasan, collected donations for the re-establishment of a religious association, 
without success. At the same time, the Arkhangai Province Museum in Tsetserleg 

 9 Khamba Lama Kh. Baasansüren, Erdene Dsuu Monastery, 17 June 2015.
10 Cf. Charleux, I.: History, Architecture and Restoration of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree Monastery in Mon-

golia. In: Zaya Gegeenii Khüree: History, Architecture and Restoration of a Monastery in Mongolia. 
Ed. by Isabelle Charleux. Bulletin du Musee d’Anthropologie Prehistorique de Monaco, 5. Monaco 
2016, p. 20.
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also had to move out from the building of the former Sandui Khuwilgaan Temple, 
which had been used as a museum building since 1980. The temple was re-opened 
as the Tögs Bayasgalant Buyan Delgerüülekh Monastery. 

The artefact transfers that took place during the communist purges became vi sible 
occasionally. Narangerel, who was raised on the grounds of the Dsaya Gegeenii 
Khüree Monastery and had worked for the museum for eighteen years, narrates:

“Religious items and deities from the monastery buildings are still found. Some 
were excavated in the yard of Dsayaiin khüree. At that time, they piled all s 

items under ashes in the yard. Religious items were hidden in the 1930s. For 50 
to 60 years until the 1990s, local people found them and children played with the 
items. Lamas also hid their items in their yards in the 1930s.”11 

In many cases religious artefacts that had turned to ambivalent objects, if not 
destroyed, had been hidden. Some reappeared after 1990 with changed meaning. 
Again they could return to their old function as sacred objects and many were brought 
to the newly opened temples. During the communist system people had been giving 
their religious family items to the museums or monasteries that had transformed to 
museums.12

Chimeg, an old lady from Kharkhorin, kindly told how her family brought items 
to Erdene Dsuu Monastery:

we brought all of our deities to Dsuu [Erdene Dsuu] loaded on an oxcart. We 
took them after everything had been demolished and few years before the revival. 
I still keep some of the deities that my parents kept, kindle offering lamps, and say 
prayers. […] When I was a child, my parents took two wooden boxes of s, 
deities, and the coral Manal. I go to Dsuu now and I look for the old deities of our 
family. I do not see deities with old smoky frames. I often look for them. Maybe 
they were cleaned or restored.”13

Currently wooden house altars, probably given to the monastery by individuals or 
monks are on display in the temple-museums of Erdene Dsuu. Shinebat, in 2016 
curator at Erdene Dsuu Museum, pointed at the wooden altar boxes displayed in one 
of the main temples and explained:

“After the destruction, some local people hid items from monasteries, temples, 
or homes of lamas. When Erdene Dsuu became a museum in 1965 the museum 
workers collected items. Some local people returned and donated them to the 

11 Narangerel, Kharkhorin, 10 July 2015.
12 Baatarnarany, Ts. – Lang, M.: Artifact Transfers, article in press.
13 Chimeg, Kharkhorin, 6 June 2014.
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museum. These are parts of the collection registered in 1965. This small wooden 
box might be from a home of a lama but not from a temple. The wooden box is 
different from those in a temple.”14 

The inventory lists of the Erdene Dsuu Museum do not list the provenance of these 

Temple-Museum Hybrids: Museum Workers,  
Monks and Visitors

Hybrid forms of temples and museums in historical (formerly sacred) buildings as 
a result of the socio-political transformation processes bear in themselves questions 

and the involved persons, according to their position, have different points of views. 
They show the ambivalent relation between temple and museum.

that were converted to museum objects. Former objects of worship are now “state re-
gistered” (ulsiin bürtgeltei) museum objects and state property. The museums follow 
strict regulations regarding the objects, especially their preservation and conserva-
tion. The relation between the state and religion was legislated in the constitution 
Mongolia adopted in 1992. It says: “The State shall respect religion and religion shall 
honour the State.”15 Religion and state are enjoined to support each other without 
interfering into the other’s sphere.16 

Museum workers, Buddhist monks and museum visitors or believers perceive the 
ambivalent museum-temple relation diverse. Most of the museum workers we met, 

the objects. Altannawch, senior curator of the Bogd Khaan Palace Museum, states: 

“It has been a museum for many years. Recently, Buryats and Inner Mongolians 
have come because of their belief but they visit it as a museum. State and religion 
should stay separate according to the law. Objects are considered as state properties 
but not as religious deities. This is restricted by the Law on Culture. We abide by 
the law. It would be very complicated if monastery and museum were combined.”17

Museum employees emphasized the importance of the appropriate preservation, 
which in most views could not be properly accomplished by monks. The latter were 
often blamed for the loss of artefacts transferred from museums to newly re-opened 

14 Shinebat, Erdene Dsuu Monastery, 17 June 2016.
15 Article 1, Paragraph 9, Constitution of Mongolia. Mongol Ulsad tör ni shashnaa khündetgej, shashin 

ni töröö deedlene.
16 Cf. Baatarnarany, Ts. – Lang, M.: Temple and/ or Museum, pp. 277–287.
17 Altannawch, Bogd Khaan Palace Museum, 3 July 2015.
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temples, which occurred in many places, such as in Arkhangai, Khöwsgöl and Khen-
tii provinces. 

The Law on Culture  restricts the use of the “tangible cultural heritage” of state 
property, with exception of historical buildings, to their original use.18 Until 2014, it 
was permitted to use cultural monuments in a museum for religious purposes under 
mutual agreement. 

Shinebat19 expressed his view concerning sacred objects related to the monastery 
in his position as young curator and former monk of Erdene Dsuu Monastery:

monks have no knowledge about how to preserve and protect the items. I think it 
is better in the museum. Maybe in the future, when they have knowledge of how 
to preserve and knowledge about the museum, it can be solved in any way.” 

With regard to the question if he perceives Erdene Dsuu as a museum or temple he 
stated:

is a museum since 1965. Most people do not think so. Most people of Mongolia 

because I know it became a museum in 1965.”20 

It depends on the knowledge and the point of view of the beholder how the museum-
temple relation is perceived. 

Tömörbaatar, director of Erdene Dsuu Museum, considered to combine both  
institutions, temple and museum, into one and to employ monks as museum wor kers. 
Khamba Lama Kh. Baasansüren, the Abbot of Erdene Dsuu Monastery, is very  
critical of the monks´ status as “living objects.” According to him, most Mongolian 
visitors are believers who come to Erdene Dsuu to worship. Foreign tourists buy 
entrance tickets to see the museum, the active temple with monks practising included. 
Shinebat however remembered sitting in the temple as a monk: 

“When I was in the temple, I was very young. I did not think that much about it. 
When I was in the temple, I only wanted to know the meaning of things. I was not 
interested in the connection of a museum and temple and visitors.”

worshipped properly, as they are kept in the museum depository. Admitting that the 
monks might preserve the deities in the required condition, the abbot Baasansüren 

18 Article 36, Paragraph 3, Law on Culture.
19 In 2018 Shinebat was appointed as director of Kharkhorum Museum in Kharkhorin.
20 Shinebat, Erdene Dsuu Monastery, 17 June 2016.
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emotionally claimed that the monks have no opportunity to venerate Gombo gur, the 
main protector deity of Erdene Dsuu and other important deities. 

Gombo gur is kept in the museum. We want to display 
and worship it. But it is locked away. We do not have the right to enter. It cannot 
be like this. We are a monastery, aren’t we? […] We have our sacred deities locked 
away. I have been in the museum depository only once in my life. There were 

and entered there. They are preserved in the dark. There is no life, no butter lamp 
offering for the deity.”21

In various museums, be it in the capital or in the provinces, we observed traces of 
objects’ worship or believers venerating sacred places and artefacts. Sometimes it 
is as if museum spaces turn back into temple spaces. Visitors are at the same time 
believers and circulate in the rooms clockwise, leaving offerings, burning incense, 
praying and donating money in front of sacred statues or objects. Visitors are meant 
to be guided by homogenous underlying museum concepts, the halls are laid out ac-
cordingly, but they move and circumambulate sacred spaces as believers. It seems 
that believers make no great difference between a museum and a temple – or they 
do not perceive the difference at all. The museum returns to a temple-museum where 

Erdene Dsuu Monastery, for example, is understood as a Buddhist religious centre 
as it has been historically since the 16th century. Believers come to Erdene Dsuu from 
all over the country to worship and donate offerings. For the museum workers it is 
hard to prevent believers offering milk and grain inside the temple buildings, dedi-
cated as museum buildings. Apparently, believers hardly mind if deities are museum 
objects with inventory numbers. Believers touch or beat against the glass cabinets 
while venerating the deities displayed inside – as if there were no glass between them 
and the venerated objects, which in their view embody the deities.22

Open Conclusion

When we staged a project exhibition in Vienna’s Theseus Temple, a miniature rep-
lica of the Greek Theseion Temple, which serves as an exhibition hall, in September 
2016, we invited Khamba Lama Kh. Baasansüren to give a lecture on Erdene Dsuu 
Monastery in the exhibition. Seeing the objects or burkhans exhibited in the glass 
vitrines, the abbot Baasansüren immediately reacted: “They have not heard chantings 
for a long time. I will chant for them.” And so he did.

The strict separation of religion and museum or sacred and profane does not work 
in practice in the museum-temples mentioned above and in many other museums we 

21 Khamba Lama Kh. Baasansüren, Erdene Dsuu Monastery, 17 June 2015. 
22 Cf. Baatarnarany, Ts. – Lang, M.: Temple and / or Museum, pp. 277–287. 
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visited. People continue to venerate by giving offerings, and in doing so they interact 
with the objects. This human-artefact interaction enlivens the objects. At the end, 
here the question remains: is the museum a temple, the temple a museum or are the 
distinctions not always clear?
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Abstract

Józef Kowalewski about the role of Buddhism in the life of Mongolic peoples in the 

and Polish Orientalist, whose name is associated with the emergence and develop-
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to the study of Buddhism, especially its northern branch – Lamaism. J. Kowalewski 
paid special attention to the religious worldview of the Mongols, he was one of the 

Buddhist Cosmo-
logy devoted to the analysis of Buddhist ideas was published. Relying on Tibetan 
and Mongolian sources, the scientist presented in detail the Buddhist views on the 

in Europe attempted to study the ideological basis of Buddhism, reveal the reasons 
for its rapid spread in Asian countries. The knowledge of Mongolian and Tibetan 

reciated by his contemporaries. In 1857 the well-known Turkologist I. N. Berezin 
had stressed that J. Kowalewski’s works laid the foundations of Buddhist Studies, 
but, unfortunately, European Orientalists hushed up it.
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cultural heritage and the Mongols: a review of historiography and archival funds. The 

of Mongolian Studies in Russia, and Europe in general. The diverse and rich heritage 
of J. Kowalewski attracts the attention of more and more scientists, the number of 
publications is increasing, both in Russia and abroad — in Poland and Mongolia, 
revealing his multifaceted activity not only as a philologist, but as a historian and eth-

containing the manuscript heritage of the scientist shows the need for further study of 
his works, which are not yet accessible to a wide range of researchers; since they have 
the richest information on the history, language, and culture of Mongolian peoples, 
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INCARNATIONS AND THE SPIRITUAL LEADERS 
AS SUBJECTS AND OBJECTS OF THE POLITICAL 

ACTIVITY OF THE OIRATS AND KALMYKS  
TH TH CENTURIES)

Baatr U. Kitinov
Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia, Moscow

The spiritual leaders (lamas), being the object and subject of the political activity of 
the Oirats and Kalmyks, had been deeply involved in politics, beginning from the 
time of Choros Esen taisha. Highly estimated lamas of the Tibetan origin (the Dalai 
Lama, Panchen Lama, Ensa Tulku (Tib. dBen sa) – perhaps, he was of Oirat origin) 
should be considered mainly as objects than subjects of the Oirat (Khoshut, Torgut 
and Jungar) political activities; such attitude allowed these nomads to be deeply 
involved into Tibetan affairs, because this was the way to strengthen their Oirat 
rulers’ (Gushi, Daichin, Galdan) positions from the outer spiritual leaders. In case 
of such lamas (Sixth Dalai Lama) had been (or had been trying to be) included into 
Oirat political system, the situation usually led to the collapse of such administrative 
structure (Lhabzan Khan, Tsevang Rabden). The Oirat and Kalmyk lamas, being the 
subjects of their secular leaders’ political system, obeyed to the orders of their secular 
leaders and acted as magicians, ambassadors, etc. (Lobsang Phuntsok, Shakur, Anj-
jatan and Delek lamas). Such lamas’ positions as dependent leaders usually led to 
the struggle and mutual disagreement between religious and secular rulers in Oirat 
and Kalmyk societies; this situation also led to the rising involvement of the outer 
forces (Russian and Qing empires) into Oirat and Kalmyk affairs.

The issue of the role of incarnations and the spiritual leaders in the politics of 
Oirats and Kalmyks, known also as the western Mongols, is very vast and complex. 

dependence on their leaders. There was the special matter to the interest of the secu-
lar power in Buddhism: this was an idea of unity which had the crucial importance 
in terms of the Oirat confederations. This very feature of Buddhism which helped 
to sanctify a united state against factionalism was an advantage at its early stage of 
establishment in India where Buddhists were allies of the rulers of the old Indian 
states in their struggle against clan autonomy.1 Therefore, it may be concluded with 

lamas tried to win their khans’ support and thus 
contributed to the growth of their centralized states (usually understood as khan-
ates) which in fact were built in the mid-17th century in Central Asia (Dzungaria and 
Kukunor regions) and the North Caspian region (second half of the same century). 
Besides, the earliest time, when Buddhism had a strong position as the ideological 

1 Bongard-Ljevin, G. M.: Indija epohi Mau`jev. Izdatjel`stvo Nauka, Moskva 1973, p. 235.
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basis of the state, and supported the state’s political life, could be attributed to the 
mid-15th century, i.e. to the times of Oirat Choros Esen taisha. 

-
litical establishment was interested in the uniting potential of the religion. Other 

been the reasons for attention of the ruling class to Buddhism’s potential.
In the present article, the author studies the deeds and activities of some lamas 

and the spiritual leaders,2

political events and processes among the western Mongols, and emphasizes the spe-
cial feature – their position as the subject or object of the political activity of these 
nomads. Therefore, those clerics should be understood as the politics’ subjects, who 
could be considered as a part of the political and administrative mechanism of Oirats 
and Kalmyks, i.e., they did work closely with the ruling clans. And as the politics’ 
object the author accepts clerics, who acted outside the territory of khanates, but 

their origin; the obedience of such lamas to the will of leaders of western Mongols 
had been considered by these nomads as the important goals of their political and 
other outer activity.

The role of the Buddhist clergy in the political activity of the Central Asian Oirats 
could be seen since the middle of the 15th century, when lamas had been the mem-
bers of the embassies of the Oirat Choros Esen taisha to Beijing.3 Later lamas did 
continue to play the various roles, being included in the political and administrative 
mechanism of the Oirat ruling class. 

The period of mid-17th–mid-18th centuries is the most interesting in terms of the 
importance and the special role of lamas and the spiritual leaders in the politics of 
the western Mongols; that time was also characterized by the development of three 
Oirat states in the pointed above regions, where Gelugpa monks have had the strong 

Perhaps, already from the 1620s the Oirats had been closely allied with Gelugpa 
lamas. Sumpa Khenpo noted: “That was time, when from many tribes in Mongolia 
the Olet [i.e. Oirat. – B. K.] khans adhered to only one religion of Tsongkhapa.”4 
After the appeal of Gelugpa hierarchs to Oirats for support in struggle with the 
Karmapa school, the meeting of the Oirat nobility did make decision to send the 
combined Oirat forces to Tibet under the command of the Khoshut leader Törö-

5 This person had played an outstanding role in the history of 
Tibet, and was known as Tendzin Chökyi Gyalpo Gushi Khan (bsTan ‘dzin chos kyi 

2 The author doesn’t discuss in the present article the activity of the well-known Oirat lamas such as 

3 Kitinov, Baatr U.: The Spread of Buddhism among Western Mongolian tribes between the 13th and 
18th Centuries: Tibetan Buddhism in the Politics and Ideology of the Oirat People. Edwin Mellen 
Press, Lewiston 2010, pp. 142–144.

4 : Istorija i hronologija Tibjeta. Per. S tib. jaz., prjedisl, komment. R. Je. Pubajeva. 

5 Ho-Chin Yang: The Annals of Kokonor. Indiana University Press, Bloomington 1969, p. 34.
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rgyal po gu shi han) – Patron and Ruler of the Teaching, the Wise khan – the title, 
bestowed to him by the Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso (Ngag dbang blo 

was settled during the meeting with the Dalai Lama that king (Tib. rgyal po) Güshi 
and his people would move to the Kukunor lake region; thus, the Khoshut Khanate 

inner and outer Oirat politics.
After 1642, when the enemies of the Gelugpas had been destroyed, the Dalai 

Lama and Gushi Khan established chos yon relationship,6 which implied an alliance 
between the Lama – Tutor and Teacher, and the secular patron leader. The Dalai 
Lama did receive the support of Khoshut forces all over Tibet, and quite soon the 

leader mainly was an object in the politics of Oirats, who did give support to him in 
establishing the realm with religion as the ruling principle.

history of Oirat-Tibetan relations, was highly ranked lama Ensa (Tib. dBen sa) 

lama, but also as an active participant in the Oirat political processes. Already in 
1631 he led a group of Oirats to the Dalai Lama, who noted about this event in his 
Autobiography: “Ensa, Sangye Yeshe’s tulku, who headed about 200 Oirat monks 
and laymen, arrived along with people from Lhasa [and they] came to meet [me] 
at Lhadong harbor.”7 Below the Dalai Lama named those Oirats as sog po: “Sog 
po, who had been headed by Ensa tulku, came and met [me].”8 This passage al-
lows assuming, that, perhaps, at least from the end of the 1620s Ensa Khutuktu 
was highly estimated among the Oirats, and had done his best for strengthening of 
Gelugpa-Oirat ties, and that’s why he should be accepted as the subject and object 
of the Oirat policy. 

The next information about Ensa’s activity among the Oirats concerns the be-
ginning of 1643: according to the Autobiography of the Fifth Dalai Lama, at that 
time “Ensa Tulku and Thorgut Daichin have arrived, leading many pilgrims. Thor-

along with the ceremonial scarf, khata (Tib. kha btags).”9 It’s important to note that 

6 Ruegg, David Seyfort: Mchod yon, yon mchod and mchod gnas / yon gnas: on the Historiography and 
Semantics of a Tibetan Religio–social and Religio–political Concept. In: The History of Tibet. Ed. by 

7 Tib. dBen sa sangs rgyas ye shes kyi sku skyes thog drangs o rod skya ser nyis brgya tsam zhig ‘byor 
ba lha sa ba rnams dang mnyam du lha gdong gru khar bsu ba la byung. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya 
mtsho:  Bod 
ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, Lhasa 2012, Vol. 1, p. 121.

8 Tib. dBen sa sku skyes gtsos sog po rnams dang phrad. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho: rGyal 
, p. 121.

9 Tib. dben sa sprul sku dang thor god dai chin gyis gtsos pa‘i ‚grul pa mang ba ‚byor/ thor god dai 
chin gyis thog mar mjal dar la rta sga ma brgya tham pa byung. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho: 

, p. 219.
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leader of Torgut Oirats, i.e. Kalmyks), came to meet the Dalai Lama along with 
this lama. This travel to Tibet happened after the great gathering of the western and 
eastern Mongolian leaders in autumn of 1640, when the well-known document – Ikh 
tsaaz (Khal. ) – was accepted for solving the existing problems between these 
peoples and future wellbeing. Ensa Khutuktu was mentioned among the three most 
important lamas, who also played an important role in composing of Ikh tsaaz.10 
Apparently, Daichin stayed in Dzungaria along with his sister, who married Batur 

Khutuktu, and they together travelled to Lhasa to bow to the Dalai Lama. Daichin, 
11 

“Sog po went to Kyisho,”12 and the Dalai Lama also travelled over there. “The 
senior and younger queens and Daichin received [from me] the principal religious 

the specially established lighting protective deity [ceremony] and also [I] presented 
[them] the khata with written Dharma protectors’ [words].”13

The relations of the Oirat Torguts with the Dalai Lama had been of special  
meaning. Torguts actively participated in Gushi Khan’s company against the 

near Caspian shore, they did continue to keep the close relationship with Gelugpa  
leaders; many lamas from Torguts (Kalmyks) had been students in the Tibetan  
Gelugpa monasteries (mainly in Drepung’s faculties).

Daichin is highly estimated in the historiography on Kalmyks, he is considered to 
uluses and the All-Kalmyk ruler,”14 who wanted “to form 

the united Kalmyk state in form of the khanate that was customary for them.”15 The 
famous Kalmyk historian Gabang Sherab (18th century) wrote about Daichin: “When 
Bogdoyin-geghen [Dalai Lama] sent Daichin a charter and a seal on the khan’s dig-
nity, he sent them back, informing [him] about that “there are so many [people] equal 
to me, and that’s why I can’t be a khan,” for what many Oirat owners have praised 
him.16 Yumiko Ishihama gives a passage from the Manchurian document, which 

10 Ih caaz. . Izdatjel`stvo Nauka, 

11 There was one more Torgut (Kalmyk) leader who met the Dalai Lama – Daichin’s grandson, famous 
Ayuka Khan, in January, 1682. Cf. Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho. Life of the Fifth Dalai Lama. Vol. IV. Tr. 
by Zahiruddin Ahmad. Aditya Prakashan, 1999, p. 298.

12 Tib. sog po rnams skyid shod du phebs – Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho: , 
p. 223. Kyisho is the region near Lhasa.

13 Tib. rgyal mo che chung dang dai chin gyis gtsos pa rnams la gang ‘dod kyi chos ‘brel dang dngos 

. Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho: , p. 223.
14 Istorija Kalmykii s drjevnjejših vrjemjen do naših dnjej

15 

16 Lunnyj svjet. Kalmyckije istoriko-litjeraturnyje pamjatniki
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states, that Daichin transferred the title to Puntsog, his son.17 It is possible to suppose 
that the event happened after Daichin’s second visit to Tibet at the beginning of the 
1650s, when, perhaps, he didn’t meet the Dalai Lama, because the Tibetan leader left 
to Beijing to meet the Manchu Shunzhi emperor. Thus, the Torgut Daichin and the 
Dalai Lama had been interested in the mutual support, therefore the Tibetan leader, 

khan’s investiture to the leader of those Oirats, acted 
as the object of the Oirats’ politics.

Esna Khutuktu not so much time later after his arrival to Lhasa along with Daichin, 
passed away in Tashilhunpo Monastery (Tib. bKra shis lhun po). As his incarnation 
was recognized Galdan (dGa’ ldan, born 1644), a son of Dzungarian leader Batur 
hungtaiji. In his childhood, Galdan was sent to Tibet for ordination and studies. 
The Tibetan period had a great impact on Galdan’s understanding of himself as 

was the Fourth Panchen Lama, Lobsang Chökyi Gyaltsen (Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal 

also was a teacher to Lobsang Tenpey Gyaltsen (Blo bzang bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan, 
Bogd gegeen or Jebtsündamba Khutuktu Dsanaba-

dsar) of the eastern, Khalkha Mongols. After proclaiming himself as Dzungarian khan 
in 1671, Galdan considered the Bogd gegeen as an object of his political activity, 
and tried to get the Bogd gegeen’s obedience. This special attention to the Bogd 
gegeen was based on the intention of Galdan to unite the Mongolian world under 
the umbrella of the Dzungars: Bogd gegeen, being the spiritual leader of the eastern 
Mongols, could become the powerful ally in realization of political and religious 
plans of this Dzungarian ruler.

Galdan’s unifying policy was supported by the Dalai Lama, who bestowed to 
him the title Tendsin Boshogtu Khan in 1678. Therefore, Galdan called himself as 
a patron of religion. S. Chuluun points the documents from Russian State Archive 
of Old Documents, where Galdan named himself as Galdan , that is, 
Galdan, the Upholder of Religion.18 It should be noted that earlier Gushi Khan had 
the same title – .19

grandson of Gushi Khan, who came to power in Tibet in 1703. He did intent to 

the behaviour of the Sixth Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso (Blo bzang rin chen 

17 Ishihama Yumiko: A Study of the Seals and Titles Conferred by the Dalai Lamas. Tibetan Studies. 
Proceedings of the V. Seminar of the International Association for Tibetan Studies, Narita 1989. 
Naritasan shinshoji, Narita 1992, Vol. 2, p. 502.

18 Chuluun, Sampildondow: Several letters regarding Galdan Boshogtu. In: Oirat People: Cultural 

Konagaya. Osaka 2014, p. 62.
19 That means “Upholder of Religion, King of (Saint) Knowledge.” Vladimir, Uspensky: The Status of 

Tibet in the Seventeenth – early Eighteenth Centuries: a Mongolian Perspective. Rocznik Oriental-
istyczny 67, 1 (2014), p. 232.
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desi) Sangye Gyatso (sde srid Sangs rgyas 

soner and later executed. In 1706, acting in accordance with the edict of the Manchu 
Kangxi emperor, Lhabzang sent Tsanyang Gyatso to Beijing, who, en route to Bei-
jing, passed away near Kukunor Lake. 

Lhabzang “found” a “true” incarnation of the Fifth Dalai Lama – Ngawang Yeshe 
Gyatso (Tib. Ngag dbang ye shes rgya mtsho),20 who, in reality, had been a puppet 
in the political plans of this Khoshut leader. The new Dalai Lama was not accepted 
by both the population of Lhasa and many lamas as a true incarnation. The situa-
tion remained uncertain until 1717, when, under the pretext of visiting of home by 
Lhabzang’s son, who was husband of daughter of the Dzungarian leader Tsewang 

marched to Tibet and in November 1717, occupied Lhasa. Lhabzang was killed, and 
Ngawang Yeshe Gyatso was removed away from Potala. It is possible to assume, 
that for those Oirat leaders, like Lhabzang and Tsewang Rabden, both Sixth Dalai 
Lamas had been objects of their politics.

Tsewang Rabden, seems, had the special view on the role of Buddhism and lamas 
in his policy. For instance, he, accusing the Sixth Dalai Lama Tsangyang Gyatso 
in the sympathy to Nyingma stream doctrine, tried, for the sake of the “purity” of 
the Gelug school, to support the Panchen Lama as the “real” Tibetan leader. The 
Manchu authority accused him in usurpation of his uncle’s (Galdan’s) throne without 
“permission from other khans and the spiritual ranked persons,”21 in destruction of 
temples in Tibet and murder of lamas. One of Tsewang Rabden’s spiritual tutors 
was Kempothan lama, also known as Lobsang Puntsok, Gomang Laza Lobsang 
Puntsog and the Dzungarian Noyon Khambo Luwsan Puntsog. That was a noble 
person, who spent approximately 20 years in Drepung Monastery, and obtained the 
title of lhaaramba. His teacher was Ngawang Tsondu (Tib. Ngag dbang brtson ‘grus, 

Zhepa (Tib. ‘Jam dbyangs bshad pa), and occupied a prominent place in the history 
of the Gelug stream, also well-known as tantric master. During the Dzungarian  

 
persecution of the Nyingma and Kagyü clerics and conversion of their monasteries 
to Gelug teaching, thus realizing Tsewang Rabden’s orders.

Lamas at Tsewang Rabden’s court sometimes acted as those magicians, whose 
might or witchcraft, as was supposed, could give the help to overcome the might of 
the Manchu armies. For instance, there is the following passage in the Russian archi-

th

of the special magic enterprise. The event was noted by the Russian captain Ivan 

20 Luciano Petech believed in that it was Lhabzang’s son. Cf. Petech, Luciano: China and Tibet in the 
. E. J. Brill, 

21 Archive of the Foreign Police of the Russian Empire. Fond “The Relationship of Russia with China.” 
List 62/1, 1723, case 1, 1v. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that, for the Manchu authority, lamas 
should be not subjects, but objects in the Oirat political system.
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Unkovsky, who was sent on December 1721, by the Russian Tsar Peter the Great 
to the Dzungarian ruler to discuss the border problems of Dzungaria and Russia.

According to Ivan Unkovsky, one holiday evening the lamas of Tsewang Rabden 
arranged the special ceremony: about 650 meters away from the place of the action 
(holiday), on the eastern side, “something of a cane and all sorts of trash was erected, 
it was like a haystack with gunpowder inside. The senior lama came up to this con-

people, grabbing whatever fell into their hands (stone, stick or piece of soil), with 
a loud cry did throw it to the eastern side, as if they would march with a victorious 
war against the Chinese, and Kontaisha [Tsevang Rabden] himself marched on.”22  
It is possible to assume that the above mentioned Lobsang Puntsok, the close associ-
ate of Tsevang Rabden, had been among those lamas, who arranged the ceremony, 
which could be a part of the tantric practice, aimed to win over the Chinese. 

The Russian Kalmyk lamas could be both subjects and objects of the political 
activities of their leaders. It depended on the political situation within Kalmyk Kha-
nate. For instance, the famous Shakur lama, being the spiritual leader of the Kalmyks 

th century), “constantly was in fear, as rivals did know on 

namestnik, 
who was supported by the Russian authorities and Shakur lama. The Kalmyk leaders, 

can join the side which they believe is stronger, and then, ‘being furious,’ they could 
attack the ulus of the lama, ravage the ulus
Ombo23 everyone could expect anything.”24 Therefore, Shakur, being the object of 
the inner Kalmyk policy, depending on the situation, could become a subject of the 
regional political activities, and verso.

Another illustrative example is the case of Anjjatan lama, who spent over 25 years 
in Tibetan monasteries (mainly in Drepung) and came back to the Volga, holding 
a high scholarly degree of rabjamba (Tib. rab ‘byams pa), about in 1712. Before his 
departure he had had an audience with the Dalai Lama who presented him with gifts 
– several thangkas. Unlike his contemporary Shakur, Anjjatan devoted his life to the 
spreading of Buddha’s teaching among the Kalmyks, and his disciples became well-

with the incarnation of Anjjatan25 had been among those Kalmyks who driven back 
to China (Xinjiang) in 1771. The subsequent incarnations of this lama, in accordance 

22 Archive of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Empire. List 113/1, 1724, case 1, p. 45.
23 Donduk Ombo, the rival of Tseren Donduk, was the Kalmyk khan
24 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 145, list 1, case 199, p. 168.
25 That is very likely, that his name was Louzan Jalchin lama, known also as Louzan Lachin and Lauzin 

Lanchin, who had played the important role in the exodus of Kalmyks back to China, and who was 
the seventh (?) incarnation of the famous Anjjatan lama. This issue needs to be studied further.
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the policy of the state power.26

It is interesting to point one more important cleric – Delek lama, who, after 
destroying of the Dzungarian Khanate by the Qing army in 1758, arrived to the 
Kalmyks, and became Shajin lama.27

proclaimed himself “a senior reincarnation,” i.e. a khutuktu. He was obviously of 
an exceptional personality with the outstanding abilities; according to Ubashi Khan  

people, has shown a number of surprising deeds.”28 However, his rule was not long 
as very soon (about the end of October 1759) his own shabinars29 (most likely, 
given to him by Donduk Dashi) sent a complaint to the khan, reporting “on his 
[khutuktu’s] most unlikely behaviour and damage to their burkhan
him and other improper acts, etc. …”30 Indignant at this behavior of the religious 
personality, Donduk Dashi took him off from his high position and even put him 
under arrest. On receiving this news, N. Spitsin, the representative of the Russian 
authorities to the Kalmyks, thought it was not appropriate for a lama to be under 
arrest and insisted on his release. 

In January 1761, Donduk Dashi died and his son Ubashi succeeded him as khan 
of the Kalmyks. On 28 March 1761 N. Spitsin received a letter from the new khan 
concerning Delek lama: “Now we have some doubts concerning him as it has become 
known, that not only now but at the time of huntaiji he had made wonders, this was 
reported by Zengors, both by nobles and ordinary people, who had seen and heard 
about them … Besides, curious times have come since last year as he by accident 
makes the ground dry and produces irregular thunderstorms and rainbows and also 

refused to regard him as the spiritual person: “…it was really strange that khan died 
so suddenly, nobody had had any premonition. It has been revealed to us in our 
books that the khan became the victim of the monk’s magic actions … Taking into 
consideration all of this, we do not trust him any longer.”31 

Ubashi did demand N. Spitsin to “send this lama to some distant place far away 
from the Kalmyks for his indecent acts. …”32 Aware of the predicament in which 
both the secular and religious leaders of the Kalmyks found themselves, N. Spitsin 
addressed his request to the Imperial Collegium for Foreign Affairs to St. Petersburg. 
In summer 1761 he received an order to send khutuktu Delek lama to the Collegium, 
accompanied by one of his own people. In autumn of the same year Delek lama was 

26 

.  2 (2016), pp. 27–35.
27 Shajin lama headed the Kalmyk Sangha.
28 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 145, list 1, case 429, p. 30. 
29 Shabinars – the laymen, who belonged to monasteries and temples.
30 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 145, list 1, case 429, p. 29.
31 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 145, list 1, case 429, p. 30.
32 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 36, list 1, case 330, p. 91.
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sent to St. Petersburg with his nephew, also a monk. After visiting Moscow en route 
to St. Petersburg, and then being appointed to settle in southern Russian regions, 
Delek lama, on the way to his new settlement, fell ill and died in Voronezh-town.33 
Thus, the life of Delek lama is the wonderful illustration of the possible fate of cle-
rics, who did not act in accordance with the wishes of the western Mongolian rulers. 

It is well-known that the Oirat lamas had also been the ambassadors to other 
countries, for instance, to Russian Empire; in this case the ethnicity was an important 
issue, which meant that the ambassadors had to be the ethnic Kalmyks. For instance, 

Kalmyk ambassadors told him that they are the ethnic Kalmyks of the Kontaisha [i.e. 
of the Dzungar leader] people. Their Kontaisha did not send anyone off the foreigners 
as [his] ambassadors to the Grand Sovereign [Russian Tsar], except his naturally 
ethnic people. And earlier Kontaisha sent to the Grand Sovereign the same people.”34

Conclusion

The analysis of these cases allows assuming, that the Oirat clergy had not been 
simp ly subordinated to the secular authorities, but also the special factor had had the 

spiritual persons (lamas) were able to be the subjects of political activity. Therefore,
1. The independent political role of the clergy has not been allowed among Oirats 

and Kalmyks, although they had been the subjects of the political activity, acting as 
ambassadors or tantric masters. But if they didn’t obey the demands of the authority, 
they could be prisoned or anyhow punished. The most important thing for them was 

2. Since the clergy of no-Oirat and no-Kalmyk origin (that means, of the Tibetan 
or Mongolian lineages) could not have been the subjects of political activity of the 
Oirats and Kalmyks, they, as a rule, were its objects. Simultaneously, there were the 
unique leaders, like the Dalai Lama, who could be understood as the subject and 
object of the political mechanism and activity of the Oirats and Kalmyks; that was the 
unique case within the political idea of creating of the clerical state with the Tibetan 
leader as tutor and the Oirat ruler as upholder of the Faith.

-

(the Dalai Lama), but, above all, had had either hereditary rights (Galdan Khan, 
Ensa Khutuktu’s incarnation) or a higher level of political patronage (the Russian 
authorities in the case of Shakur lama; the Qing government in the case of Anjjatan 
lama, after Kalmyk exodus to China in 1771). 

33 The National Archive of Kalmyk Republic. Collection 145, list 1, case 429, p. 34.
34 Russian State Archive of Old Documents. Collection 113 “Zjungarskije (kontajšiny) dela,” list 1, 1640, 

case 1, p. 156.
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Abstract

This paper revises the impacts of Buddhism on the spiritual union and collapse of 
the Mongols as a nation based on archival materials and other sources: Buddhism 
as a main belief, which united all the Mongolian nomads played an important role 
in the survival and existance of the Mongolian nation having a thousand-year old 

the Mongols. Since the early 20th century it has been becoming a dominant ideology 
declaring solidarity. Buddhism as a fundamental ideology and a unifying power of 

monks had circumstantial roles. Over two hundred years of Manchu overlordship 

a possibility to unify all nations under Buddhism and also declare their own inde-
pendence, keeping state power in their own hand. A state policy started by the victory 

Mongols opened a door to other religions, and devotees have full right to practice 
their own religions. In this situation we need to protect our customs, tradition and 
religion to keep our differences from other nations. 

-

. 

Mongolica
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ABOUT A LETTER OF THE SOVIET BUDDHISTS 
TO THE THIRTEENTH DALAI LAMA

Vladimir Uspensky 
Saint Petersburg University, Saint Petersburg

Religion and Oppression after the Russian Revolution

The ideology and policy of the Soviet government and the Communist Party were 

it was the Russian Orthodox Church – the state church of the Russian Empire – which 
was initially the main target of this repressive policy. At the same time, ethnic mi-
norities were regarded as being oppressed by the Czarist regime and were enticed 
by the new power into becoming supporters of the Revolution. Colonial peoples of 
the East were regarded as natural allies of the proletarian Revolution. For this rea-

acquired new opportunities for growth. The major area in Russia where Buddhism 

established there only by 1923. The number of monasteries (datsans) founded by the 
Buryat Mongols increased soon after the Revolution since the former restrictions of 
the Czars ceased to exist. This is how the state of affairs was described in 1923 by 
M. N. Yerbanov, the head of the Buryat Mongol Autonomous Republic:

“It seems to me that in no other autonomous republic or region do religious issues 

masses as in ours. This is easy to explain. However strange it may seem, in some 
areas of the Far Eastern Autonomous Region between 12 to 17 per cent of the total 
population are lamas who live in their monasteries (datsans) and are not involved 
at all in working for a living being spongers who are fed entirely with what is 
produced by the local population. They have methods of assessment of their own, 
a peculiar taxation system which is, in fact, exercised in a compulsory way. In any 
case we have to give serious consideration to Lamaism. […] Religious problems 
are of utmost importance to us and much depends upon their proper management. 
We should approach carefully these issues since our Lamaism is linked not only to 
Mongolia but to Tibet and the Dalai Lama.”1

1 -

Izdatjel’stvo Insan, Moskva 1992, pp. 182–183, 185.
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The Soviet government made attempts to establish contacts with Tibet. Three secret 
Soviet missions were sent to Tibet in 1922, 1924, and 1927.2 Needless to say that any 
information about the antireligious policy and ideology of the Russian government 
would have made the establishment of relations with the Dalai Lama’s govern-
ment impossible. Meanwhile, in Soviet Russia, antireligious policy and antireligious 
propaganda were getting stronger. 

was a very authoritative lama, made attempts to come to terms with the Soviet 
government. He became the leader of the “renovationist movement” (Russ. 

) which promulgated the need for the Buddhist clergy 
to abandon worldly aims and to return to simple living according to Vinaya rules. 
However, he was opposed by the “conservative” part of the Buddhist clergy. The 
First Congress of Buddhists of the USSR was convened in Moscow from 20 to 29 
January 1927. Agvan Dorzhiev and his fellow renovationists got the upper hand. 

The Soviet government planned to send another mission to Tibet headed by Agvan 
Dorzhiev and staffed by the “renovationists.” They had to counteract the image of 
Soviet Russia as a country where Buddhism was persecuted and to convince the Dalai 

3 The Soviet and Communist Party 
authorities in the Buryat Mongol Republic were ordered to soft-pedal antireligious 
propaganda and to avoid personal criticism of Agvan Dorzhiev.

The Third Meeting of the Buryat Mongol Buddhists was convened in August 
1928. It appointed the members of the delegation who were supposed to visit Tibet. 

sending the mission to Tibet and in fact the mission was cancelled. This was the 
last attempt of the Soviet authorities to establish contacts with Tibet and their last 
goodwill approach towards Buddhism, however motivated by political expediency. 
In the following decade the Soviet policy towards Buddhism became openly hostile 
which led to the destruction of Buddhist monasteries and repression of lamas.

The letter to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama which was to have been delivered by the 
delegation was approved by the Third Meeting of the Buryat Mongol Buddhists. 
Needless to say that Agvan Dorzhiev and the other lamas could not lie to the Dalai 
Lama. So this letter contains several facts which – although true – are torn out of 
historical context. Thus the general picture composed of separate true facts became 
untrue. For example, the Soviet authorities are praised for exempting lamas from 
the military service. However true, the reason for such an exemption was the new 
legislation which proclaimed Buddhist clergy “non-working people” who were also 

2 Tibjet v politike carskoj, sovjetskoj i postsovjetskoj Rossii. Izdatjel’stvo Sankt-

241–247, 261–269, 291–294.
3 , pp. 309–315; 

Sinicyn, F. L.: 
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denied the right of voting. Only “working people” could be given arms to defend their 
socialist homeland.4 In any case, this letter never reached Tibet and the Dalai Lama.

The letter was written in both Tibetan and Mongolian and was printed in Le-
ningrad in golden letters on grey paper. (The Buddhist temple founded by Agvan 
Dorzhiev in Petrograd in 1915 was the home of the Tibetan Mission and the centre 
of Buddhism in the USSR.) At the end of each version free spaces are left for the 
signatures of the authorized lamas. The titles of these lamas are given in more de-
tail in the Tibetan version. This letter has never been studied or even mentioned in 
scholarly works. A copy of this letter is kept in the National Library of Russia in 
Saint Petersburg in the Section of Nationalities’ Literatures.

Translation

“[This is] a letter submitted to the ear of the Lord who holds both the religious and 
temporal power of the Tibetan nation, the greatest of the Victorious Ones, the om-
niscient great exalted Vajradhara Dalai Lama by the Third Meeting of the Buddhists 
of the Buryat Mongolian people.

amongst us, the Buryat Mongols, have experienced innumerable sufferings [at the 
hands of] the Czar’s government, his functionaries and Russian priests. If [we de-
cided] to describe them in full, it would require many volumes.

However, this is what we [can] tell in short. 
In accordance with the Decree signed in 1853 by the Russian Czar, the number of 

lamas [abiding] in the thirty-four datsans of the Buryats was limited to 320. If this 
number was exceeded, the surplus lamas were sent back home. They had to wear 
lay clothes and were hiding themselves in secret places.5

Building or repairing a datsan
Even if permission was received, during the building works different kinds of of-

also caused much harm to our Religion. For example, these priests caused much 
trouble among the Buryats by beating them and dragging them into their religion 
and [forcing them] to wear crosses. Not only this: they burnt sacred tumulus6 and 
small shrines7 and did other things demonstrating great oppression, as they marched 
forward with heavy feet.

Due to the fact that after the fall of the Czar’s rule all power came into the hands 
of the Soviet government, our Religion [received] broad freedom. In October 1922 

4 Sinicyn, F. L.: Krasnaya burja, p. 40. 
5 About this law see Cyrjempilov, N. V.: 

 Institut mongolovjedjenija, buddologii i tibjetologii SO RAN, Ulan-Ude 2013, 
pp. 152–168, 288–300.

6 Mong.  Tib. lha tho. 
7 Mong. , Tib. bum khang.
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the First Buddhist8 Meeting was convened in the Atsagat Chuluutai Monastery. Al-
together 102 deputies and scholars gathered there and agreed that new religious 
regulations were needed, based on the principles of the Vinaya matched with the 
needs of the present time.

After this in December 1924 the Second Buddhist Meeting was held in Verkh-
neudinsk.9 Its 43 deputies jointly examined the principles accepted by the previous 

Although the Central Committee for Religious Affairs10 tried – the best of its abili-
ties – to purify and improve our religion by implementing the principles approved 
by these two meetings it could not totally implement them.

This is because a small number of monks in some monasteries [who were] under 
the leadership of rich lamas and former lords were following the reactionary prin-
ciples of the past and indulged in commerce, drinking alcohol, internecine feuds, 
gambling and other immoral things. In order to maintain their carefree living, they 
criticized the principles based on the Vinaya and impeded their implementation. In 
January 1927 the First Congress of Buddhists of the USSR was convened in Moscow. 
It was attended by 70 delegates representing [Khalkha] Mongolian, Tibetan, Buryat 
and Kalmyk peoples.

This Congress thoroughly examined these principles and regulations adopted by 
the Second Buddhist Meeting of the Buryat Mongol People, much praised them and 
adopted [them]. Meanwhile, [the Congress] approved a resolution which said that 
along with adopting these principles as foundational and implementing the regula-
tions of religious affairs and principles of monastic life, the active opposition of the 
reactionaries should be criticized and combated.

During the period of time between the congress in Moscow and the composition 
of this letter a small group of our Buryat monks who did not want to abandon [their] 
immoral conduct have been making obstacles in implementing the regulations and 
principles composed on the basis of the Vinaya. In order [to achieve] this purpose 
they continue to preach openly or secretly to believers. These monks not only resist 
the opening of councils at their monasteries in accordance with the regulations, 
they misrepresent the religious regulations and establishments to the believers. In 
addition, they are working to hinder the activities of the Central Committee for 
Religious Affairs. In these fortunate times blessed with the [eight] leisures and [ten] 
endowments [of the perfect human rebirth],11 let the Central Committee for Religious 
Affairs and all of us monks, unite and make joint effort. After having got rid of these 

path of righteousness.
If we compare Czarist rule with the situation under Soviet rule, it is obvious that 

exceptional and unexpected freedom is given to the practice of Religion. On this 
point we are in agreement.

 8 Lit. “religious,” Mong. .
 9 Mong. Degedü Üde, present-day Ulan-Ude.
10 Russ. Cjentral’nyj duhovnyj sovet buddistov. 
11 Tib. dal brgyad ‘byor bcu.
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Incidentally, Soviet power has provided more than broad religious freedom. 
Having taking into account that those who took vows of getsul12 and gelong13 are 
not allowed to take arms, [the government has] decided to spare them from military 
service. 

Let the Lord of Buddhists, the greatest of the Victorious Ones, the omniscient, 
great, exalted Vajradhara Dalai Lama deign to examine these facts.

In addition, we would like to inform you about the decision to appoint and to send 
[to Tibet] deputies representing the majority of monks [abiding] in more than fourty 
monasteries so as to personally present before you, the Great Compassionate One, 
the true condition of Buddhism in our country.

The Chairman of the Third Meeting of the Buryat Mongol Buddhists 
Tsanyid kenpo14 Agvang Lobsang [Dorzhiev]

Deputy Chairman
Secretary

The year of Earth–Dragon [1928], month, date.15

References
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12 Tib. dge tshul.
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15 Not given.
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SOCIAL AND HUMANITARIAN ACTIVITIES 
Altaibaatar Jargal

Mongolian Academy of Sciences, Institute of Philosophy,  
Department of Religious Studies, Ulaanbaatar

Erdenechimeg Omboosüren 
Mongolian Academy of Sciences, Institute of Philosophy,  

Department of Philosophy, Ulaanbaatar

In this article, we present some results from the authors’ ongoing study on religious 
organizations and results of the joint project 

 (2016–2017), of Shukutoku University, Japan. The main 
challenge for every religious organization is to keep its main idea and identity, 
to adapt to the globalizing, sustainable developing, and rapidly changing society. 
The religious non-governmental organization is one of the types of adaptation of 
religions to the modern world. The article shows how Mongolian Buddhist reli-
gious non-governmental organizations are developing and adapting to the current 
Mongolian society. 

th century, Buddhism existed as a whole 

the early 20th century, there were about 700 larger monasteries including 113 thou-
sand monks and lamas, more than 1000 small assemblies or temples and about 160 
reincarnated (noble) lamas in Mongolia. However, interrupted by the mass repression 
of the 1930s in Mongolia, activities of these monasteries gradually declined, and as 
a result there were left almost none by the year 1939. But at the request of people 
who were previously lamas, Gandantegchenlin Monastery was allowed to reopen as 
“The Prayer Temple” (Mörgöliin süm) in Ulaanbaatar by the Resolution 34 of State 
Conference dated May 25, 1944. With the revival of Gandantegchenlin Monastery, 
Buddhist scholars and monks who were in hiding, the sacred Buddhist relics and 
books were gathered in the same place. The monastery, under the name “The Prayer 
Temple,” carried its activities until it regained its name Gandantegchenlin in 1947 
to become a central administration of Mongolian Buddhism. 

Global changes and restructuring of Soviet Union which started from the mid 
1980s resulted in spreading of new thinking and democratic ideas in society, in-
cluding religion in Mongolia. The state and the ruling party (Mongolian Peoples’ 
Revolutionary Party) softened its strict policies on religion and became positive 
on believers’ demands which can be evidenced by a resolution 10 of the People’s 
Great Khural dated February 1990. By this resolution, the government allowed 
and was set to take measures to support to reconstruct Erdene Dsuu, Amarbayas-
galant and Shankh monasteries, which were destroyed during the soviet era, and 
conduct religious activities, and formally accepted the establishment of a mosque 
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in Bayan-Ölgii province.1 This was an important stimulus for revival of Buddhist 
organizations.

The authority had also assigned the government to take into account and provide 
support at the request of believers and monastic community for the reconstruction 
and restoration of some of the Buddhist temples and monasteries, transfer of Budd-
hist objects of worship and sacred books in museums and library funds they were 

the abbots and monks were recommended to make efforts from the very beginning to 
develop religion while restoring monastic activities of ancient traditions in harmony 

in their native language, internal rules and order of monkhood discipline and to build 
good reputation of religion. These served as favourable condition for the revival of 
Buddhist monasteries’ activities.

Social and Humanitarian Activities  
of Buddhist Monasteries in Mongolia

Revival of religious freedom in the aftermath of spiritual change within Mongolian 
society began with initiatives by traditional Buddhist monasteries and believers, and 
continued with religious and public institutions and Buddhist movements to intensify 
their activities in every branch of social life which was seen as an unprecedented 
phenomenon in Mongolia. 

-
lin Monastery was approved as the centre of Mongolian Buddhists. This approval 
ensured the freedom operation for the monastery to revive its monastic schools 
(datsan, Tib. grwa tshang), which were closed during the repression, by the help 
of old monks (who had to disrobe during the repression) and restore their regular 
religious activities. 

-
cused their activities to restore traditional Buddhism, and its doctrine, to build new 
temples to accommodate the spiritual needs of people in local areas and revive old 
monasteries. As a result, the number of “lay Buddhist monasteries” has reached almost 
100 within less than three years and is growing ever since which can be seen from the 
registration of legal entities made by the State Registration Authority of Mongolia.

Gandantegchenlin Monastery, as the Centre of Mongolian Buddhists, has been 
teaching and transferring its multifaceted heritage, including traditional Buddhist 
and contemporary knowledge, education, readings and rituals through Tsogchen 
assembly hall, Dashchoinpel, Gungaachoilin, Idgaachoinzinlin, Janraiseg datsan, 
Düinkhor datsan, Jüd datsan, Manba datsan, Badma yoga datsan, Institute of Budd-
hism, 112th secondary school for religious studies, Tsogchen school, “Rich Light” 

1 Reconstruction and protection of some monasteries and related issues. Decree of Presidium of People’s 
Great Khural, Mongolian People’s Republic. 22 February, 1990.
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primary school for religious studies, “Perfect Joy Light” kindergarten and “Gandan 
Manba” traditional medicine. 
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Monks in Gandandarjaaling Monastery
in Khöwsgöl province took the initiative 
to clean and disinfect the cemetery area 
near Mörön sum, the centre of the 
province, amidst the outbreak of respira-
tory infectious diseases such as tuberculo-
sis and bacilli bacteria among public. 
The cemetery has been in use since the 
establishment of the sum during the 1930s, 
and it has been expanded as the population 
grows. With the revival of religion and old 
traditions, some people started practicing 
sky burial, which created risks of spreading 
of infectious diseases. The cleaning and 
decontamination of the cemetery area 
removed the factors for spreading the 
disease. 

CASE: BUDDHIST TEMPLES 
AND MONASTERIES 
ARE CONTRIBUTING 

TO SOLVING LOCAL PROBLEMS. 

Fig. 1. Number of Buddhist monasteries and temples, 1994–2013.2  
Number of religious organizations registered from 1994–2013 September by Department  

of Legal Entity Registration of the State Registration Authority. Researchers’ comparison.

In addition, the monastery works towards rural monasteries and societies through 
Department of Rural Monasteries Affairs, Department of Media and Public Affairs, 
newspaper and journal, FM radio and charity centre. 

and human resource support from foreign international and Buddhist organizations. 
Rinpoches and foreign Buddhist leaders who embraced the movement of Buddhist 

and the Buddhist tradition. Examples include Petüb Danjoi Choinkhorlin Monastery 
(Tib. dPe thub bstan rgyas chos ‘khor gling) established by Kushok Bakula3 rinpoche, 
Amarbayasgalant Monastery revived by Gurudeva rinpoche, Günchew Jambaalin 
Center NGO established by Tibetan Banchin Oiburul rinpoche, Ariyabal Buddhist 

2 Report of the Working group set out by the Decree of the Minister of Justice and Internal Affairs, dated 
March 11, 2016 to undertake and present a study on religious organizations operating in Mongolia. 

percent accounts for Buddhist monasteries. As of 2016, there were 294 Buddhist monasteries operating 
in Mongolia. These monasteries are located throughout 22 major administrative units of Mongolia, 
including Ulaanbaatar city and 21 provinces. There are 107 monasteries operating in Ulaanbaatar 
city only, which represent 36 percent of total Buddhist monasteries, albeit it makes 28.5 percent of 
religious organizations of all types of religion in the area. Gelugpa is the dominant stream among 
Buddhist monasteries in Ulaanbaatar. 

3 
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in Ulaanbaatar and Darkhan city by Nepalese Zopa rinpoche. Buddhist monks and 
Buddhist philosophy teachers from India, China (Inner Mongolia and Tibet), Nepal 
and other countries regularly visit these organizations to provide religious education 
as well as to participate in social and humanitarian activities. 

With the revival of Buddhism, its behaviour and norms are penetrating in all 
circles of activities of society and individuals. All in all, Buddhism has emerged as an 
independent institute of society and has sought to strengthen and expand its stances. 
There are also enough ideas among lay people to receive Buddhism in terms of not 
only religion and customs but also of culture and knowledge. 

Buddhist monasteries, their novices and monks have been undertaking different 
types of activities, support and services towards the community in addition to reli-
gious activities to meet the devotees’ needs. It can be clearly seen from the case study 

team of Mongolian National University of Education. These Buddhist social works 
involving Buddhist monasteries in both urban and rural areas have started more than 
ten years ago. Social assistance and humanitarian activities by the Buddhist mo-
nasteries and monks are usually focused on social vulnerable groups including poor 
elderly and disabled people without caregivers, orphans, single mothers, households 
and individuals living below minimum subsistence level, people with acute and 
chronic illnesses such as mental disability and cancers, and alcohol addicts.

Having survived for centuries with its deep marks in every aspect of ideology, life-
style, culture and customs of the Mongolian people, Buddhism and its monasteries 
still play major role in the mentality and psychology of social groups and individuals 

Buddhism from other religions in Mongolia.4

Mongolian 
society

Traditional 
buddhism as 
an indicator 
of intrinsic 

Mongol 
civilization 

ciocsoo
Motivator 
for a rise 

in national 
consciousness

eetye
Keeper and 
transmitter 
of historical 
and cultural 

traditions

Fig. 2. Social roles of Mongolian Buddhism. 

4 Tsedendamba, S.: Presentation “Current State of Religion in Mongolia: Some challenges.” Interna-
tional Conference on “ .” Ulaanbaatar 2002, p.123.



135

Internal relations of religious institutions serve as a main leverage for the organi-
zational activities while determining the results of their operations. Main objective 
of a religious organization is to disseminate religious doctrines in a systematic way 
under certain structure to lay people. The success of this process, therefore, depends 
on internal structure and coherence of functional groups in an organization. 

Internal process or coordination within a Buddhist institution is closely related 
with its daily activities. These internal activities can be divided into the following 
sections:

–  Social activities of a monastery 
–  Religious activities of a monastery

Activities conducted by Buddhist monasteries are aimed at ensuring human wellbe-
ing, in this regard, types of services and activities are as follows in terms of social 
work. 

Fig. 3. Types of social and humanitarian activities in Buddhist monasteries  
directed towards public.5

Although these activities are usually directed at providing material support to people 

to the establishment of social ethics by providing sustainable moral and spiritual 
needs of people. In the above-mentioned social works, many stakeholders are in-
volved including state and local governing bodies, military units, prisons under law 
enforcement authority, non-governmental organizations, human rights organizations, 
hospitals, schools, international humanitarian organizations and individuals. Support, 
assistance and involvement of these multiple stakeholders do have certain amount 

5 The results of the joint research: , 
2016. 
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them in social work. 

Activities of Buddhist NGOs in Mongolia

Mongolian law on State and Church relations, which has been in effect since 1993, 
states that religious organizations in Mongolia shall carry out religious rituals, and 
educational activities to meet religious demands of the devotees by establishing 
church, monastery, datsan and centers. Within this framework, Buddhist organiza-
tions have carried out their activities in the form of monasteries and temples. This is 
not new however, from its earliest period until the end of the 20th century, Buddhist 
organizations had conducted their activities in a single form of monastery. Their ac-
tivities directed at the devotees were usually found in customary religious practices 

The main function of Buddhist monasteries is to exercise Buddhist rituals,  
assembly and carry out educational activities in an organizational structure of 
a monastery, temple, datsan and a governing body. The current organizational 
structure of the Buddhist temples and monasteries is a pattern established back from 
the second half of 16th century to early 20th century. Monasteries and monks serve the 
religious community (devotees) by creating religious texts, books and performing 
rituals and meetings.6 

At the beginning of the 21st century, with revival of Buddhism in Mongolia, in-
termediate organizations, religious but public in nature, were formed as a religious 
NGO, distinguished themselves from traditional Buddhist organizations (monas-
tery, temple, denomination, etc.) by their organizational structure, management and 
operational characteristics.7 When studying these organizations, a few reasons can 

1.  There was a need for a new organizational structure and management to survive 
in, and meet changing social systems and regimes in a globalized world.

2.  There was a need for a functional form and design to meet spiritual demands 
of highly informed and educated modern devotees, guaranteed a constitutional 
freedom and right of religion (to or not to worship a religion).

3.  Religious organizations needed to mature into modern organizations that con-
sist of professional and skilled human resources with the capacity to adapt to, 
and work in harmony, with the situation and time. 

6 Article 6.5 of Mongolian Law on State and Church Relations. 
7 .: ŠUA, FSEX. 10. 
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Unlike traditional monastic organizations, main purpose of these NGOs are to 
disseminate and promote religious doctrines rather than engaging in religious congre-
gations. These organizations support activities of traditional Buddhist monasteries, 

in ranking, strict religious regime and order in the organizations, and these organi-
zations are usually managed by reputable leaders rather than professional monks. 

Fig. 4. Main characteristics in religious NGOs8

Religious NGOs are voluntary based and are aimed mainly at supporting monaste-
ries for disseminating and promoting religious doctrines. These organizations are 

lity is common among these organizations. From the analysis of the activities and 
relevant documents of religious NGOs, mission of the organizations are commonly 
formulated as follows:

–  to dessimate Buddhist doctrines to public in non-traditional ways (lecture, 
religious-art entertaining activities, etc.) 

–  to represent the common interests of members, to build and support their co-
operation, and create opportunities for free exchange of information, opinions 
and experiences 

–  to organize social and humanity activities

–  to support the church in strengthening Buddhist views in the society 

Thus, Buddhist NGOs focus on disseminating Buddhist doctrines and teachings and 
carrying out charitable and social activities based on these views. 

8 In some circumstances, such organizations cannot be regulated in accordance with the Mongolian law 
on State and Church relations. In this case, these organizations must register with the General Authority 
of State Registration and get approval for conducting activities in accordance with Mongolian law on 
non-governmental organization. 
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Table 1. Comparison of contemporary Buddhist monasteries vs. religious NGOs.

Buddhist monasteries Buddhist NGOs

Policy and 
planning

Strictly set, constricted 

Human 
resource

Consists of monks and 
priests specially trained 
in religious education 

Consists mainly of people experienced or 
having social communication skills, not 
necessarily trained in religious education 

Internal 
structure 

Comprehensive, but too 

Slow decision making process 
at the managerial level

Smaller, good coherence between units 

Form of 
activities 

Dogmatic, doctrinal Promotional and educational

Continuity of 
operations

Slow, but constant 
and continual 

Sharp, sharp like ascending 
and descending 

Members Monks Lay people and monks

There were 7500 non-governmental organizations registered with the General 
Authority of State Registration of Mongolia between March 2006 and September 
2013, of which 48 NGOs were Buddhist NGOs. Founders of these organizations are 
comprised of two types of stakeholders as follows:

1.  Buddhist monks and priests with the aim to explain Buddhist teachings and 
doctrines and enlighten the public awareness. 

2.  Lay people and devotees with the aim to spread Buddhist teachings and 
doctrines to cultivate the meaning of compassion and humanitarian views. 

Of these organizations, 90 percent (or 43) were operating in Ulaanbaatar, while only 

in Dornogow’, one in Khöwsgöl and two in Öwörkhangai provinces respectively. 
Based on the organizational rules, functions, mission and objectives, scope of the 
social works in these organizations are as follows:

1.  Practice and performance of religious rituals. Act of collective veneration, 
chanting, meditation, and offering in the shrine. 

2.  Enlightening, building awareness and dissemination. Supporting the building 
of humane and compassionate morality in individuals, families and commu-
nities through promotion and interpretation of Buddhist teachings and holy 
scriptures. 

3.  Protection and conservation of nature and environment. Environmental protec-
tion and rehabilitation based on Buddhist teachings. 

4.  Social and humanitarian activities. Providing support for people and youth 
from low-income families for education and self-development, and providing 
spiritual and material support for poor and homeless people. 
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5.  Undertaking research studies. Conducting research studies in Buddhist philoso-
phy and knowledge, writing, translating and publishing scriptures. 

6.  Restoration and protection of heritage. Restore monasteries, customs and tra-
ditions. 

These activities can be ordered in terms of their importance as follows: 

2

7
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11

16

41

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Practice and performance of religious rituals

Protection and conservation of nature and
environment

Restoration and protection of heritage

Social and humanitarian activities

Undertaking research studies

Enlightening, building awareness and dissemination

Fig. 5. Types of social works carried out by Buddhist NGOs. 

Findings of the study reveal that primary purpose of Buddhist NGOs (about 85 
percent of total organizations) is to contribute to build of humane and compassio-
nate social environment, and improve ethics and consciousness of the communities 
through Buddhist teachings and doctrines. Study of Buddhist philosophy is the se-
cond most important purpose of these organizations. One third of the organizations 
surveyed stated that writing, translating (from Tibetan to Mongolian language) of 

the lay public as primary goals of their social activities. Of total organizations sur-
veyed, 22 percent worked to provide assistance to low income and vulnerable social 
groups including orphaned children, female-headed households and single fathers 
to improve their livelihood. Religious rituals, which usually considered as the most 
important activities for Buddhist monasteries, accounted for the lowest percentage 
(only 4.1 percent). 

Among these organizations surveyed, we have chosen as a case study the “Rejoice 
in Your Virtue,” a NGO that has been operating successfully for a long time. 

to contribute to the community to reduce the harms resulting from people’s wrong 
livestyles and habits by inheriting and spreading traditional mindset and Buddhist 
philosophy. The NGO has been conducting its activities continously for sixteen years. 

Main focus of the organization is as follows:
–  To represent common interests of its members, develop and support their co-

operation, and create opportunities for free exchange of information, opinions 
and experiences.
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–  To organize local and international level events aimed at spreading Buddhist 
doctrine to public. 

–  To organize art, cultural and public events to promote Mongolian cultural 
heritage and traditions.

–  To deliver timely information relevant to Buddhist doctrine, traditions, cultural 
heritage with the help of latest innovations in modern information technology.

–  To carry out humanitarian activities aimed at supporting livelihoods of 
vulnerable social groups. 

–  To contribute to the protection of natural environment and natural resources, 
restoration of valuable cultural monuments, and to promote such activities at 
domestic and international level.

The organization has been regularly conducting its public activities that are well 
known to the Buddhist communities and lay public, including one-day tegchin sojin 
religious ceremony, production of a song  and its dis-
semination to the public, and collective chantings of religious texts/prayers in a hall 
or outdoor area. A number of social works have been implemented by “Rejoice in 
Your Virtue” NGO including but not limited to: 

In terms of restoration and protection of Buddhist heritage:
–  Implemented restoration work of s at Gandantegchenlin Monastery, the 

Center of Mongolian Buddhists
–  Created a Bodhi  in Mandsushir monastery

In terms of enlightening of the public:
–  Ran an information board to disseminate Buddhist teachings and doctrines to 

the public at the Gandantegchenlin Monastery.
–  Produced and distributed to the public audio tapes with Buddha’s teachings, 

and Enlightening doctrine and Chanting doctrine, prayer songs sung by famous 
artists. 

–  Organized Enlightening tour to spread Buddhist teachings to people in cent-
ral provinces of Mongolia (Bulgan, Arkhangai, Öwörkhangai, and Khöwsgöl 
provinces). 

–  Produced and broadcasted a video clip of a prayer song Rejoice in your virtue 
regularly over a public television. 

–  Prepared and broadcasted a series of commentary program on Altangerel scrip-
ture on NTV television. 

–  Organized a book exhibition Wisdom starts with books of Buddhist teachings 
and doctrines. 

In terms of religious rituals:
–  Since 2004, organized religious rituals regularly, in collaboration with Gun-

gaachoilin datsan of Gandantegchenlin Monastery, including Chanting prayer, 
and Sojin, i.e. one-day vowing on Vesak days. 
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The NGO consists mainly of lay devotees with some monks at the managerial level. 
However, the organization operates independently of any church, monastery and 

-
sions of religious days. In addition to that, the NGO implements activities mainly 
aimed at solving particular social problems and supporting social target groups. For 
example, in 2016, “Rejoice in Your Virtue” collaborated with two different Budd-
hist organizations: Great Maitreya Project and Bod’ Chandman’ Center, to initiate 
the Safe Motherhood, a charity campaign to support the repair work of a Maternity 
center, which is still continuing. 

The majority of Buddhist NGOs are established on voluntary basis and lack 

religious organizations, monasteries, international organizations and governmental 
agencies with similar organizational arrangements. 

In some cases, basic operating costs are borne by Buddhist monasteries, while the 

activities such as handcrafting and other manufacturing, and trading. In addition to 

organizations by preparing social and humanitarian projects, and fundraising through 
social network and public media. 

Activities organized by Buddhist NGOs are focused on the following target 
groups. 

Fig. 6. Target groups of activities organized by Buddhist NGOs 

Buddhist NGOs are more actively engaged in public campaigns and impact activities 
than churches and monasteries. The scope of their works include organizing public 
lectures and trainings for improved social belief and morality, raising public aware-
ness about the essence of Buddhist teachings and the meaning of related traditional 

In summary, Buddhist NGOs primarily focus their attention to bring posi-
tive changes in the spiritual lives of individuals, social groups and the society by 
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explaining, implementing, educating, and spreading the meaning of the Buddhist 
doctrines, rather than taking the responsibility of religious preaching. 

This type of organizations are more likely to increase in future, because, there are 
growing number of initiatives among the devotees to serve monastery and the society 
collectively by sharing and exchanging views on religious doctrines and teaching, 
and conducting charitable activities in addition to engaging in traditional religious 
practices solely under church or monastic order. 
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MONGOLIAN MONKS’ STUDIES IN LHASA’S 
MONASTERIES

Alexa Péter
Eötvös Loránd University, Institute of East Asian Studies, Budapest

Introduction

in transmitting the religious traditions in Mongolia. The spread of Buddhism in the 
Mongolian region took place in four phases. During these waves different Buddhist 

to help to organise the ceremonial life of the temples and the monasteries. In this 
way Tibetan Buddhism spread thorough the Mongolian region and was combined 
with local characteristics.1 By the 19th century Buddhism had penetrated deeply into 

-
nastic life leading Mongolian monks to study in Tibet. They used Tibetan language 
in ceremonies and rituals and several years later, when returned home, they started 
their missionary efforts at their own place. The aim of this paper is to represent how 
these Mongolian monks lived in Lhasa’s monasteries in the late 19th century.

Historical Background

-
cording to the Mongolian Buddhist tradition, the Mongols came into contact with 
Buddhism in four different waves.2 

rd century, during the time of the 
Indian Buddhist emperor Ashoka,3 who extended his empire northward and captured 
the city of Khotan. From there Buddhism gradually spread eastward to the Mongolian 
Gobi kingdoms along the Silk Road.4 A few centuries later Tibetan Buddhism began 

1 -
nals. Zentralasiatische Studien XVII (2013), p. 135. 

2 Soni, Sharad Kumar: Exploring Mongol-Tibetan Relations: The Contribution of Buddhism. Mongolian 
& Tibetan Quarterly XXII, No. 2. No 2 (2013), p. 51.

3 Ashoka was an Indian emperor of the Maurya Dynasty (322–185 BC). He lived around the 3rd century 
BC and he was a powerful king who reigned over a realm covering much of the Indian sub-continent.

4 The cave paintings in Dunhuang along the Hor section of the Silk Road certainly bear witness to an 
early Mongol enthusiasm for Buddhism. Mullin, Glenn: Buddhism in Mongolia: Three or Five Waves 
of Cultural Blossoming. (http://www.fpmtmongolia.org/buddhism-in-mongolia).
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founder of the Tibetan empire stretched his territory from the borders of Bactria 
to China and from Nepal to the borders of Eastern Turkistan and conquered large 
sections of west and southwestern Hor, including Khotan and Kukunor. In the 7th 

chos rgyal) of 
Tibet. Trisong Detsen (Khri srong lde btsan, r. 755–794), the second dharma king 

-
dian teachers to come to Tibet to spread the Buddha’s teachings. They established 

to Tibetan legends, after the Buddhist monk, Lalung Palgyidorje (Lha lung dPal 
gyi rdo rje) assassinated Langdarma (Glang dar ma, r. 841–842), the anti-Buddhist 

Karakorum.5 
The second great phase of Mongolian Buddhism began with Chinggis Khan 

(1162–1227) who as the leader of the biggest empire in Eurasian history was known 
for his religious tolerance, having brought Buddhists, Nestorian Christians, Moslems 
and Manicheists within his realm.6 During this period the intensive contacts in the 
Tibeto–Mongolian relations was in 1227 after Chinggis Khan destroyed the Tangut 
Empire, Xixia, and the Mongolian Empire and Tibet became neighbouring countries. 
In 1240, Prince Göden (1206–1251),7 the governor of the Kukunor region, sum-
moned the chief of the Sakya (Sa skya

8 It seems 

wisdom onto the theoretically tolerant Mongols, mainly the royal court. The task of 
the proselytisation and the peace maintenance fell on his nephew, Chogyal Phagpa 
(Chos rgyal ‘phags pa, 1235–1280) after the death of his uncle in 1251. Shortly 

inherited the throne.9 
Phagpa lama and Khubilai Khan agreed on a new alliance sharing ecclesiastical 

and secular powers. Phagpa became the preceptor of the emperor and the empire. He 
taught the princes Buddhist intellectuality, spirituality and in turn received the title of 
“Viceroy of Tibet” and became responsible for the governance of Tibet. Phagpa lama, 

number of different subject areas, wrote many religious and philosophical treatises 
for the members of the Mongolian ruling family. Though the concept of the dual 

5 Berger, Patricia: Mongolia. In: Encyclopedia of Buddhism. Ed. by Robert E. Buswell. Thomson Gale 
2004, p. 562.

6 Soni, S. K.: , p. 52. 
7 He was the son of Ögödei Khan (1186–1241) and the grandson of Chinggis Khan.
8 Göden chose the Sakya stream of the numerous Tibetan streams because they had more than a cen-

tury of history, and both the ecclesiastical and the secular power (Tib. gdung rgyud and chos rgyud) 
respectively were represented by two branches of the Sakya family.

9 Péter, Alexa: Comparison of two Tibetan Compendiums on Buddhist Cosmology dating from the 13th 
and 19th centuries. Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hung. LXIX (4), (2016), p. 442.
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principle ended with the downfall of the Yuan dynasty (1280–1368), its ideal was 
preserved in both Mongolian and Tibetan literature.10

The third Buddhist wave in Mongolia began in 1577, when the Mongolian ruler, 
Altan Khan (1507–1582) sent an emissary to Tibet to pay respects to Sönam Gyatso 
(bSod nams rgya mtsho, 1543–1588), the great master of the Gelug stream (Tib. dge 
lugs pa). The following year a group of Mongolian patrons and this Tibetan master 
met on the bank of Lake Kukunor. Altan Khan translated the “rgya mtsho” part of 
his name in Mongolian, thus rgya mtsho became dalai
rgya mtsho became the Dalai Lama. Thus began the lineage of the Dalai Lamas. 
Consequently, with the support of a powerfuI Mongolian patron, the Gelug stream, 
centred in the Dalai Lama, achieved eminence above all others in Tibet. The landmark 
event in the conversion of Mongols to Tibetan Buddhism took place during this visit 
of Sönam Gyatso to the Mongolian court. After the second visit of Sönam Gyatso 

Budd hist monastery in Mongolia called Erdene Dsuu in the vicinity of Kharkhorin. 

the Mongols and penetrating almost every sphere of Mongolian life. By the end of 
the 17th century, with the two-fold support from the Mongol nobles and the Tibetan 
lamas, many Mongols were converted to Buddhism. Sönam Gyatso passed away in 
Inner Mongolia in 1588. Later the great-grandson of Altan Khan was chosen to be 
an incarnation of the Dalai Lama, thus further strengthening the ties between the 
Mongols and Tibetan Buddhism. When the Mongolian Yuan khans were converted 

was much weaker than in the late 16th century, when the whole Mongolian nation 
received Buddhism as its faith.11 

Jebtsün-
damba khutagt (Tib. rje btsun dam pa hu thug tu), Öndör Gegeen Dsanabadsar 
(1635–1723)12 who travelled to Tibet in the mid-17th century and became a disciple 
of the Fifth Dalai Lama. Later, he became the spiritual head of Tibetan Buddhism in 
Mongolia who ranked third in the ecclesiastical hierarchy after the Dalai Lama and 

and a quarter centuries, until the communist takeover of 1921.
Tibetan Buddhism remained the main religion and the most important religio-

cultural links between the Tibetans and the Mongols.13

10 Péter, Alexa: A Compendium of Buddhism Written for Kubilai’s Son. In: Aspects of Mongolian 
Buddhism I. Ed. by Ágnes Birtalan, Krisztina Teleki, Zsuzsa Majer, Csaba Fahidi, Attila Rákos. 
L’Harmattan, Budapest 2018, p. 168.

11 Mullin, G.: 
12 

the Fourth Dalai Lama, he also was a direct descendent of Chinggis Khan.
13 Mullin, G.: Buddhism in Mongolia…
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Mongolian Monasteries

At the end of the 19th century there were more than 700 monasteries and temple 
complexes with numerous incarnate lamas living in the Mongolian territories. The 
Tibetan Buddhism has always been the key aspect of linking all the Mongols to-
gether, even the Mongol ethnic groups living in diasporas in the Russian Republics 
of Buryatia, Kalmykia, and Tuva.14 

In both Mongolia and Tibet the monasteries were the unique cultural centres of 
the society and the heart of ancient educational institutions. In monasteries kept quite 
big libraries where not only Buddhist texts, but also several books related to the 
traditional science and history were preserved. Throughout the Buddhist history of 
the Mongols the foremost ceremonial language in almost all Mongolian monasteries 
has been Tibetan. All the religious terminology and texts are based on the Tibetan 
language and the same language is recited during the ceremonies even today. Mon-
golian monasteries store many translated Tibetan Buddhist texts. The Mongols had 
successfully undertaken the task of translating the Tibetan Buddhist works much 
before these were begun to be translated into Western languages.15

The Mongolian monasteries offered basic philosophical trainings but Mongolian 
monks’ dream was studying philosophy in the monastic schools of famous Tibetan 

 from Mongolia many monks 
undertook the trip which took as long as a year going by camel. 

to Western visitors shortly after the Gurkha invasion of Tibet (1791–1792) and they 
made no exception in this policy for their Buryat and Kalmyk co-religionists16 in 
Russia. These northernmost Buddhists had to pose as the Khalkha Mongols to enter 
Lhasa because as subjects of the Chinese emperor, they had free access.17 

Mongolian Monks in Lhasa’s Monasteries

The Russian Buddhist colony in Lhasa in 1900 was relatively modest.18 It consisted 
of only 47 Buryats: 42 of whom studied at Drepung Monastery (’Bras spungs), three 
at Ganden Monastery (dGa’ ldan), two at Sera Monastery (Se ra) and concurrently, 

14 Soni, S. K.: , p. 51.
15 Soni, S. K.: , p. 57.
16 Tibetan Buddhism spread in this area around the 17th–18th centuries and the heyday of Buddhism 

was at the end of 19th and the beginning of the 20th

Revival of Tibetan Buddhism in Inner Asia: A Comparative Perspective. Asian and African Studies, 
Slovak Academic Press, Bratislava 2002, pp. 16–17.

17 Andreyev, Alexander: Russian Buddhists in Tibet, from the end of the nineteenth century – 1930. 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. Third Series, Vol. 11, No. 3 (2001), p. 350.

18 The three huge Gelugpa monasteries in Lhasa together housed about 20,000 monks. Goldstein, Melvyn 
C.: Tibetan Buddhism and Mass Monasticism. In: Des moines et des moniales dans le monde. La vie 

. Ed. by Adeline Herrou – Gisele Krauskopff. Presses Uni-
versitaires de Toulouse le Mirail 2010, p. 3.
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the Khalkha Mongolian community numbered 80 monks.19 The training was almost 
the same at all of these monasteries but there were some specialities.20 

The community of large monasteries (Tib. tshogs chen) divided internally into 
semi-autonomous sub-monastic units called colleges (Tib. grwa tshang) devoted to 
larger areas of sciences (astrology, poetry, healing, etc.). Each colleges had their own 

an abbot. On the other hand, the monastery as a whole also had its own estates, capital 

abbots. Each monastic college was internally sub-divided into a number of named 
semi-autonomous residence units called quarters (Tib. khams tshan) which also had 

21 In colleges the monks of the same nationality or 
from the same region were grouped together in their own quarters. These quarters 
consisted of some buildings divided into apartments where the monks lived.22

At Drepung and Sera lamaseries candidates from Mongolia were placed in one 
quarter. Within these quarters the monks could choose where they wanted to live 

and private rooms and for poorer monks there were simplier rooms which they had 
to share with some other monks. For the novices also had no private rooms of their 
own but merely serve a higher lama and lived with him. And one could also choose 
to stay outside the regional house.23

In each Gelug monasteries in Lhasa had one monastic college where foreign 
monks could be enrolled. Most of the Buryat and Kalmyk monks who came to Lhasa 
for educational purposes entered the Gomang college (Tib. sGo mang grwa tsang) or 
Samlo dormitory (Tib. bSam blo khang mtshan) at Drepung monastery or Tsugol24 
college in Sera monastery. Very few Buryats chose to enter schools at other monas-
teries in Lhasa. If they did, it was invariably Jeba college (Tib. Byes ba grwa tsang) 
at Sera or Gyantse college (Tib. rGyan rtse grwa tsang) at Ganden. The Kalmyks 
enrolled in the Khamdon dormitory (Tib. Kham dong khang mtshan) at Sera where 
they were together with the Oirats. The Khalkha Mongols formed a separate group 
(Tib. mi tshan) in each monasteries.25

Daily Routine of Monks

Monks woke up before sunrise when a lama climbed up to the top of the assembly 
du khang) of Ganden and recited loudly a prayer for Tsongkhapa, calling 

19 -
birsk, 1991, p. 106.

20 Cybikov, G.: , p. 148.
21 Goldstein, M. C.: Tibetan Buddhism …, p. 9.
22 Goldstein, M. C.: Tibetan Buddhism …, p. 20.
23 Cybikov, G.: , p. 149.
24 Tsugol is located in western Transbalkania. 
25 Pidhainy, Ihor: Tibet through the Eyes of a Buryat: Gombojab Tsybikov and his Tibetan relations. 

ASIA Network Exchange 20 (2013), Issue 2, p. 15.
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the monks to the morning prayer. In Drepung a little boy and in Sera an adult monk 
shouted ”come, come” (Tib. phebs, phebs) from the top of their own assembly halls. 
Then two principal lamas (Tib. zhal mgo and dbu mdzad) opened the door of the 
hall and started to chant the morning prayer. It was not obligatory for every monk 
so there were just few monks on this session, mainly the poorer ones who did not 
want to pass an opportunity for free tea after the prayer.26 

This followed the performing of religious rites or services for laymen in exchange 
for food and money gifts. Monks needed this kind of incomes because they received 
a salary from the monastery several times a year27 but this was not enough to subsist 
and had to support themselves.28 

Later the monks gathered again in the assembly hall and the principal lamas sat in 
judgement on monks who broke the regulations and imposed penalty upon guilties. 

29

Monks had four lessons per day, two lessons before noon and two after lunch. 
The educational period (Tib. chos thog) was only half the year then the studying was 
interrupted for half a year (Tib. chos mtshams, 30

In the evening, lamas gathered in the hall of the monastery to pray and recite 
Buddhist texts while drinking tea.31

Education in the Monasteries

When Mongolian monks entered newly into one of these monastic centers, they 
entered immediately the classes on philosophy, after they demonstrated that they 
had already mastered the earlier materials. They did this by going to the less- 
advanced classes and defending themselves against the students of those levels. They 
would then begin their education in the class appropriate to their level of previous 
education.32 

ponsibility for him. In Tibet, monks could enter a monastery at any age, but it was 

26 Cybikov, G.: , p. 151.
27 In general, monks’ income came from a combination of sources: 1) salary from their monastery or 

college, 2) alms given to individual monks at the time of the prayer assemblies, 3) income from their 
own labour, and 4) support in food from their natal families. Many monks spent a considerable amount 
of time engaged in income-producing activities including crafts like tailoring and medicine, working 
as servants for other monks, engaging in trade, or even leaving the monastery at peak agricultural 
times to work for farmers. Goldstein, M. C.: Tibetan Buddhism …, p. 10.

28 Goldstein, M. C.: Tibetan Buddhism …, p. 23.
29 In monasteries had death penalty as a possible punishment but they didn’t use it. Cybikov, G.: Buddist-

, p. 152. 
30 Tsybikov, Gombozhab: A Buddhist Pilgrim at the Shrines of Tibet. Brill’s Tibetan Studies Library, 

Volume 42. Leiden 2017, p. 23.
31 Tsybikov, G.: , p. 152.
32 Sopa, Geshe Lhundup: Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture. The Library Tibetan Works, Delhi 1983, 

p. 18.
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and writing the letters for a while. His name was little monk (Tib. grwa chung). He 
had to memorize books to recite according to the monastery’s custom, for instance, 
different kinds of prayer and the performance of rituals, many different kinds of 
manuals of worship in praise of the Buddha, and so on. This time his name was future 
novice (Tib. dge tshul gsar pa). Then, in the middle of the assembly of many monks 
one had to take an examination on what he had memorized. If it was completed and 
after learning the rules of conduct, the novice monk (Tib. dge tshul), at the age of 
15–18, could give a petition to receive full ordination as a fully ordanined monk 
(Tib. dge slong) and begin to study the great books on philosophy from the bases at 
the age of 18–20.33

. A monk must 
successfully complete a particular unit of study before being allowed to move on 
to the next. 

1.  logic (Tib. tshad ma, Skt ) – 3 years 
2.  the perfection of transcendent wisdom (Tib. phar phyin, Skt ) 

– 5 years
3.  the middle way (Tib. dbu ma, Skt. madhyamaka) – 4 years
4.  monastic discipline (Tib. ‘dul ba, Skt. vinaya) – 2 years
5.  abhidharma (Tib. mngon pa mdzod, Skt  – 2 years.

The logic was epistemology or investigation of right cognition. It had three classes 
(Tib.
easily understable books written by Tibetan scholars to learn the basics. These include 

Compendium of Right Cognition (Tib. Tshad ma kun btus, Skt.
samuccaya The Seven Treatises (Tib. Tshad 

Skt. ) and 
its commentaries. 

Ornament of Realizations (Tib. mNgon rtogs rgyan, 
Skt. ) and its commentaries and subcommentaries; The Twenty 
Works Pertaining to Maitreya (Tib. ) and its 
commentaries.

Six Logical Works 
of the Madhyamaka (Tib. 
Introduction to the Middle Way (Tib. , Skt. ) 
and its commentaries.

At the time of learning the monastic discipline, one took principally the Vinaya 
scriptures The Four Sections of Statements (Tib. Lungs sde bzhi, Skt. ) 

The Summary of Discipline (Tib. mDo rtsa ba, 
Skt. ) and its commentaries.

33 Sopa, Geshe Lhundup: Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture, p. 17.
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The Treasury 
of Phenomenology (Tib. , Skt. ) and its 
commentaries.

To support the proper interpretation of the texts written by famous Indian and 
yig cha) were 

compiled by eminent monks. Three famous handbooks used in different Tibetan 
philosophical monastic schools became popular among the Mongols, namely 

1.  Günchin igchaa (Tib. Kun mkhyen yig cha) written by Kunkyen Jamyang Zhepa 
(Kun mkhyen ‘Jam dbyangs bzhad pa, 1648–1721). In the list it is mentioned as 
Goman igchaa referring to Gomang college where this handbook was in use.

2.  Losalin igchaa or Wanchin igchaa (Tib. Pan chen yig cha) written by Panchen 
Sönam Tepa (Pan chen Bsod nams grags pa, 1478–1554) is referred as Losalin 
igchaa (Tib. Blo gling or Blo gsal gling yig cha) in the list named after Losaling 
college where it was in use.

3.  Serjee igchaa (Tib. Ser byed yig cha) is the manual of Sera Je (Ser byed) mo-
nastic school of Sera monastery, written by Jetsünpa Chöki Gyeltsen (rJe btsun 
pa Chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 1469–1546). 

Exams and Degrees

After philosophical lessons one reached the so-called karam (Khal. garam, Tib. 
ram) class and had to take a long examination. This examination was important for 
depending upon the quality of this examination one would afterwards obtained the 
rank of the four higher or lower geshe (Khal. gewš, Tib. dge bshes) titles according 
to the grade of the examination. 

There were four geshe ranks: 

1.  hlarampa (Khal. lkhaaramba, Tib. lha rams pa) } went to higher class
2.  tsogrampa (Khal. tsogrim, Tib. tshogs ram pa)  called hlaram
3.  rigrampa (Tib. rigs ram pa) } remained in the
4.  lingseb (Khal. linseb, Tib. gling gseb)  karam class

Until the geshe disputation in both hlaram and karam classes of each monks had 
to remain in their own classes. According to the size of the class there is a varying 
number of years of waiting for disputation. 

Both the rigrampa and the lingseb arranged their disputation in their own monas-
teries and they received their geshe status34 from their own monasteries.

In the second Tibetan month, at the Offering Festival (Tib. Tshogs mchod), the 
congregations of three monasteries stayed in Lhasa for about ten days and during 
that the tsogrampa arranged their geshe disputations.

34 They had the so-called lower geshe level.
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sMon lam chen mo) was 
a holy season for all the monastic congregations of Drepung, Sera and Ganden. They 
assembled together in Lhasa and the hlarampas of these monasteries held their geshe 
disputations every day in turn. Depending upon the quality of the examination was 
assigned by the Tibetan government.35

Although the Gelugpa tradition recognized some people as tulku36 (Tib. sprul sku) 
the various levels of scholarly achievement were open to any male who was able to 
complete the program successfully. Monks may came from any level of society and 
from any geographical region. 

After completing the geshe degree, there are a number of further advancements 

tutor (Tib. mtshan zhabs) to the Dalai Lama, which was given to a geshe who de-
 (Tib. yongs 

), which was given to a geshe hlarampa who is widely recognized 

senior tutor (Tib. ) which passed to the junior tutor when the 
senior tutor dies or retires. A new junior tutor was then appointed by a committee 
composed of eminent lamas and two oracles.37

Those who successfully attained the level of geshe commonly follow this by en-
tering a long retreat, often lasting for three years. The logic behind this system was 

-
tures, philosophy, doctrines, and practice before engaging in full-time meditation.

Following the retreat, many geshes chose to pursue tantric training at one of the 
Gelugpa tantric monasteries, generally the Upper Tantric College (Tib. rGyud stod 
grwa tshang) or the Lower Tantric College (Tib. rGyud smad grwa tshang), which are 
named for their positions in the city of Lhasa.38 In the three monastic centers there 
are tantra sessions for studiyng and practicing the tantra systems.39

The Mongolian monk-students normally spent 5–10 years in the monastic schools 
in Lhasa and then, upon receiving a scholarly degree, returned home brought or 
ordered the handbooks they had studied before and founded a philosophical school 
in their home monasteries.40 

and eventually stopped. The number of Mongolian monks became fewer and fewer 

35 Sopa, Geshe Lhundup: Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture, p. 43.
36 Beings who were reincarnations of great lamas.
37 Sopa, Geshe Lhundup: Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture, p. 66.
38 The Lower Tantric College was founded by Sherab Senge (Shes rab seng ge, 1383–1445), a student 

of Tsongkhapa, in 1440, the Upper Tantric College was founded by Kunga Dhöndrup (Kun dga’ don 
grub, 1419–1486), a student of Tsongkhapa, in 1474.

39 Sopa, Geshe Lhundup: Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture, pp. 65–66.
40 Not all of Mongolian monks strove for the highest hlarampa degree. In 1906 there were only three 

Buryats who held the degree of hlarampa; namely, Dorzhiev, Sanzhiev and Zoltuev. Of these three, 
only Dorzhiev and Sanzhiev received it as a result of many years of intensive studies in Lhasa; Zoltuev 
was known to have simply bought his degree for money, as monk-students often did in those days. 
Andreyev, A.: , p. 351.
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and the remaining ones got older and older. The Mongolian monks who remained in 
Tibet received their support by renting out rooms in these buildings. In the old days 
they had received support from sponsors in Mongolia, but rent was now the only 
way they were able to support themselves.41 

For several years, there have been possibilities for Mongolian monks to deepen 
their knowledge in Tibetan monastic universities in Dharamshala, in Drepung Mon-
astery and Ganden Monastery in Mundgod, in Sera Monastery and Namdroling 
Monastery in Bylakuppe, in Sakya Monastery and Mindroling Monastery in Dehra 
Dun, and in the universities in Agra and Varanasi. Though in the turn of the 21st 
century Mongolian monks studied in China (Kumbum and Labrang), and nuns in 
India (Dharamshala) and Nepal (Kopan Monastery).42
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RELIGIOUS CODES OF MONGOLIAN BUDDHIST 
MONASTERIES

Tsymzhit P. Vanchikova
Russian Academy of Sciences, Siberian Branch, Institute for Mongolian,  

Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, Ulan-Ude

Religious Codes in General

To gain a better understanding of the relationship between Buddhist institutions and 
the state, monastics and laity, how rules and regulations for monasteries were set up 
and the role of monasteries played in the Mongolian society throughout its history, it 
is important to know the inner operation of the monasteries and the general attitude 
of monks towards laity. Studying the monastic way of life and the administrative 
system of monasteries provides valuable information for examining the role of 
Buddhist Church and its impact on the Mongolian society in general. The activities 
of social institutions in Buddhism, like Buddhist monastic community, or Sangha, 
are regulated by Vinaya, the Buddhist disciplinary code. Although the canonical 
texts of Vinaya ( , , etc.) remain unchanged for centuries, 
monastic disciplinary codes of Buddhist monasteries underwent corrections under 

 date back to the times of 

, one of the three parts 
of the . Apart from rules, Vinaya texts include ritual practices aimed at 
cultivating certain moral virtues for the shaping of monks and nuns through the 
institution of moral and formal restraints leading them to spiritual perfection. Vinaya 
embodies the means by which an individual monk may achieve the soteriological 
goal of Buddhism and it determines the manner in which the community of monks 
may sustain its unity.

In the course of time, monasteries started to create their own internal rules (statutes) 
that underwent changes as the communities evolved. These codes outlined general 
rules for regulating activities of a particular monastery and its Sangha and varied 

The development of Mongolian monastic system and monastic communities, the 
system of providing education and maintaining internal discipline are among the 
least researched topics in the history of Mongolian Buddhism. We know that the 
life in Mongolian monasteries was regulated by monastic rules (dürem) and statutes 
( , Tib. ), but we do not know whether there were any regulations unique 
to Mongolia, and if so, what these regulations were. Initially Mongolian monaste ries 
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used charters in Tibetan language, but over time, they were translated – like the entire 
Buddhist canonical literature – into Mongolian, and new statutes were adapted to 
match the local conditions. 

In recent years a lot of rare archival documents on the history of Mongolian mo-
nasteries were published in Mongolia.1 Here we would like to mention the book under 
the title (From the History of Mongolian Monasteries).2 
This publication was prepared by B. Erdenebileg, a researcher of the Special Ar-
chives of the State Intelligence Agency of Mongolia. It provides brief yet invaluable 
information about 209 monasteries and datsans (Tib. grwa tshang) of ten aimags of 

-
ternal Affairs of Mongolia before the monasteries were shut down. The information 

of special religious sermons, list of sermons or services, number of lamas, descrip-
tion of the internal structure, administration system, monastic property, livestock, 
benefactors and lamas who donated funds to build temples, repair buildings, make 
religious objects, purchase books, lists of famous lamas who visited monasteries 
and gave teachings, etc.

Of particular interest is brief information about the charters of ten monaste-
ries: Amgalant Monastery,3 Buural Monastery,4 Mamba datsan of Dsüün Choir 
Monastery,5 of the Monastery of Dsüün Choir,6 Dsadgaitiin Monastery,7 Buyan 
Dsalbirakh Monastery of Tümen district,8 the charter of Duutiin Khüree,9 the char-
ter of Ag’tiin Khiid,10 of Lamiin Gegeenii Khiid11 of Gandandashchoilin Khiid,12 
of Dashginpillen Khiid,13 and of Amarbayasgalant in Baruunbüren district.14 Some 
datsans did not have their own charters, instead they used the charters of their head 
monasteries, for example, about the monastery Dashpuntsaglin of Aldarkhaan district 

 1 

 – 
-

 Soyombo printing, 

 2 Erdenebileg, B.: 
 3 Erdenebileg, B.: , pp. 17–25.
 4 Erdenebileg, B.: , pp. 27–30.
 5 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 36–38.
 6 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 40–43.
 7 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 48–61.
 8 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 105–107.
 9 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 109–110.
10 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 111–112.
11 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 118–120.
12 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 127–128.
13 Erdenebileg, B.:  , pp. 133–135.
14 Erdenebileg, B.:  , p. 138.
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in Dsawkhan province it is written: “This khiid did not have its own charter, and they 
were guided by the charter brought by Lama Darjaa from the Gandan Monastery,”15 
while Khaltariin Khiid of Otgon disctrict in the same province used the statute of 
the Gendenpel Monastery.16 Some monasteries used statutes composed by the Dalai 
Lamas, for example, the charter of Buyan Dsalbirakh Monastery of Tümen district 

Religious Code of Gandantegchenlin Temple

Several texts describing monastic rules in the Mongolian language are found in the 
archives of the Centre of Oriental Manuscripts and Xylographs (COMX, the Institute 
for Mongolian, Buddhist and Tibetan Studies of the Siberian Branch of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences). In this article we will present preliminary results of study of 
the disciplinary code of the Gandantegchenlin Temple, being the centre of Ikh khüree 
or Urga at the given time that was used as a standard by several other monasteries.

The title of this document is 

dangsa (‘Rules for Conducting Religious Services and Sermons of the 
 [Monastery] and Registry of Distribution of Meals, 

Money, etc. according to Old and New Orders’). The front page is missing, the 
document’s title and the date of its origin are given on page 1 (1) just after the initial 
prayer ( ). Storage number BM 626. Typewritten copy, 

118). Fol. 1 is duplicated.
As far the date of its writing, we found two different dates in the text: one is given 

on page 1: “on the 10th of the last month of spring in the 20th year of Törü Gereltü” 
( ), the other one 
on the last additional folio without pagination: “The book, explaining the rules and 
precepts for holding different khurals in the  Mo-
nastery and explaining in details about the quantity of balins, offerings and of meals, 
tea, money, things, etc., written on the 15th of the middle month of spring in the 20th 
year of Törü Gereltü” ( -

).
Thus, the document was composed in the year of 1840, either on the 15th of the 

middle month of spring or on the 10th of the last month of spring. It concludes on 
fol. 131 (10) with the following words: “On the auspicious day of the full moon.”

 (Tib. ) 
is the Tibetan name of the monastery founded by Dsanabadzar in 1654 at the foot 

15 Erdenebileg, B.:  , p. 94.
16 Erdenebileg, B.:  , p. 103.
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of the Khentii Mountains near Sar’dag mountain peak located on the territory of the 
modern Central province (Töw aimag). The construction started in 1654 and ended in 
1680. The monastery was also known as Nomiin khüree and served as the residence 
of the First Bogd gegeen. In fact, it was the center of Mongolian Buddhism until it 
was completely destroyed by Galdan Boshugtu Khan’s troops after 1687.17

Since then the monastery-residence of Mongolian Bogd gegeens changed its lo-
cation several times until 1778, the year of the Yellow Dog, when it settled in the 
place where Ulaanbaatar is now.18 The Tsogchin dugan (Tib. tshogs chen ‘du khang) 
became the main temple of Ikh khüree, the place of residence of the Fourth Bogd 
gegeen. It maintained its previous name – 19 All re-
ligious sermons and services conducted by the temples and datsans of Ikh khüree, 
as well as by Gandantegchenlin, were guided by the rules and regulations of the 
Tsogchin dugan.20

As the number of temples and religious schools, the population of monks and 
general population of Ikh khüree increased, the residential quarters of the Mongolian 
nobility and commoners, craftsmen and Chinese traders expanded and moved closer 
to the datsans. This resulted in the growth of markets, trading places and warehouses 
in the area, and the lamas of the Tsanid datsan – philosophical school (Tib. mtshan 
nyid grwa tshang) decided to relocate to the west of the Dsüün khüree
temple, Shar süm, was erected on Mount Dalkhiin Denj in 1806/9. In 1833, accor-
ding to the decree of Bogd gegeen, more than two thousand lamas of several temples 
of Dsüün khüree, with their properties and households, moved to the newly founded 
monastery Gandantegchenlin.21 The main deity-protector of the monastery was 
Vajradhara or Ochirdar in Mongolian. Around 1837 the Fifth Jebtsündamba khutagt 
issued a decree ordering all the monasteries and residential houses of lamas around 
the monastery to be painted yellow. In 1838 a large stone temple Gandantegchenlin 
was built, being a branch of the main Tsogchin dugan of the Ikh khüree, it supervised 
the work of all the other temples of the monastery.22 Thus, the charter in question 
provided the guidelines for the entire Gandantegchenlin. In 1944, when religious 

Gandantegchenlin 
datsan. Since then the whole complex became known as the Gandantegchenlin 
Monastery.

This charter is the most detailed of the statutes available for us. It provides a tho-
rough description of all religious services, their order and sequence by days, months, 
and seasons throughout the year, starting with the New Year’s services, as well as 
rules of lamas’ conduct during the services, division of responsibilities among lamas 
and other workers of the monastery, and so on. Its brief content is as follows:

17 , p. 11.
18 , p. 13.
19 

54–55.
20 

21 Dügersüren, L.: 
22 , p. 152. 
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ff. 1–22 (line 7) – provide a list of all religious ceremonies (khurals) to be con-

rules for performing rituals and offerings, the sequence of khurals on the occasion of 
khural, explanation of the 

musical accompaniment of each of the ceremonies, distribution of income received 
at the monastic treasury, instructions for distributing tea and food ( ) to the 
lamas participating in the khurals
in the offerings and other expenses of the monastery during the month, etc.

ff. 22–28 – provide a description of the khurals for the entire middle month of 
khurals to be held 

during 2–8th days is missing; the description of the 2nd day is incomplete).
ff. 28–39 – provide a description of the khurals for the last month of spring 

by days. The 15th day of this month is the day of venerating Maitreya (Maidar); 
a detailed description and order of the khural conducted on that occasion are given 
on ff. 29–38. During this month, it is required to decide upon a day for paying 
respect to water deities (Khal. , Tib. klu) and appoint monks to conduct a khural. 
A detailed description of the khurals for this month and duties of lamas and other 
workers of the monastery from the 16th to the 30th day of the month is given.

ff. 40–51 – the schedule of khural
fol. 40 there is an information that in the 16th year of Sayishiyaltu Irügeltü,23 the 
year of the Yellowish Sheep, in the last month of spring Tsam (Tib. ‘cham) religious 

Tsam was 
held on the 27th

Khan Uul should be conducted.
ff. 57–63 – describe the khurals to be held in the middle month of summer.
f. 59 – gives detailed information about the shares to be given to the monks.
ff. 63–86 – a description of the khurals and the order in which religious activities 

in the last month of summer are to be carried out, particularly the order and rules for 
conducting the yarnai khural24 are explained in detail (ff. 79–85).

ff. 86 – description of the khural
ff. 87–94 – description of the khurals of the middle month of autumn.
ff. 95–97 – description of the khurals of the last month of autumn.
ff. 98–102 – description of the khural
ff. 102 (8)–111 – description of the khurals of the middle month of winter, a gene-

ral description of the khurals of the last month of winter.
ff. 111–120 – description of the khurals of the last month of winter by days.

23 The 16th year of Sayisiyaltu Irügeltü (Yunyan, 1796–1820) corresponds to 1811, the year of “whitish 
sheep,” not the year of the “yellowish sheep.”

24 Religious prayer services held for 45 days once a year in the last summer month. The name is borrowed 
from the Tibetan language (Tib. dbyar gnas).
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given to the other temples (datsans) of the monastery, according to their khurals, and 
to the monks in accordance with their ranks and academic degrees.

f. 131 – colophon “[It was compiled] on auspicious day of the full moon” (del-
geregsen sara-yin degedü sayin edüre).

This lengthy document is one of the most detailed codes known to us. The rules 
regulate all aspects of daily life of the monastery and its religious, as well as eco-
nomic affairs. The information provided here is the result of only a preliminary 
research. Matters such as dating of the document, its history, the way it functioned 
at the monastery, etc. will be considered by us at a later stage.

Closing Thoughts

Study of the monastic documents found at the COMX allows us to differentiate 
between the two types of the statutes: lengthy extensive documents such as the 
charter of the Gandan Monastery of 1840, and brief documents that consider only 
religious practices. The latter may be either of didactical nature or regulate rituals 
and liturgies conducted at the monastery.

Titles of these documents and terms they use may vary as  (Tib. , 
‘rules, regulation for monastic guidance, statute’), 
(Tib. sgrig lam ‘order, schedule for convening religious ceremony’), dürim (‘rules 
of discipline’), (‘law, statute’), but all of them are rules for regulating 
activities of monasteries and their educational faculties. They set goals and tasks for 

the monastic community. 
These works contain valuable information to understand the uniqueness and 

peculiarities of life in Mongolian monasteries: the administration system, internal 
hierarchy and order, rules for conducting khurals, sermons and celebrating religious 

datsans and monasteries. Some of them also 
provide description of various duties of monks and novices, restrictions regard-
ing their behavior and rules of their conduct, procedures for taking vows, types of 
monastic clothing and decorations and instructions for distributing among lamas 
money and materials received by the monastic treasury, and so on. Some charters 
are divided into two parts: liturgical and disciplinary, containing didactic instructions 
for monks and listing punishments for violating monastic discipline. The contents of 

might be useful for modern monasteries and the Buddhist Church in general in their 
attempt to restore traditions lost in the years of repression and militant atheism. They 

monasteries functioning now in Mongolia.
The analysis of the charters shows that in general these documents have preserved 

the traditions of the canonical Vinaya, aimed at training and preparing Buddhist 
monks for the path of perfection and living up to the Buddhist ideals. These docu-
ments also include the schedule and description of procedures for conducting services 
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and doing practices, both by the entire community of monks, and by each individual 
monk or novice. These documents allow us to see high moral standards set for the 
ordained Sangha, whose ethical values and qualities developed by adhering to the 
Vinaya rules and numerous regulations. This probably explains why Mongolians tra-
ditionally held their lamas in such a high regard and why monastics had a dominant 
position in the Mongolian society. 
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Types and Structure of the contents (Garchig) information of Mongolian Sacred 
Texts (Based of Buddhist Literature): Since Buddhism strongly spread into Mongolia 
from the 17th century, various Sanskrit and Tibetan literary works and terms became 
adopted and used in Mongolia. Such examples are  garchig, towyog, and 
sanyag. These terms are used to specify a book’s content which differ both its genres 
and contents from the modern method of bibliographical references. Therefore, these 

The terms towchoo, , ners, tses, dans, and bürtgel have gradually changed their 
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types and integrated into garchig which underlines and shapes the information 
of Mongolian sacred texts and their structures. The garchig can be handwritten 
or woodcutting print. Accordingly, the general structure of garchig should be 
considered as a cover, content, appendix, individual garchig of collected works, 
particular subjects of garchig, and chronological and intermingled garchig as well. 
This paper underlines the general characteristics of the garchig of Mongolian sacred 
texts, and distinguishes, whether the garchig can be considered as a special genre 
of literature. Furthermore, the discussion about the documents that include garchig 
used in a common way, should be also studied related to modern bibliography to 
reveal their similarities and differences. 
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2002.
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gsung ‘bum, I, New Delhi 1982, f199b.
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don khrid instructions on the meaning)
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dmar khrid practical guidance, direct instruction)
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bshad khrid explanation and guidance) 
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Byang chub lam gyi rim pa bde lam gyi mang ngag shar sgom bya tshul

mgur glu spiritual song)

bstod pa praise)
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-

gsol ‘debs prayer)

mchog sgo ‘byed
kha chems testament)

spring yig letter)
-

gros ‘debs advice, counsel)

gtam brgyud legend, tale, story)

rtogs brjod story, biography, tales)

mchod brjod invocation, homage)

bar skabs tshigs bcad intermediate verse)

rdzogs tshig, smras bshad terminative conclusion)

15 

15 

 



236

 
 
 

Abstract

Categories of the Graduated Path of Englightenment: Je Tsongkhapa wrote his most 
famous work Lam rim chen mo, The Graduated Path of Enlightenment in 1402. Since 
then has begun the sacred tradition called Lamrim tradition. Almost all Tibetan and 
Mongolian highly educated saints and monk scholars devoted their contribution to 
this theme creating and inheritting a large number of texts to our generation. We esti-
mate that more than 100 pieces of work belong to the Lamrim tradition. Though they 
all are considered as commentaries to the Path of Enlightenment, according to our 
latest detailed research, we can divide them into subcategories such as commentary 
on words, commentary on meaning, autocommentary, annotated commentary, com-

Konchok Tenpai Dronme (Tib. Gung thang dkon mchog bstan pa’i sgron me, 1762–
1823) and the Buryad Agwaannyima (1907–1990), ex-abbot of Drepung Gomang 

Dungkar rinpoche (Tib. Dung dkar blo bzang ‘phrin las, 1927–1997), we attempt to 
discuss different types of commentary works revealing them for further studies. The 
above mentioned eminent monks and scholars mostly dealt with ten sub-categories, 
but we revealed over 60 sub-categories. 

Bod kyi bstan bcos khag cig gi mtshan byang dri med shel dkar phreng ba 

khang, 1985.
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33

34

bskyed rim rdzogs 
rim

Abstract

Some Comments on the Meaning and Content of Serdog Gegeen’s Work on 
Rituals: The biography of the saint, Serdog Gegeen and the content of his work 
entitled Introduction to the Four Remarkable Programs consist of achievement 
and accumulation of merits and virtues committed by believers by performing 
the Bumshi ritual during an entire life. Bumshi or the ritual of the four bums (Tib. 
‘bum bzhi, ‘four hundred thousand’) consists of four parts. In order to achieve the 
four bums it is necessary to recite the Going for Refuge (Itgel) for one hundred 
thousand times; to prostrate one hundred thousand times (mörgöl), to pronounce the 
Vajrasattva mantra (Badsarsad) one hundred thousand times to purify sins, and to 

) one hundred thousand times. Moreover, a veneration 
service should be held twice to acquire religious knowledge and to develop internal 
vision in order to develop personal virtues.

33 Blo bzang tshul khrims rgya mtsho: , 
34 
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The main aim of the article is the translation and explanation of the second part 

Vajrasattva for meditation in order to clear away sins and steadily maintain the magi-
cal state of the mind. In the second volume of his work considers Serdog Gegeen that 
the understanding of the four powers is a perfect method to purify all kinds of sin and 
negative karma. Therefore a daily practice of Vajrasattva is important for believers. 

Blo bzang tshul khrims rgya mtsho: rDor sems sgom bzlas kyi dmigs rim bshad pa 
 

2012.

2005.
. 

. 

Dung dkar Blo bzang ’phrin las: Dung dkar tshig mdzod chen mo

2002.

2004.
dMu dge bsam gdan: 

Rasisereng. G.:

Sangs rgyas chos gzhun gi tshig mdzod 

Chos kyi rnam grang bzhugs so
sngon mi rigs dpe sgrun khang 2004. 
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BUDDHISM IN THE MIRROR OF 
MODERN MONGOLIAN LITERATURE

Mariya Petrova
Saint Petersburg State University, Saint Petersburg

Introduction

Buddhism in its Lamaist form gained a foothold in Mongolia at the end of the 16th 
century. Born in India in the 6th century BC, Buddhism in the 7th century AD came 
to Tibet and soon was widely spread there. From Tibet Lamaism penetrated into 
Mongolia in the 13th century. Khubilai Khan (1215–1294) heavily patronized Budd-
hism in Tibet and declared it the state religion. He was trying to create conditions for 
dissemination in the Mongolian Empire. But at that times Lamaism has not affected 
the minds of ordinary nomads; their faith until the 16th century was Tengrism.

“According to the basic tenets of Buddhism, Lamaism teaches that life is suffering, 
that it consists of the replacement of one form of existence to other living beings, that 
this change of forms has continuity. Therefore man in his present life is responsible 
(karma) for the way of life in his previous reincarnations.”1

“Buddhism, in the form in which it exists in Tibet and Mongolia, is still the living 
faith of many millions of people, it still enchants minds and human hearts of Central 

study of this form of Buddhism is extremely important for the knowledge of Central 
Asian soul and life” – wrote academician B. Ya. Vladimirtsov in 1919.2 In the 20th 
century Lamaist Church in Mongolia suffered severe persecution by the authorities, 
and only in the 1990s its revival began.

Buddhism in Modern Mongolian Literature

-
cian B. Tserensodnom gave a comprehensive analysis of Buddhist poetry and prose 
from the 13th to the early 20th century. The persecution of the church and the lamas, 
the ban on writing, distributing and reading Buddhist texts, the dominance of socia-
list realism in literature led to the fact that in the 20th century a very small number 
of works on religious topics was created.3 Among them is a novel by B. Rinchen: 

1 

2 Vladimircov, B. Ja.: Buddizm v Tibjete i Mongolii. In: Buddijkij vzgljad na mir. Izdatjel’stvo Andrjejev 

3 Cerensodnom, B.: 
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,4 historical and biographical 
novel Dsanabadsar by S. Erdene,5 by L. Tüdew,6 a collection 
of poems: by O. Dashbalbar,7 and some others.

Since the beginning of the revival of Mongolian Lamaism at the end of the 20th 
century the interest of writers and readers to religious issues has been increasing. In 
modern literature there are images of lamas and educators, characters of the Buddhist 
pantheon. In postmodern novels religious works of past centuries are used as a simu-

st century. Modern 
poets create post-pank poems, such as B. Galsansükh’s book My Advises to Buddha.8

Dandsan Rawjaa, The Holy One

Novel The Holy One 9

work, which found artistic expression image of the great Gobi Noyon Khutuktu, the 
19th century poet and educator D. Rawzhaa or Dandsanrawjaa (1803–1856). The 
author wrote this novel in namtar (Tib. rnam thar) genre – biography, which was 
very common in the medieval Mongolian literature. For his literary work, including 
the creation of The Holy One G. Mend-Ooyo in 2015 was awarded the highest state 
award of Mongolia: Chinggis Khan’s order. (It is known that originally the namtars 

works of so-called popular Buddhism and were meant for reading by lay people, 
namtars.) 

The personality of such a famous Lamaist prelate as Dandsanrawjaa has long att-
racted the close attention of Mongolian literature researchers and writers themselves. 

khuwilgaan) Noyon Khutugtu 
Dandsanrawjaa left a rich literary heritage. Professor D. Yondon notes the follow-
ing: “Dandzin Rawzhaa wrote simultaneously in two languages   – Mongolian and 
Tibetan, we know 170 of his works in Mongolian and more than 180 – in Tibetan. 
Their separate lists and collections have been widely circulated in Mongolia and are 
found everywhere in large numbers. When reading the literary heritage of Dandzin 
Rawzhaa, it seems that he wrote secular works mainly in Mongolian, and religious 
in Tibetan.”10

 
chapters in monographs on the history of Mongolian literature and textbooks, as well 

 4 Princessa i drugije novelly

 5 Erdene, S.: Janabajar
 6 Tüdew, L.: Oroigüi süm
 7 

 8 Galsansüx, B.: 
 9 

10 Jondon, D.: -
golii. Izdatjel’stvo Nauka, Moskva 1981, p. 219.
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D. Rawjaa’s works at the First International Conference of Mongolists in 1959. 
D. Tsagaan in 1965 defended her thesis on the work of the famous Gobi poet and 
published a number of articles. D. Khürelbaatar, L. Khöwsgöl, L. Odonchimeg, 
G. Tsedewdorj, W. Heissig, G. Mikhailov, K. Yatskovskaya, L. Gerasimovich, 
D. Dashibalova, N. Bierke, S. Wickham-Smith, M. Koch had paid a great attention 
to D. Rawjaa’s poetry and dramaturgy.

In 1970 R. Choinom wrote his famous dedication to the Light Memory of D. Rawzhaa, 
magtaal in its form. Choinom emphasizes the importance of D. Rawjaa’s creative and 
educational activity for future generations. The Gobi Noyon’s contradictory perso-

Dandsanrawzhaa by N. Namdorg (1982). The lyrical 
hero of the poem  by G. Ayurdsana (2006) is engaged in 
meditation in one of those caves in the Gobi, where Noyon Khutuktu meditated.

G. Mend-Ooyoo’s novel The Holy One
the great Gobi Noyon Khutuktu and poet D. Rawjaa’s image found its artistic em-
bodiment.

The novel’s composition includes two narrative plans. In addition to D. Rawjaa’s 
biography G. Mend-Ooyoo refers to the events that took place in the 20th century. 
Here the main character is the guardian of the great enlightener’s cult takhilch 
O. Tüdew – also a real historical person. The narration in this part of the novel  

 

cultural and literary heritage. The text in these parts is typed in a smaller font. The 
plot develops linearly, in chronological order and covers approximately 60 years 
from the 1930s to the 1990s. At the beginning of the last century, Mongolia had more 
than 700 active Buddhist monasteries. In the 1930s, almost all of them were ruined 
and destroyed. Gobi monastery Khamariin khiid, founded by D. Rawjaa suffered as 

takhilch O. Tüdew it was 
possible to keep something of the monastic decorations and personal belongings 
of the great enlightener and poet. It was stacked in several chests and buried in  
hard-to-reach places or hidden in deserted caves in the Gobi.

The dramatic episode in Tüdew’s life is the burning of D. Rawjaa’s embalmed 
body on Mount Khüsliin Uul. It is represented psychologically by the novel’s author. 
For takhilch – this is a deeply personal tragic experience. However, the current situ-
ation leaves him no choice – the monastery Khamariin khiid, already burnt by the 

desecration. He also hides a vessel with ashes in a safe place.
The main narrative part of the novel covers the time interval from 1803–1856. 

The plot also unfolds linearly, as the method of the namtar genre requires. The Gobi 
Noyon Khutuktu’s biography is well known. However, in the artistic embodiment 
his image acquires scope and reliability.

Before the reader appears not a textbook static image of a Buddhist khuwilgaan, 
but a living person with his deep inner world, feelings and emotions. The text of 
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Ooyoo in most cases gives a description of the situations in which these or those 
verses were created. It is known that D. Rawjaa was the founder of love lyrics genre 
in Mongolian literature.

Dandsanrawjaa in the novel as well as in his life was a real teacher for ordinary 
nomads. When miracles, such as turning alcohol into water or healing the sick, he 
adds up his famous didactic works – surgals, for example Shame. All the works by 
D. Rawjaa already in the 19th century were widely known as they were immediately 
recorded, copied and distributed by his students among literate inhabitants. Those 
who could not read and write memorized them by heart. This was of great importance 
for the spread of Buddhism among the nomads.

G. Ayurdsana’s Novel

Shügden, a novel by one of the most intelligent contemporary authors G. Ayurdsana 
(born in 1970) was published in 2012. Its action takes place in several modern Chi-
nese provinces and areas of Inner Mongolia. The action time is our days. The main 
heroes of the novel are a Mongolian person, a Chinese citizen, a Chinese police 

Province. This time G. Ayurdsana chooses the genre of the detective for his novel.
The text in its linear sequence is divided into three narrative levels: level of 

Serjamts, level of Samand and level of the wrathful deity Shügden. Serjamts and 
Samand’s narrative levels consisting of several semantic segments are clear. The 
author represents his heroes, tells their life stories, and introduces their inner world 
to the readers. Shügden’s level is hidden, his name appears only in 8 (of the total 15) 
chapters of the novel. Neither the history of this fearful spirit’s appearance, nor the 
elements of the ritual is contained in the text of the novel. 

Nowadays, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama repeatedly warn Buddhists against follow-
ing Shügden’s practice and imposed a ban on it. However, despite the ban, adherents 
and followers of the Shügden cult are present today in many Buddhist monasteries 
of Tibet – Kumbum, Sera, and also in Mongolia – in Amarbayasgalant Monastery 
in Selenge province, Delgeriin Choir Monastery in Dundgow’ province and also in 
the women’s monastery of Tögs Bayasgalant in Ulaanbaatar.

The beginning of the novel action – the murder of a lama – takes place in the 
monastery of Kumbum near the Lake Kukunor. The investigative brigade from the 

by birth, Serjamts with his famous dog-snoop. Soon the dog takes a trace, but sud-
denly dies for an unknown reason. The investigation comes to a standstill and the 

The second is the hero’s life story during the narrative period – the Mongolian wife, 

of questionable content. Thus, the author represents the life of a Mongol person in 
modern China, where assimilation is already taking place on a mental level. The 
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hero was used to respond to the Chinese name of Zhin Hai, instead of the one given 
to him by the lama Serjamts.

The third narrative segment of this level is Serjamts’s trip to Ordos, where he takes 
part in the ceremony of worship of Chinggis Khan, and meets the protest movement 
leader of the Mongols, Khüchintögs. Then he makes a trip to his small homeland in 
Edsnee River valley. Using the method of internal monologue, G. Ayurdsana shows 
how his hero regains himself.

It should be noted that the present narrative does not allow the plot to exfoliate, 
contributes to its integrity. The eventual side of the story is not deduced by G. Ayur-
dsana beyond the scope of the detective genre. However, mysticism and piercing the 
plot enter all narrative levels of the novel: the dialogue of the deceased Lama’s soul 
with Shügden, descriptions of the night rituals in Kumbum and Sera, the posthumous 
letter of Samand to Serjamts, the story of Mao Zedong’s portrait, which deserves 
perhaps special attention. During the Cultural Revolution, the communist authorities 
suddenly arrived at Kumbum. Their goal was a total inspection of the monastery. 

Zedong and a lamp lit before it. However – it turned out after their departure – Dorj 
Shügden’s canonical image was hidden under the communist leader’s portrait. 

The interaction of the novel’s protagonists Serjamts and Samand eventually leads 
to a logical conclusion of the plot. On one of the trees near the entrance to the killed 

was not killed, but committed suicide by staging a murder. At this tragic moment he 
had a yellow headdress, like Shügden’s one, and a puppy of a large white Tibetan 
dog ran alongside. Let us recall that according to the traditional views of Shügden 
cult followers, only a person who has been murdered degenerates into an angry 
vindictive spirit.

G. Ayurdsana leads the reader to the logical conclusion of the eventual side of 
the narrative as the detective genre requires – from the effect to the cause. However, 

of Buddhism.

The Lord of Vajra

Adventure novel by B. Batregsedma (born 1972) , which was 
published in 2015, at the heart of its storyline has the Buddhist concept of rebirth. 
In the capital of Great Britain, London, the Englishman and the Mongolian lama, 
who in past life were a pupil and teacher in Mongolia, meet in London today. Time 
and place of the novel’s action break up into two segments – London nowadays 
and Mongolia at the end of the 19th century. Mysticism, twins, castles with ghosts, 
magical transformations, opposition of good and evil, miraculous deliverance from 

khuwilgaans, 
Buddhist pantheon characters, guardian spirits, meditative practices are elements of 
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the second storyline. Heroes are the Buddhist teacher-lama and his pupil Ochirt, who 
reborn in England under the name: Andrew. Plot of the novel is to a certain extent 
correlated with the plots of popular Buddhism works of old Mongolian literature. On 
the pages of her novel B. Batregsedma visually and intelligibly represents one of the 
Buddhist concepts and draws the modern West world through the eyes of the East.

Conclusion 

In these three novels The Holy One, Shügden and  we can trace 
the development of Buddhist themes in contemporary Mongolian literature. Heroes 
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TO THE TIBETAN AND MONGOLIAN KANJURS 
PRINTED IN BEIJING

Evgeniia Shubina 
Eötvös Loránd University, Department of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies, Budapest

Introduction

“The dKar chag1 of the Mongolian Kanjur written by the Lord differs from the dKar 
chag of the Tibetan Kanjur.”2 This is one of the last sentences from an introductory 
part written by the Manchu emperor Kangxi (1654–1722)3 in a volume of analysis 
of the Mongolian Kanjur.4 It seems that this sentence was added by Inner Mongo-
lian scholars as there is no such sentence included in the “ -un foto 

 Inner Mongolian scholars emphasize that there is a dif-
ference between the dKar chags written by emperor Kangxi to the Tibetan Kanjur 
(1669) and the Mongolian Kanjur (?),5

this difference. The purpose of the present article is to understand better some parts 
of the two dKar chags under examination.6 

Kangxi’s Preface to the Tibetan Kanjur

The National Palace Museum in Taipei possesses a collection of Tibetan Buddhist art. 
The Tibetan Dragon Canon is what we are greatly interested in.7 The Grand Empress 
Dowager Xiaozhuang8 asked Emperor Kangxi, her grandson, to make a copy of the 

th day of the 
3rd month in the 8th year of the emperor’s reign (1669). 

In 1669 emperor Kangxi wrote a preface to the Kanjur, which was written in gold 

1 Tib. dkar chag, Mong. 
2 Mong. 

3  2013.  
4 , 2013, p. 240.
5 

6 I am very grateful to my colleagues Olivér Kápolnás and Judit Béres, who provided me great help in 
writing this article. Without their patient guidance this article would not have been completed. 

7 

Taiwanase soil and is viewed as Jewel amongs all Jewels within the National Palace Museum’s  
collection.

8 

butai, was a consort of Hong Taiji.
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Ka, the preface consists of three pages in Tibetan titled Chos kyi gter mdzod chen 
(The Preface to the Treasury of the Dharma, Great 

Kanjur was Completely Finished). Photo of the preface was kindly provided me by 

website of the National Palace Museum in Taipei. 

Fig. 1. The preface to the Treasury of the Dharma, great Kanjur in Tibetan script.

“During the 8th year of the reign of Kangxi in the 10th month, the preface to the 

Kanjur was almost done, Xiaozhuang kindly ordered me to write the preface in the 
beginning of the volume. I proceeded according to her request and wrote it with 
reverence.”9  

9 Tib. 
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grandfather Nurhaci10 and grandfather Khong Tayiji11 who made a lot for the great 
empire and matched all the criteria of diligent followers of the faith, saying:

“Nurhaci, thanks to virtues of great wonderful compassion, established the great 
empire. Khong Tayiji, thanks to highest merits, took the great prosperous empire 
from him. All this corresponded to the will of the sky and desire of omnipotent  
Buddha. Fame of the greatness of his perfect merits extends everywhere like the sky. 
Possessing love and compassion, he turned the wheel of the Dharma and without 

Thanks to him the empire was prospering.”12

Then, he reveals the best qualities of his grandmother:
“Grandmother, the bright queen, who trusted in compassion and possessed un-

common abilities. She was peaceful and beautiful. In fact she was full of tender, great 
clearness and meritorious generosity. Her merits were marvelous as merits of gods. 
As for her mind, it was full with Buddha’s compassion.”13

Kangxi also reminds of his father ranking him to the chain of cakravartins. Kangxi 
links him with the legendary rulers of the past, great emperors Yao and Shun14 and 
indicates him as a great ruler of nine provinces:15

“My father, the great excellent emperor cakravartin, established compassion and 
respect in nine provinces and in accordance with the greatness of bodhicitta he ruled 

16

The idea of making a new copy of the Kanjur was the idea of grandmother  
Xiaozhuang:

10 Nurhaci (1559–1626), Jurchen chieftain, a vassal of the Ming dinasty. Nurhaci was a member of the 
Aisin Gioro clan.

11 Khong Tayiji (1592–1643) also referred to as Abahai in Western literature was responsible for consoli-
dating the empire that his father Nurhaci founded. He changed the name of his people from Jurchen 
to Manchu, as well as that of the dinasty from Later Jin to Qing.

12 Tib. thas tsu mchog gi hwang ti snying rje ngo mtshar chen khyad par bsod nams kyi stobs kyis gzhung 

13 Tib. 

14 Emperor Yao (2356–2255 BC) was a legendary Chinese ruler, one of the Three Sovereigns and Five 
Emperors. Yao’s benevolence and diligence served as a model to future Chinese monarchs and em-
perors. When Yao passed away, Shun, the Great took over his throne.

15 The term Nine Provinces or “Nine Regions” is used in ancient Chinese histories to refer to territorial 
divisions or islands. 

16 Tib. nas bdag gi yab gnam bskos ngo mtshar can gyi gong ma rgyal po rang rgyud snying rje sri zhus 

par mdzad.
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“Xiaozhuang researched the imperial archive when she had time. There was a pre-
cious Kanjur, the words of Buddha, consisting of 108 volumes, 2,457 sections, which 
is known under the name  and which was brought from the West long time 
ago. She lovely ordered to make a copy of the saint Buddha’s teaching in gold.”17

18

Kangxi wrote the introduction to the Tibetan Kanjur when he was 15 years old. 
It contains many facts concerning the life of his royal family. His grandmother was 
the person thanks to whom this preface was written and the idea to make a copy of 
the Kanjur was hers.

Kangxi’s Preface to the Mongolian Kanjur

One of the editions of the block print version of the Mongolian Kanjur was made 
from 1717–1720 by the decree of the emperor Kangxi. In Louis Ligeti’s Catalogue to 
the Mongolian Kanjur printed in 1942, he indicated that volume 108, Dulva XVI, is 
actually a  written in Mongolian, Chinese, Tibetan, and Manchu.19 All of them 
start with the preface of the emperor Kangxi. We will focus on the Mongolian version. 

Though some of the works which he refers to are hard to determine,20 we can follow 

he knew and which works he considered as authoritative: 
“I heard … when [the emperor] of the Han dynasty, Ming di,21 was dreaming 

about the golden person,22 four [noble] truths of Saints of the ten directions, three 
blessed and six superabilities had been brought on white horse. Blue lotuses widely 
blossomed thanks to the fact that [emperor] Taizong23 of the Tang dynasty, wrote 
a preface to the holy teaching. When Qas boti ( ) were delivered to 

 and turned round. Altan debter 
(Golden Annals  lus and lions’ was 

17 Tib. 

pa gsal bar mdzad do.
18 Tib. 
19 

20 For detailed analysis of the terms, expressions and foreign words see  2013, pp. 

21 Ming di (AD 27–75). Buddhism is thought to have been introduced into China during his reign. 
22 Legend recounts that Ming di (Enlightened Emperor) was visited in a dream by a golden image of 

-

of the Dong Han. 
23 Taizong (598–649). In 688 he wrote a preface to the Chinese , which is called preface of the 

saint teaching of the of Tang dynasty, see , 2013, p. 319.
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Fig. 2. Preface to the Mongolian Kanjur written by emperor Kangxi.24  

organized. Zo Lan25 approved the teaching and raised the earliest  of 42 chap-
ters.26 Yovang Cang27 took them and came. He made famous more that 600 volumes 

them in the east.”28

24 

25 The short name of Indian teacher Gübharana, from the period of Han dynasty, see 
boti, 2013, p. 319. 

26  translated into Chinese. 
27  Xuanzang (602–664) was a Chinese Buddhist monk, scholar, traveller and translator, who travelled to 

India in the 7th century and described the interaction between Chinese Buddhism and Indian Buddhism 
during the early Tang dynasty. According to his biography, he returned from his 16-year long journey 

 
relics.

28 Mong. 
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Then he describes his viewpoint on the meaning of the teaching and the levels 
of humankind:

“There are a lot of different paths, but their essence is the same. Undoubtedly 
there are other branches [of teaching], but their origin is the same. Investigation 
of the doctrine of the Saint for the highest beings, who are following the tradition, 
gives a chance to attain enlightenment, for the lowest beings helps to be released. 
It provides the boat which transports [to the other coast].”29

Kangxi mentions 30 as a text, which he is researching, and he also 
describes his usual working day.

“I am carefully studying the s which have appeared in the world again recent-
ly and also had appeared long ago. Besides I am constantly and selectively revising 
the  and also analysing the texts, which had been hidden on 
the Neretü Ögüledükü 

 
 

I am studying traditional historical works which are connected with the law and clear 
up teachings connected with the nature of existence, which belong to the written  
tradition. How to unite written tradition with the vehicles? The form of examples was 
followed.”31 “If thinks seriously, all the wonderful stories, secret words, exact teachings 
of the Kanjur that hadn’t been printed before were printed in the Mongolian Kanjur.”32

about people:
“If nobody cleared divine words, how those low ones, who lost themselves in 

the written tradition of the teaching, which reached us from the earliest time. Also I 
collect chapters of thousands of Buddhas which had been inherited in various ways. 

and made them to carve it.”33 

29 Mong. 

30 The Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors composed a group of mythological rulers or deities in ancient 
northern China who in later history have been assigned dates in a period from circa 2852–2070 BC. 

31 Mong. 

32 Mong. 

33 Mong. 
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-
claimed for everybody and its propagation in comments be continued. Let Kanjur 
prosper, and wonderful sanctity live. I wrote it in the beginning of the volume and 
I eulogize it.”34

Conclusion

As a conclusion I would like to emphasize that both prefaces are very informative. 
The only similarity of them is that they were both written by the same person. The 
Tibetan preface shows images of the members of Kangxi’s family. He describes them 
as devoted human beings, whose activities as rulers or surrounders of rulers, were 
based on high morality of Buddha’s teaching. Kangxi’s grandmother played the main 
role in the copy making process of the Tibetan Kanjur.

Kangxi wrote a lot about himself in the preface to the Mongolian Kanjur. After 
mentioning the main events of the Chinese history of religion he writes about the dif-

of the variety of directions and schools. He is passionate about the idea of what is 

compassion and all his will is to spread that idea as much as possible.
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Lam rim chen mo
Byang chub lam gyi sgron me
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Abstract

Biography of Moon 
Cuckoo: The drama Moon Cuckoo (Saran khökhöö) is basically a Buddhist didactic 
novel, and bears various aspects of Buddhist philosophy. Buddhism determines the 
life of the main character, Nomunbayasgalan, the son of a god. He was born in the 
Earth by the order (boshgo  
He became the son of the king Gularansa and must have been be take his throne.  
Instead, he became the bird Moon Cuckoo and taught Buddhism to birds and 
antelopes, which represented an atheistic public. Several poems of the drama 

 
who is marrying that “The leaves of a tree do not belong to the tree for a whole  
life” (Modnii nawchiin tsag nasad mod luugaa ül khanilmui). In the last part of the 
drama, the Moon Cuckoo teaches to his students that “human life is not eternal” 

(Öndöriin etses nurna. Törsnii etses ükhne). The article analyzes the teaching poems 
on Buddhist ideology und unite these poems with the ethic concerns of young people.  

27 

28 
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SOME REMARKS ON ALTAN OWOO MOUNTAIN 
VENERATED BY THE MONGOLIAN STATE

Bilegsaikhan Tamirjaw
Mongolian Academy of Sciences, Institute of History and Ethnology, Ulaanbaatar

Introduction 

This paper analyses a Mongolian perception of the sacred landscape. A term owoo 
(Khal. 

the owoo indicates the whole sacred mountain. For example, the most revered Dar’ 
Mountain of Dariganga community is called formally Dar’ Owoo, commonly Altan 
Owoo and informally Owoo. Noticeable, the owoo is not only explained the physi-
cal mountain, but it also expresses its tenger, an invisible agent. According to local 
perception, Heaven (Khal. tenger) of Dar’ Mountain and the Earth (Khal. gajar) 
of the mountain are inseparable one thing that is called owoo. Thus,  is 
a spirit master of the mountain; whereas, Dar’ Owoo is considered the mountain itself 
as God. In general, the reverence for Dar’ Owoo has been developed highly in the 
Dariganga region. Thus, I will describe the historical perspective of this sacred place: 
from being the central sacred mountain of the Dariganga Pasture (Khal. Dariganga 
süreg) in the 18th century to becoming a national level sacred site at present. State 

communities.

A Retrospective Outlook on the Owoo1

A large number of scholars studied varieties of sacred places including mountain, 
tree, stone, and water resources in Mongolia as well as its neighbouring communi-
ties across Inner Asia. Most scholars, who studied sacred sites in Mongolia, mainly 
stressed on various low-level places. Avoiding the repetition of the extensive stu-

region in south-eastern Mongolia. Noticeable, the upper-level sacred mountains are 
not detailed much in academic literature, but it is an essential factor for describing 
the sacred landscape of modern Mongolia. Therefore, I attempt to emphasise Dar’ 
Mountain, one of the ten mountains with state veneration (töriin takhilgat uul) in 

1 I prefer to use the modern Mongolian term owoo; however, it is referred to as obo or oboo in litera-
ture. 
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this paper.2 owoo, which is an 
essential aspect of Mongolian sacred sites before discussing my ethnographic and 
archival materials about Dar’ Mountain itself. 

Actually, the owoo
or wooden cairn on the top of a mountain, mountain pass, rock, and sources. For 
instance, Magdalena Tatár considers that the owoo is not the dwelling place of a cer-
tain spirit but rather a common altar.3 Recently, Benedikte V. Lindskog has viewed 
that the owoo neither contains a spirit(s) nor is the spirit(s)’ abode – it is a physical 
construction in the land where one can summon the master of the land and interact 
with it by means of offerings of various kinds.4

Their description of the owoo as an altar, expresses only a limited meaning of 

research. My interlocutors contemplate that the owoo has two separate meanings, 
owoo is that 

it indicates the sacred mountain. For example, the most revered Dar’ Mountain of 
Dariganga community is called formally Dar’ Owoo, commonly Altan Owoo and 
informally Owoo.5 Noticeable, the owoo is not only explained the physical moun-
tain, but it also indicates an invisible agent. Thus, I have to remark some points on 
the inner agent of the owoo.

The supernatural entities of sacred sites in Mongolia are encompassed under the 
variety of different terms in the academic literature, such as local deities,6 master 
spirits,7 the lords of the earth,8 the earth deities,9 and local spirits.10 In his recent 
paper about owoo worship, David Sneath regards that similar offerings and prayers 
are employed, and both aim to propitiate spirit masters / owners, or deities of local 
territory. In the Tibetan case, the local entities concerned might be gzhi bdag, yul 

 2 

authorities, such as the president’s decrees. However, the honourable name Altan
most popular epithet of mountains across Mongolia.

 3 Tatár, Magdalena: Two Mongol Texts Concerning the Cult of the Mountains. Acta Orientalia Aca-
demiae Scientiarum Hungaricae Vol. 30 (1). Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest 1976, p. 18.

 4 Lindskog, V. Benedikte: Ritual Offerings to Owoos Among Nomadic Halh Herders of West-central 
Mongolia.  47. L’Harmattan, Paris 2016, 
p. 4.

 5 I use both Dar’ Owoo and Altan Owoo in the text.
 6 Bawden, Charles: Two Mongol Texts Concerning Obo-worship. Oriens Extremus 5 (1). Harrassowitz 

Verlag, Wiesbaden 1958, p. 25.
 7 Tatár, Magdalena: Two Mongol Texts Concerning the Cult of the Mountains, p. 1.
 8 Heissig, Walther: The Religions of Mongolia. University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles 

1980, p. 102.
 9 

Successors (ca. 1160–1260) – a Preliminary Investigation. In: A Lifelong Dedication to the China 
Mission: Essays Presented in Honor of Father Jeroom Heyndrickx, CICM, on the Occasion of His 

Ed. by Noël Golvers 
– Sara Lievens. Ferdinand Verbiest Institute, Leuven 2007, p. 132.

10 Sneath, David: Ritual Idioms and Spatial Orders: Comparing the Rites for Mongolian and Tibetan 
Local Deities. In: The Mongol-Tibet Interface: Opening New Research Terrains in Inner Asia. Ed. by 
U. Bulag and H. Diemberger. Brill, Leiden 2007, p. 135.
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lha or sa bdag – the equivalent gods and entities as in the practice of Mongolia.11 
Therefore, some Mongolian scholars use just Tibetan terms in their pieces of work 
in the Mongolian language, for instance, lus, sawdag from Tib. klu, sa bdag,12 or its 
translation to Mongolian: gazar usnii ezed – masters of land and water.13 

On the other hand, Mongolian expressions of supernatural entities are somewhat 
different from the terms, which were used by the majority of researchers. There-
fore, I avoid using popular terms including lus, sawdag and gazar usnii ezed to the 
invisible agents of the sacred site because they cannot correctly indicate the actual 
meaning of the native term. For example, the invisible agent of Dar’ Mountain called 
tenger even 14 is the most potent supernatural entity among the several 
kinds of invisible agents of the Dariganga territory. 

Sh. Bira notes that his theory of tengerism was elaborated on the basis of the 
worship of Tenger, a fundamental concept of Shamanism, the old religion of the 
Mongolian and Turkic nomadic peoples. According to the tenets of Shamanism, 
tenger is like God represented on earth. And in relation to tenger, the Earth repre-
sents a subordinate feminine force called Etügen. Hence come the expressions etseg 
tenger – “Father Heaven” and ekh gazar – “Mother Earth.”15 Moreover, Igor de 
Rachewiltz concludes that the Mongol ruling elite of the given period under investi-
gation held beliefs concerning Heaven and Earth – their two principal deities – that 
in spite of obvious formal differences were in substance very similar to those of the 
ancient Turks.16 

It is evident that the present impressions of tenger are not exactly the same as 
the usage of the term among the Mongols in the 13th century. Nevertheless, modern 

which is contra argument the two principal deities described by the above mentioned 
scholars. According to local perception, Heaven (tenger) of Dar’ Mountain and the 
Earth (gazar) of the mountain are inseparable one thing that is called owoo. Indeed, 
the owoo consists of Earth, a visible entity, and Heaven, an invisible entity. In the 
circumstance, the local perspective of Dar’ Owoo in Dariganga is similar to native 
attitude towards Altai Kudai of Altai Republic in Russia.

11 Sneath, David: Nationalizing Civilizational Resources: Sacred Mountains and Cosmopolitical Ritual 
in Mongolia. Asian Ethnicity 15 (4). Taylor & Francis Online 2014, p. 464.

12 . Khotula 

13 

nutag
14 Local people usually call the tenger of Dar’ Mountain by “ ”; therefore, I will use the local 

expression in this article. Modern Mongolian pronounce and write tenger, otherwise it is also written 
as tenggeri. To notify, the Mongols also use the word tenger to denote “the sky”, but these terms have 
separate meanings. For example, Mongolian collocations are tselmeg tenger khökh 
tenger 
is related to religious understanding.

15 Bira, Shagdar: Mongolian Tenggerism and Modern Globalism. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
14. University Press Cambridge, Cambridge 2004, p. 3.

16 De Rachewiltz, Igor: 
. Fedinand Verbiest Institute, Leuven 2007, p. 137.
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In her research on the landscape of the Telengits, Agnieszka Halemba writes 
that Altai Kudai should be understood through the image of Altai itself as a God, 

intrinsic to its features as a place, landscape and territory.17 Additionally, she notes 
that Altai Kudai is unique and refers to the Altai as a whole, whereas,  
is a master spirit of all Altai.18 In the case of my studies,  is a spirit mas-
ter of the mountain, whereas, Dar’ Owoo is considered the mountain itself as God. 
Therefore, Darigangas often speak about the Owoo such as bless Dar’ Owoo rather 
than bless 

Dar’ Owoo and His Country

I will try to illustrate the native perception of Dar’ Owoo, which consists of visible 
and invisible agents. Geographically, the mountain, 1354 m, is not a higher peak 
among the over two hundred extinct volcanoes in the region but it is reckoned as 
a leader of the Dariganga land. The sacred mountain is located in the Khörgiin Shiree 
valley, where several small lakes and springs, and a sandy dune with trees, namely 
Moltsog, are situated surrounding the mountain. 

Apart from the good ecological condition, the valley also has the highly respected 
Dar’ Mountain and four stone statues. Therefore, the valley was the social centre 
of the Darigangas for many years. Nowadays, the centre of Dariganga county takes 
place at the southern foot of Dar’ Mountain. In short, the valley is regarded as the 
natural and cultural centre of the Dariganga territory and people. 

Brian Baumann notes that the Mongolian tenger means anything beyond or other 
than heaven proper, that is, the totality of celestial systems culminating in what was 

19 In case of my study, 
tenger is regarded as a king of the tengeris (pl) in Dariganga celestial system; so that, 
the dome is also called “the country of ”  even “An 
[invisible] country of Dar’ Owoo ( ).”

The range of the invisible Dariganga country is limited by the boundary of the 
six Dariganga counties called Dariganga territory. Therefore, any phenomenons in-
side the edge of Dariganga territory are estimated as members of Dariganga dome. 
Moreover, they have own position based on their power. For example, Dar’ Owoo 
is deemed as a king of his country. The most revered Ganga Lake is regarded as the 
queen of the king and Dökhömiin Bor Owoo in Bayandelger county is believed the 

17 Halemba, Agnieszka: The Telengits of Southern Siberia: Landscape, Religion and Knowledge in Mo-
tion. Routledge. London 2006, p. 67.

18 Halemba, Agnieszka: What does it feel like when your religion moves under your feet? Religion, 
earthquakes and national unity in the Republic of Altai. Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 133 (2). Dietrich 
Reimer Verlag, Berlin 2008, p. 298. 

19 Baumann, Brian: By the Power of Eternal Heaven: The Meaning of Tenggeri to the Government of the 
Pre-Buddhist Mongols. Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident 35. Presses Universitaires de Vincennes, 
Paris 2013, p. 246.
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younger brother of Dar’ Owoo. The national level energetic centre Shiliin Bogd 
Mountain and Bayandulaan Mountain are regarded chief generals, Khalzan Owoo 
is expected as an ambassador in the Khalzan County, and Dashdangaa Owoo is con-
sidered the chief of the horse breeders in the Dariganga invisible country.

owoo.” 
After I cleared about which owoo they spoke that. My informants explained that 
local inhabitants of Dariganga counties usually call Owoo to Dar’ Owoo in every 
day conversation. Thus, Dariganga people understand a single word owoo to Dar’ 
Owoo, but they call other sacred sites by their names, such as Khalzan Owoo and 
Dashdangaa Owoo.

Local inhabitants strongly believe that every place has its own tenger; so that, 
some tengers are highly skillful, whereas others have not any strong abilities. As 
a consequence, the sites communicate with each other and take a suitable position in 
the hierarchy of the celestial system depending on their power. Obviously, Darigan-
gas consider that Dar’ Owoo is Mount Sümber of the Dariganga region (Sümber 
uul). Sümber mountain is considered as the centre of the universe in the Dariganga 
celestial system.20 

of the Dariganga region. For example, Dar’ Owoo controls climate condition in the 
area. In particular, Dar’ Owoo protects all human beings and animals in the county 
from natural disasters. For instance, severe dsuds (harsh winter) happened in many 
parts of Mongolia some years ago, but Darigangas did not suffer much by the dsuds. 
Local people view that Dar’ Owoo reduced danger of the dsuds. Moreover, the Owoo 

regularly happens in Sükhbaatar and Dornod provinces, especially in the Khalkha 
 

occurs rarely in the Dariganga area. Local people believe that Dar’ Owoo prevents 
the blaze. In short, Darigangas would like to connect all good things with the power 
of Dar’ Owoo.

Dar’ Owoo is not only the centre of Dariganga nature, but it is also the core of 
Dariganga people as their parents, in particular: father.21 Dar’ Owoo is spoken that 
it saves its believers with the love of their father. Most Darigangas attempt to visit 
Dar’ Owoo at least once a year for greeting their “Father mountain” during the Lunar 
New Year. In particular, many old people, whose parents had already passed away, 

worshipping ceremony in summer.
Last but not least, Dar’ Owoo is also the centre of the region by the Buddhist 

explanation. There are some examples of Buddhist transformation into the Mongo-

20 Mongolian understanding of Sümber Mountain is originated from Indian Mount Meru, a sacred moun-

the physical, metaphysical and spiritual universes.
21 It might be directly related to the Mongolian expressions: “Father Sümber Mountain” and “Mother 

Milk Ocean” or “Father Heaven” and “Mother Earth.”
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lian owoo. For instance, Vesna A. Wallace wrote in her paper on how the summit 
of the Khangai mountain range of Mongolia was transformed to a Buddhist deity 

Secrets (Skr. 
naturalized, or politicized by the Mongols.22 

(Khal. Migjid Janraiseg). For example, I saw a picture in the local monastery 
of Dariganga county, on which Dar’ Owoo is explained as the dwelling place of 

. Moreover, was also transformed to be a Buddhist deity, 
but the deity is named Altan Owoo deity by local people.23 As a consequence, the 
mountain is regarded as the land of Altan Owoo deity. Therefore, Altan Owoo deity 
becomes the most potent Buddhist deity in the region. Furthermore, Darigangas al-
ways exclaim shortly Altan Owoo or bless Altan Owoo in any special occasions with 
the basic Buddhist mantra Om ma ni pad me hum, the meaning of which in Mongolia 
is similar to the expression “God bless you” in the Christian world. 

In general, the Mongols use the word altan (‘golden’) to the landscape as an es-
Altan Delkhii (Golden 

Earth) to Altai Delkhii in his recent work about Altai mountain region in western 
Mongolia.24 Inhabitants of the Dariganga region in eastern Mongolia strongly em-
phasise the word altan and use the critical term to their central sacred mountain. As 
a consequence, Altan Owoo, the honourable title of Dar’ Owoo, becomes the most 
popular name among the believers. It was initially used in Dariganga Pasture, but 
today all the Mongols easily understand the name indicates the state sacred Dar’ 

Thus, I will use sometimes the name Altan Owoo, to the mountain in the following 
texts. In sum, Altan Owoo is regarded as Sümber Mountain, and Father Mountain  
in Dariganga region. All of these illustrations indicate that Altan Owoo is the  
geographical and cultural centre of the Dariganga area.

The Central Sacred Mountain of the Dariganga Pasture

I will describe below the main historical aspects of Altan Owoo, the central sacred 
mountain of the Dariganga Pasture during the Qing Empire. Having established 
Dariganga Pasture, a personal herd of Qing Emperor, in 1696, the administrative 
centre of the Imperial Pasture was built in Ikhbulag valley. Then, leaders of the Pas-
ture tried to honour Dashlün Mountain, the highest peak in the vicinity area of the 

22 Buddhism in Mongolian History, Culture, 
and Society. Ed. by Vesna A. Wallace. Oxford University Press, New York 2015, p. 179.

23  is one type of Dalkha (Tib. dgra lha) deities, but local people name 
it “Altan Owoo deity” (Altan Owoo burkhan). 

24  . 
Warsaw 2018, pp. 244–282.
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new administrative centre, to the main worshipped mountain of the Pasture. Thus, 
they ordered to erect a great altar complex consisting of thirteen big stone cairns 
on Dashlün Mountain. Nevertheless, transferring big stones from Dawkhar-Enger 
Mountain, 10 km distance of Dashlün Mountain, needed a lot of human and animal 
force. In the hard circumstances, local inhabitants suffered from the constructing 
massive cairns. As a consequence, dwellers led by local men Jam’yaan and Magsar 
opposed the creation of large structures on Dashlün Mountain.

Jam’yaan and Magsar regarded that people living in the Dariganga Pasture did 
not need to venerate Dashlün Mountain as a central worshipped mountain of the 
administrative unit, because they still had traditional revered towards Dar’ Mountain 
at that time.25 Thus, local dwellers litigated against the leader of the Dariganga 
Pasture to the ambassador of Kalgan saying that local people harmfully suffered 
from erecting altar objects. Ultimately, the ambassador cut the process of worship 
of Dashlün Mountain; so that, Altan Owoo was venerated as the central worshipped 
mountain of the Dariganga Pasture.26 

Then Darigangas all together asked from the Second Bogd Jebtsündamba khutagt 

ceremony at Altan Owoo. Thus, the second Bogd sent Geleg lama to Dariganga in 
Orloi Mergen 

khutagt, who was a leading lama in the veneration of Altan Owoo. After the death 
Orloi Mergen khutagt, his reincarnation continued the owoo worship at 

Altan Owoo with local dwellers during the Qing period.27

In the early 19th century, a noticeable event happened in the history of Dar’ Moun-
tain. The second Orloi Mergen khutagt had the  of worshipping the mountain 
written by the seventh Panchen Lama of Tibet (1782–1853).28 The incense offering 
text of Altan Owoo has ten chapters, and its structure is very similar to s of other 
sacred sites in Mongolia. The  of Altan Owoo was translated into Mongolian 
language and studied by linguists and lamas.29 

Moreover, a big Buddhist , namely Battsagaan suwarga (‘strength and white 
’) was erected on top of the mountain.30 The Battsagaan suwarga was also cre-

called Altan Owoo with Battsagaan suwarga (Battsagaan suwargat Altan Owoo) 
in the 19th century. 

Darigangas used to worship Altan Owoo twice a year during the Qing period. 
First, Jambadarjaalin Monastery in front of Altan Owoo used to organise a small 
ritual in honour of the site in every spring. It was called “monastery owoo worship” 

25 Historically, the mountain was worshipped as a memorial owoo for Dar’ nobleman, who was the only 
legitimate leader of the region in the pre-Qing period.

26 Jamsran, Lxamsüren: 
27 A source of the National Archives of Mongolia: M–1. D–1. KhN–1136.
28 According to the colophon of the .
29 

30 According to historical maps of the Dariganga Pasture, the suwarga was already built in the second 
half of the 19th century. I use the original word suwarga instead of .
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(sümiin owoo takhilga) or small worship. The second one was called “pasture owoo 
worship” (sürgiin owoo takhilga
administrative units of the Dariganga Pasture and eighteen monasteries across the 
pasture territory in every autumn. In practice, the governor of Dariganga Pasture of-

owoo veneration and Orloi Mergen khutagt used to manage 
the religious activities of the ceremony.

Becoming a National Level Sacred Mountain

In 1912 the Bogd Khaan recognized three respected mountains of the Khalkha 
Mongols in national level as sacred mountains. These holy mountains of his new 
state were Bogd, Otgontenger, and Khan Khentii Mountains. Additionally, the Bogd 
Khaan added Dar’ Mountain of Dariganga to the state sacred mountains in 1913.31 
The reason of honouring Dar’ Mountain was because of the below risky political 
conditions of the region. Having made a bilateral contract with Russia in January 
1913, China actively attempted to dominate Mongolia. Therefore, China managed 
several activities for taking some parts of Mongolia. One of their purposes was 
a former Imperial Pasture of the Qing Empire; so that, the country sent soldiers led 
by Jodowjaw, a Chakhar general in Kalgan, to the Dariganga area for demanding 
Dariganga people to join Chinese authority. 

In the dangerous circumstance, the minister of Domestic Affairs, which generally 
controlled the Dariganga Pasture, requested the Bogd Khaan to attract Darigangas 
with the Mongolian government. The government planned to organise several activi-
ties, such as honouring the central worshipped mountain of the local community at 
the national level. Thus, the Bogd Khaan accepted the suggestion from the govern-
ment to worship Dar’ Mountain by the state. Then, the Dariganga region became 
a buffer zone between China and Mongolia by the Treaty of Kyakhta in 1915. In 
the given circumstances, some Dariganga people migrated from their native land 
to Kalgan, but the government of Mongolia continued to worship Dar’ Mountain. 
It was worked somewhat in the Dariganga community; so that, Dar’ Mountain was 
revered annually under the leadership of the governmental representative, who was 
often a vice minister, during the risky years from 1915–1920.32 

According to archival documents related to the owoo worship, a delegate of 
the government brought the decree of the Bogd Khaan about the worship of Dar’ 
Owoo, as well as incense, silk, and an arrow from the capital to the Dariganga area. 
Other useful things were supplied from the personal fund of Orloi Mergen khutagt. 
The khutagt lama paid 15 lan silver (1 lan = 38 g) for buying food for the offering 
ritual and 10 lan silver as salary for lamas, who would recite the s there. The 

31 

in documents.
32 Bilegsaixan, T.: 
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fund also provided tea and khadags at the ceremony. What is more, Darigangas 
-

supplied twelve camels, ten horses, and three tents for the usage of Orloi Mergen 
khutagt.33 

The state worship of Dar’ Owoo was organised by the following orders. 
1.  The representative of the government announced the decree of the Bogd Khaan 

about the veneration of the mountain.
2. Lamas chanted sacred texts including the  of Dar’ Owoo.
3. Lamas burnt incense, and lay aristocrates offered silk materials to 
4. An archer arrowed towards the sky to inform  about the ritual.
5. Devotees offered some materials and food towards Dar’ Owoo.

khörög, in front of the 
mountain.

7. Participants of the ceremony celebrated the public owoo festival.

The Secret Veneration of Altan Owoo

The national owoo worship of the four mountains was formally stopped after the 
death of the Bogd Khaan in 1924, when Mongolia transformed to the Republic state 

the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party entirely forbade the celebration of all 
worshipped mountains in the country. Sacred places became “victims” of the Great 
Persecution by radical revolutionist under the Communist International Organiza-
tion. For example, sacred structures, a big stone cairn and Battsagaan suwarga on 
the top of the Dar’ Mountain were destroyed entirely. Furthermore, local lamas, 
who secretly worshipped Altan Owoo in the 1920–1930s were arrested during the 
massive terror of 1937. As a consequence, nobody dared to manage the ceremony 
of Altan Owoo openly. 

What is more, a head of the party unit in Dariganga county ordered local inhabi-
tants to bury their deceased people on the eastern slope of Altan Owoo.34 Some 
atheist and socialist people graved their dead people in the new cemetery at the 
mountain in a distance of 1 km from the administrative centre in the 1970s. However, 
the burial activity on the site was stopped by the next head of county party as Altan 
Owoo was still a respected place of the majority of the Darigangas, who secretly 
believed their sacred mountain till the collapse of socialism.

Noticeable, I usually saw a small basalt stone in a central place among the 
Buddhist icons on the respected chest, namely a deity chest (burkhanii awdar) of 

33 A source from the National Archives of Mongolia, A–3. D–1. KhN–226.
34 The most cemeteries were built next to urban and rural settlements in socialist Mongolia.
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of Owoo.”35 My host, Khimi told me that his Owoon chuluu
and eldest holy object, to which he has been praying for over sixty years, in his ger. 
In particular, the Owoon chuluu was a sole prayer object of his home akin to other 
Dariganga families during socialism. 

Elderly Dariganga informants told me that the party unit of the county (MPRP) 
Owoon chuluu from the 

Dariganga households after they had demolished the monasteries as well as stone 
cairns at sacred sites. However, ordinary people took again a new one from Altan 

Owoon chuluus from the Darigangas. The 
reason for restoring an Owoon chuluu was related to at least two reasons. Firstly, 
the stone was a principal holy object in Dariganga households before the revolution. 
Secondly, it was easier to revive the tradition than the images of Buddhist deities, 
because the Darigangas were able to take new stones from the site. 

As a consequence, the leaders of the party unit ultimately tolerated praying Owoon 
chuluu among the Darigangas. Even though local leaders accepted Owoon chuluu, 
they strongly recommended the county dwellers to conceal their stone from repre-
sentatives of the upper-level authority, who were visiting in the countryside. Due 
to some representatives of the Party from the centre of the province and the capital 
of the country punished Dariganga families and local leaders for keeping Owoon 
chuluu at home. 

In general, the veneration of Owoon chuluu was increased among local dwellers 
in the socialist period. Darigangas were not able to make pilgrimage openly at Altan 

pilgrims. Thus, Darigangas used to pray to the Owoon chuluu at their home. The 
stone was regarded as a small version of Altan Owoo. The elders said that they often 
took a stone from Altan Owoo during the Naadam festival of the county, which was 
organised at the foot of the mountain. Or, some people chose the stone meanwhile 
they were visiting the mountain for searching and herding the livestock. In brief, 
Owoon chuluu had been the only object of worship in Dariganga families for several 
decades in the 20th century.

Restoring the Owoo Worship

The traditional worship of sacred sites of Mongolia was immediately revived in the 
early stage of the democratic transformation. For example, the Darigangas initiated 

democratic movement at the end of 1989. In the beginning, a few Dariganga senior 
people in Ulaanbaatar displayed the initiative to restore the local worship of Altan 
Owoo. Their idea was supported by native residents, and some young activists, who 

35 The Owoo is a common name of Altan Owoo among the local dwellers. A Dariganga family usually 
save one stone taken from the Owoo. The basalt, namely Owoon chuluu, is the stone of Altan Owoo. 
Henceforth, I use the stone from Owoo by original expression Owoon chuluu.
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printed their suggestion to the revival of the conventional offering Altan Owoo in the 
daily newspaper of province. After that many people expressed their wish to worship 
their central sacred mountains.

Furthermore, a non-governmental organisation (NGO), namely the “Association 
for Worshipping Altan Owoo” was established by the Darigangas in their local ter-
ritory as well as in Ulaanbaatar and other province centres. The NGO managed 
several activities successfully on the reviving process of worshipping Altan Owoo. 
First, they appealed for donation to the fund of restoring. As a result, almost 50 000 
MNT gathered from over 640 people. Additionally, people wanted to rebuild the 
Battsagaan suwarga; so that, they immediately created a big stone suwarga at the 
ruin of the old one on the top of the mountain. 

After the intensive preparation for restoring the Altan Owoo worship, they orga-
nized the local offering of the Owoo in the summer of 1990. Interestingly, the number 
of participants of the ceremony were almost 30 000 by the report of local people, 

today. In fact, the restoring ceremony was successfully organised by the management 
between the NGO and the cabinet of the province governor. Then, they decided to 

from the province governor; whereas small celebration in the other years would be 
organized by the governor of the Dariganga county. Therefore, such big local ce-
lebration happened in 1994 and 1999.36

Even though the local offering on sacred sites was revived widely, the worship 
of sacred mountains in a national level in Mongolia was not immediately restored 

Mongolia, Punsalmaa Ochirbat decreed to revive the state ceremony of Bogd Khan 
Mountain (former Bogd Mountain), Otgontenger, and Burkhan Khaldun (old Khan 
Khentii Mountain) Mountains in 1995, but he did not restore the state worship of 

 
mountains. Unfortunately, the state ceremony of Dar’ Mountain had not been 
accepted by the presidents for a decade.

The Darigangas enthusiastically asked again and again the president Bagaband’, 
and under the name of many governmental and non-governmental organizations 
including all Dariganga counties and even Sükhbaatar province, as well as some 
private companies in Ulaanbaatar together wrote a request for the revival of state 

36 Darigangas tried to restore the state ceremony of Altan Owoo in the 1990s, but the head of the state 
did not accept their request. Therefore, they organized a large-scale celebration twice under province 
leadership.
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worship of Dar’ Mountain in 2003.37 As a result, the president Bagaband’ decreed 
to revive the state ceremony of Dar’ Mountain in 2004. In his decree, the president 

sacred mountains based on analysing the history of state ceremonies at the site and 
traditional culture of the Dariganga ethnic group. Honouring of the Dar’ Mountain 
supposedly inspires its believers to inherit their ancestral traditions properly as well 
as to save the mother Earth naturally. More so, the president regarded that the state 

Nowadays, believers perform two kinds of rituals in honour at Altan Owoo. The 

the residents of the six Dariganga counties in every summer. In contrast, the second 
one, namely the state worship or great worship, is arranged by the upper-level state 

Surprisingly, the number of national level sacred mountains suddenly increased 
after the restoration of the state worship of Dar’ Mountain. President Bagaband’ 
newly recognized one mountain, Altan Khökhii Mountain as national level holy site 
in 2005. The third president Nambar Enkhbayar proclaimed the state worship of 
another three mountains, namely Suwarga Khairkhan Mountain, Sutai Khairkhan 
Mountain, and Khan Khökhii Mountain. The former president Tsakhia Elbegdorj also 
decreed to offer other two mountains, Altai Tawan Bogd Mountain and Gow’ Gurwan 
Saikhan Mountain, as the national level sacred place in 2012. Overall, the Mongolian 

The president of Mongolia decrees to organise the state worship of two mountains in 
every year. It is called formally “the great worship of the state” (töriin ikh takhilga).

The national level sacred mountains of contemporary Mongolia and their loca-
tions:

1. Bogd Khan Mountain (Töw province)
2. Burkhan Khaldun Mountain (Khentii province)
3. Otgontenger Mountain (Dsawkhan province)

37 Luwsannorow, Samind: 
pp. 35–38. In his book, the local historian S. Luwsannorow attached a letter, from which I cite here. 

etseg 
tenger) and have respected the site highly for several centuries. Therefore, the Bogd Khaan honoured the 
mountain as the national level sacred site. It boosted Dariganga patriotism and encouraged them being 

all Mongolian ethnic groups under his reign. Therefore, the Bogd Khaan actively supported the worship 
of Dar’ Mountain by his state until its end. Even though native residents have been organising the local 
offering ritual of Dar’ Mountain since 1990 lots of destructive actions are currently happened during the 
owoo ceremony. By the lack of state arrangement on the ceremony, local people cannot manage wor-
shippers to make a praying ritual at the site properly. Thus, pilgrims harmfully damage the ecosystem 
of the sacred place with their vehicles as well as their unorganised climbing. Additionally, worshippers 
often drink alcohol and create a lot of garbage at the area. As a consequence, Dar’ Mountain is on the 

the mountain will potentially inspire its believers to worship and protect their sacred place correctly.
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 4. Dar’ Mountain (Sükhbaatar province)
 5. Altan Khökhii Mountain (Khowd province)
 6. Suwarga Khairkhan Mountain (Arkhangai province)
 7. Sutai Khairkhan Mountain (Khowd province)
 8. Khan Khökhii Mountain (Uws province) 
 9. Altai Tawan Bogd Mountain (Bayan-Ölgii province)
10. Gow’ Gurwan Saikhan Mountain (Gow’-Altai province)

In his theoretical article, Sneath views that the post-soviet Mongolian state has in-
stituted sacred mountain rites as indispensable elements of contemporary political 
practice; they have become an administrative duty and an expression of the nation-
building project.38 On the one hand, offering the state sacred mountain is a crucial 
tool for a nation-building project, if we consider the state policy. On the other hand, 
it will create a big question if we analyse local perception of the national level 
worshipped site. 

Noticeable, honouring new state worshipped sites is a vivid ongoing process in 
contemporary Mongolia. In the present, some local communities still propose to 
worship their sacred sites by the state. For example, leaders of Khöwsgöl province 
suggest the veneration of Dayan Deerkh, the holiest cave of the Darkhad ethnic 
group, as the state worshipped place. In fact, native residents attempt to strengthen 
their local community by honouring sacred sites as a part of the local-building pro-
ject. It is somewhat different from Sneath’s conclusion. In short, restoring former 
sacred mountains of the Bogd Khaan’s sovereign Mongolia and establishing new 
national-level worshipped sites are mainly reasoned from the liberal policy of the 
state, which accepts the human right of local people. Therefore, the president of the 
country has agreed on suggestions coming actively from native residents.

Conclusion

In this paper, I determined a perception of the sacred landscape. Firstly, I corrected 
the use of the expression owoo, an essential aspect of sacred sites in Mongolia. The 
term is widely expressed as altar object or physical construction at a place of wor-
ship. In fact, it is only a simple meaning of the term, which can be also translated as 
cairn. In fact, the Mongols mainly consider owoo as a whole sacred mountain. For 
example, the most revered Dar’ Mountain of the Dariganga people is called formally 
Dar’ Owoo, commonly Altan Owoo and informally Owoo. The owoo is not only 
explained as the physical mountain, but it also indicates an invisible agent. In fact, 
the owoo consists of gadsar (Earth) a visible entity and tenger (Heaven) an invi-
sible entity. According to local perception, tenger and gadsar are inseparable things 
this is what the owoo represents. Many scholars commonly use the Mongolian term 
tenger of owoo by various names, such as lord, deity and spirit. In fact, tenger is 

38 Sneath, D.: Nationalizing Civilizational Resources, p. 465.



BILEGSAIKHAN TAMIRJAW

284

the spirit master of the mountain, whereas, Dar’ Owoo is considered the mountain 
itself as a God. All in all, Dar’ Owoo is viewed as the centre of the universe in the 
Dariganga celestial system. 

Dar’ Mountain was initially worshipped as a memorial owoo for Dar’ noble, 
a leader of the region in the pre-Qing period. After establishing the Dariganga 
Pasture, the Owoo became continuously worshipped as the central sacred mountain 
of the Pasture unit. Then it became honoured as a state sacred mountain in 1912 
based on political reasons. Native residents quickly restored the small scale worship 
of the mountain in 1990, although the offering ritual of Dar’ Owoo was stopped 
temporary during socialism. Surprisingly, several mountains newly honoured as 
national level sacred site after the restored state worship of Dar’ Owoo in 2004. 
Sneath views that “Instituted sacred mountain becomes an expression of the nation-

groups strengthen identity of local groups. Thus, the state worship also becomes 
local-building project, if we analyse the local perception of the site. For example, 
the upper-level ceremony has been critically important for the Dariganga com-
munity; so that, they massively celebrated the 100th-year anniversary of the state 
worship at Dar’ Owoo in 2013.” 

Fig. 1. A historical image of Dar’ Owoo. National Archives of Mongolia.
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Fig. 2.  and Owoon chuluu by Bilegsaikhan Tamirjaw.

Fig. 3. Dar’ Mountain by Bilegsaikhan Tamirjaw.
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Abstract

The Mongolian Custom of Veneration of Mountains and Rivers: Nature is the cradle 
of mankind and the source of human values. Currently, environmental protection and 
conversation have become the most vital issues in the world. The core of the issue 
is the proper concern to the mother Earth and the frugal use of natural resources. 
Rituals in honour of mountains and waters can be considered as the oldest traditional 
forms of environment conservation. It is commonly practiced among the Mongols for 
appropriate treatment and maintenance of nature. Bestowing and protecting natural 
environment are primarily practiced by the Mongols rather than using its resources. 
This old tradition includes the veneration of the deities living in mountains and 
waters, and forms a major cultural heritage of the Mongols. Though this cultural 
heritage and the conscious bestowing of nature encountered ideological oppression in 
the 20th century, nowadays they have been reawakened. This phenomenon proves the 
manifestation of the cultural tradition and heritage, according to which people love 
and respect their land – mountains and waters – the essential origin of their existence 
and life, as their mothers. The tradition of protecting their lands, favouring their 
beauty have its unique and amazing features. The paper describes the Mongolian 
tradition of veneration of mountains and waters, and also its revival as an important 
part of environmental protection.
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Abstract

Land Selection for Mongolian Funeral Rites: Accessing landscapes and conducting 
religious ceremonies have been integral parts of Mongolian daily life. One of such 
customs is funerary custom. Selection of a burial ground is a sign of Mongolian 
religious belief, world view, relation with nature, and also is a part of funerary 
customs with unique indication of Mongolian livelihoods. In this article we aimed 

well as historic tradition of Mongolian burial ground choosing. For the tradition of 
burial ground choosing, we have used the volumes of Reports of Field Archaeology 
in Mongolia and Mongolian Archaeological Heritage as well as other relevant books 
and articles. Besides, we included some survey results on “Ulaanbaatar Buyan”  
Co. Ltd.
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LOCAL SPIRITS OF MOUNT BULGAN

Krisztina Teleki
Eötvös Loránd University, 

Research Centre for Mongol Studies, Budapest

The present article lists the mountains and owoo (Khal. ) sacred heaps venerated 
by the monks of Dsayaiin khüree (Khal. ) in the past and at present, and 

stood in the foreground of Mount Bulgan before 1937, which now provides 
a picturesque background to Tsetserleg city, Erdenebulgan district, the centre of 
Arkhangai province.1 

Similarly to the other sacred peaks of the Khangai Range,2 the veneration of 
Mount Bulgan has a long history. At present, the monks of the revived monastery, 
Dsayaiin Khüree Tögs Bayasgalant Buyan Delgerüülekh Monastery (

, Tib. ) perform 
a smoke-offering ritual in honour of Mt. Bulgan on a daily basis as part of the 
daily chanting (Khal. , Tib. tshogs chen), and organize a detailed veneration 

3 
Local people venerate the mountain also on their own, and place hundreds of butter 
lamps on the hillside at the commemoration day of Lord Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), 
founder of the Gelug tradition, as well as at the Lunar New Year Eve. 

Venerated Mountains and Owoos near Tsetserleg City

Monks of the current monastery claim that the monks of the old Dsayaiin khüree 
used to venerate 13 different owoos before the destruction of the monastery in 

1 The Mongolian-Monaco Joint Expedition of the Mongolian Academy of Sciences, Institute of Archae-
ology, and the Musee d’Anthropologie Prehistorique de Monaco supported the research of Dsayaiin 
khüree’s monastic life in 2009. The present article was written with the support of the János Bolyai 
Research Scholarship of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 

2 Mount Bulgan belongs to the Khangai Range that was the cradle for many nomadic nations such as 
the Turks, the Uighurs, and the Mongols, especially the valley of the River Orkhon. The Khangai 
Range has two mountains venerated by the Mongolian nation (töriin takhilgatai): Otgontenger and 
Suwarga Khairkhan. Suwarga Khairkhan Uul situated in Tsenkher district in Arkhangai province had 
connections with the Dsayaiin gegeens.

3 
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1937 in the vicinity of Tsetserleg including Bulgan Uul, Sairiin Owoo / Sain Eriin 
Owoo, Bayanberkh Uul, Khan Uul, Maan’t Uul, Artsatiin Uul, Norowtümbiin 
Owoo, Argalantiin Owoo (originally Ar Golomt), Bor Tolgoi, Sangiin Tolgoi, and 
Erdene Sümber. Moreover, there were owoos in the far countryside that belonged 
to the subordinated area ( ) of the Dsayaiin gegeens (e.g. Jargalantiin Owoo in 
Erdenemandal district). The monks of the revived monastery venerate three nearby 
owoos (Bulgan Uul, and sometimes Sairiin Owoo and Khan Uul), as well as Suwarga 

4 

Mount Bulgan

Bulgan Uul has the closest connection with the monastery and has been worshipped 

peaks together were called Erdene, thus its name became Erdene Bulgan Khairkhan. 
The area of Bulgan Uul is strictly protected.5 

Many legends exist about the foundation of the monastery at this auspicious site, 

(1639–1704) and Öndör Gegeen Dsanabadsar (1635–1723), who were his contem-
poraries.6

Regarding the history of Dsayaiin khüree, Tümenkhen Sain Noyon (1558–1640) 

son founded the monastery in 1631 at the same site. In 1652, when the First Dsaya 

studied in Tibet for 19 years (1660–1679), and after returning home he developed his 
monastery by building new temples and initiating a monastic system (deg jayag, Tib. 
sgrigs bya yig
was the time when permanent ceremonies began to be performed. Luwsanprinlei’s 
monastery became famous by the name of its main hall Buyaniig delgerüülegch süm 
(or Tögs bayasgalant buyaniig delgerüülegch, Gandangejeelin, Tib. 
rgyas gling, ‘Monastery Spreading Blissful Virtue’). Several Mongolian monasteries 
followed the rules and the ceremonial system initiated by Luwsanprinlei, and his 

Province, owing to his and his later reincarnations’ activities. After 1833, the mo-

4 Majer, Zsuzsa – Teleki, Krisztina: History of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree, the Monastery of the Khalkha 
Zaya Pandita. Admon, Ulaanbaatar 2013; Teleki, Krisztina: Present-day Buddhist Monasteries and 
Sacred Sites in and around Tsetserleg City. In: Zaya Gegeenii Khüree: History, Architecture and 
Restoration of a Monastery in Mongolia. Ed. by Isabelle Charleux. Bulletin du Musee d’Anthropologie 
Prehistorique de Monaco, 5. Monaco 2016, pp. 131–144. 

5 Xalxa J
6 Xalxa J , p. 30. 
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nastery consisted of two parts: Deed khüree (‘Upper monastery’) and Dood khüree 
(‘Lower monastery’), and had a total of eight datsans (Tib. grwa tshang, monastic 
school or a temple with privilege), 26 temples and about 1,500 resident monks at 
the beginning of the 20th century.7 

An old ex-monk, S. Tüdew (1912–2014, being a monk from his 8–18 year of 
age) mentioned that the monks of Dsayaiin khüree used to circle Bulgan Uul on the 
15th of each month carrying the volumes of the Kanjur.8 Nowadays, the practice of 
offering butter lamps at Bulgan Uul is known countrywide: devotees lit butter lamps 
on the hillside at New Year Eve and other feast days such as the commemoration 
day of Tsongkhapa on the 25th

the lunar calendar. 
The Russian scholar, A. M. Pozdneev (1851–1920) who visited the monastery in 

1892 mentions that the monastery had a shrine for the veneration of the “dragon” 
(perhaps lus, Tib. klu, Skr. ) of Mount Bulgan. He claims that north of the mo-
nastery, on the hillside there was the Bulgan süm, a temple dedicated to the “dragon” 
of the hill. Two or three times a year performed the monks worshipping rituals there: 
the veneration of the owoo
monks of the monastery used to venerate Bulgan Uul.9 Actually, Luwsanjigmednam-
jil, the Fourth gegeen (1804–1866/1867) founded the ‘Temple of Worship of Bulgan 
Uul’ (Bulganii takhilgiin süm) in 1859 or in 1889.10 It was also known as Bulganii 
dugan or Bulganii süm and stood at the foot of Mount Bulgan, north of Deed khüree, 
behind the Güshig datsan, which housed the relics of former Dsaya gegeens.11  
S. Tüdew, ex monk of the monastery claimed that this temple was situated on the 
hillside, south of Galdan dsuu and contained a sitting Dsuu (Tib. jo bo) Buddha 
statue. Old photos show a small temple which was situated behind Güshig datsan. 

This sacred mountain, Bulgan Uul is also famous about its rock paintings rep-
resenting Tsongkhapa with his two disciples, Khaidüw Je (Tib. mKhas grub rje, 

-
ings remained up to today, and were repainted in 2013. They, especially Tsongkhapa, 
are venerated by monks and especially men. According to S. Tüdew, the image of 
Tsongkhapa painted on the rocks was not very old: it was painted during the [end 
of the] Manchu period (lasting till 1911), and was surrounded by a white brim. A. 
M. Pozdneev also mentioned these rock paintings in his description written in 1892. 

Mt. Bulgan has also other specialties. Famous brooks originate in its valleys, for 
instance, Jamganii Bulag (Tib. skyabs mgon) that originated when the Thirteenth 

 7 Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: History of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree …
 8 Majer, Zsuzsa – Teleki, Krisztina: Reminiscences of S. Tüdev, Monk of Zayayn Khüree. In: Zaya 

Gegeenii Khüree: History, Architecture and Restoration of a Monastery in Mongolia. Ed. by Isabelle 
Charleux. Bulletin du Musee d’Anthropoligie Prehistorique de Monaco, 5. Monaco 2016, pp. 99–106.

 9 Pozdneyev, Aleksei Matveevich.: Mongolia and the Mongols. Ed. by John Richard Krueger, tr. by 

10 Xalxa J .: 
1992, p. 56.

11 Majer, Zs. – Teleki, K.: History of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree …
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Dalai Lama (1876–1933) visited the site in 1906. Monks did hide objects of worship 
in its valleys at the time of the persecution in the 1930s, and after the destruction of 
the monastery pages of sacred Tibetan books and their covering cloths covered the 
whole mountain. The relics (mummies) of three Dsaya gegeens were hidden near the 
mountain. Two of them have survived and were exhibited in s in the Museum 

Incense Offering, Golden Libation  
and Commission of Mount Bulgan, its Local Spirits,  

Land-Owners and Other Spirits

The monks of Dsayaiin Khüree Tögs Bayasgalant Buyan Delgerüülekh Monastery 
recite a short prayer in honour of Mount Bulgan on a daily basis praying for the 
never-ending support of its (female) lord and local spirits who ensure the well-being 
of all sentient beings living in the area. 

As the colophon of this short, Tibetan, handwritten text says this ‘Incense 
offering, golden libation and commission of Mount Bulgan, its local spirits, 
land-owners and other spirits’ (Bu la kwang dang yul lha gzhi bdag sogs la 

 (7r–7v) was written 
by Luwsanjigmeddorj (1766–1803), the third incarnation for the request of the 
distinguished disciple Erkhbiligt Toin Shonnüdondow and monastery steward,  
fully-ordained monk Galsandeleg. Fully-ordained monk, Luwsanjam’yaan wrote it 
down. It means that the text was written in the 18th century or at the very beginning 
of the 19th

above-mentioned temple for the worship of Mount Bulgan in 1859. (The Tibetan 
text was photographed in the monastery.) 

Transcription of the Tibetan Text

[bu la kwang dang yul lha gzhi bdag sogs la bsangs mchog gser skyems bsang gso 
(7rv)

(7r) kyee 

sder gtogs dge mtshan bcu ldan bu la kwang/ 

12 13/

12 Tib. dgyes.
13 Tib. spyon.
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dngos bshams yid sprul nyer sbyod14

bkra shis rtags brgyad rgyal srid rin chen bdun/

15 16 par mdzod/

bsangs rdzas sna tshogs bsgregs17

khyad pa bu la kwan la gnas pa yi/
lha klu gnas bdag gzhi bdag thams cad bsangs/

yul (7v)
mi mthun rkyen ngan bar chad thams cad sel/

nyin gsum bya ra mtshan gsum mel tshe dang/

bu la kwang dang yul lha gzhi bdag sogs la bsangs mchog gser skyems bsang gso 

Mongolian Translation

The Mongolian translation of the texts is available in an A4 paper form in a shop 
of religious articles near the monastery. The name of the translator is unknown. Its 
title is ‘Mount Bulgan’s Smoke-offering.’ Its meaning is similar to the Tibetan text. 
The text is as follows: 

14 Tib. nyer spyod.
15 Tib. dgyes rol.
16 Tib. tshim.
17 Tib. bsgrigs.
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English Translation of the Tibetan Text

[‘Incense offering, golden libation and commission of Mount Bulgan, its local spirits, 
land-owners and other spirits’ (7rv)] 18

Hhee, 
Gods, s, land lords and other creatures living at Mt. Bulgan, 
Holder of the ten superior signs, 
Part of the glorious Khangai Range, which is the protector of the Northern direction
Assemble here and enjoy the offerings. 

18 

áldozati szövegei [Main Saints and Sacred Texts of the Khangai Range]. In: Szent hegyek a buddhiz-
musban. Ed. by Imre Hamar, Zsóka Gelle, Gábor Kósa. Bibliotheca Buddhologica Budapestinensis, 
Budapest 2017, pp. 189–208.
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I prepare and offer the sevenfold offering19 in reality and in mind, 
 20

The eight auspicious symbols, 21 the seven precious emblems of royalty,22

Golden libation, 23  24 all wonderful offerings. 
Gather here and take pleasure in them until satisfaction. 

I perform a smoke-offering with scanty incenses
In honour of the Great Khangai God and his retinue 
And perform a smoke-offering ritual to the various gods, 

Accept this sacred, extensive smoke-offering, 

Improper circumstances in this area. 

Pacify all external and internal problems and hindrances, 
Increase the livestock and grains, raise lifetime and merits. 
Draw the three worlds25 completely under your power 
And destroy the enemies of us, practitioners.

Accompany the arriving and departing ones 
For three days and nights with sentinels,
Ensure prosperity and fortune in the ten directions.26 

Incense offering, golden libation and commission of Mount Bulgan, its local spirits, 
land-owners and other spirits written by the 7th  
for the request of the distinguished disciple, monk with prince origin, Erkhbiligt  
Toin Shonnüdondow and the monastery steward, fully-ordained monk, sensible  
Galsandeleg. Fully-ordained monk, Luwsanjamiyaan wrote it down. 

19 Sevenfold offering (Tib. nyer spyod

20 ‘dod yon lnga

(touching). 
21 Eight auspicious symbols (Khal. , Tib. bkra shis rtags brgyad): Dharma wheel, conch 

22 Seven precious emblems of royalty (Khal. , Tib. rin chen sna bdun): Dharma 

23 Tib. gser skyems.
24 Tib. gtor ma, offering cake. 
25 Desire realm, form realm, formless realm. 
26 Four cardinal, four intercardinal directions, up and down. 
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Conclusion 

Mount Bulgan is a sacred mountain worshipped by the monks of Dsayaiin khüree for 
centuries. The monks of the revived monastery recite the above-mentioned Tibetan 
text on a daily basis to grant and delight the local spirits of Mount Bulgan with in-
cense and other offerings. Monks and devotees venerate the owoo of Mount Bulgan 
with various offerings including milk, stones, cakes, lights, incense, and other pre-
cious offerings. A detailed veneration practice of the mountain took place annually 
in spring or summer, and the monks plan to publish a detailed sacred text devoted to 
the veneration of Mt. Bulgan in the near future. 
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and the ruined assembly hall of Dsayaiin khüree by K. Teleki.
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Fig. 2. Mount Bulgan from the north-eastern direction by K. Teleki.

Fig. 3. Owoo at Mount Bulgan by K. Teleki.
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CULT IN MONGOLIA

Anna Tsendina
Russian State University for Humanities, 

Russian Academy of Sciences, Institute of Oriental Studies,
National Research University, Higher School of Economics, Moscow

Jebtsündamba Dsanabadsar or Öndör Gegeen (1635–1723) being declared incarna-
tion of Jebtsün
clerical, a head of the Tibetan Jonang (Tib. jo nang) stream, a famous historian and 

chronicle Crystal Mirror ( , early 19th century) avoids mentioning the very 

any information about him in Crystal Beads (Bolor erike) by Rashipuntsug, another 
annalist from South Mongolia in the 18th century. However, there are notes about his 
incarnation in the Precious Beads (Erdeni-yin erike) , a North 
Mongolian author of the 19th century. These are as follows:

“The 15th rebirth of Jebtsün
in Tibet (in Bran area) in the year of the Blue Pig (1575) in the lifetime of lama 
Rashijamchin. At the age of 30 in the year of the Black Hare he was ordained as 
gelong by Jamyang Kunga Gyeltsen. At the age of 35 in the year of the Yellow Ape 
he composed the  Gyanag chöjung on the origin of the Dharma in India. At 
the age of 42 in the year of the Blue Hare he set up Dagdan Puntsogling Monas-
tery in Tibet, Tsang province. In the sixth year, the year of the Yellow Cow (1649) 
Jebtsündamba set out for Western Dsuu. In the year of the White Tiger (1650) in 
Potala a title of Jebtsündamba khutagt and a yellow silk umbrella were conferred 
upon him by Dalai Lama Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso.”1 

The biographies of Öndör Gegeen are more informative. For example: 

“Öndör Gegeen was born in the year of the Blue Pig (the 11th year of the 60-year 
cycle) in the family of Tüsheet Khan Gombodorj and Khandjamts. At the age of 
three, he recited days on end a prayer Jambaltsanjod, which caused everyone’s 
admiration as the boy had not been taught reading or praying. When he was four 

1 Erdeni-yin erike kemekü teüke bolai. Transcr. by  J. Gerelbadrax, ed. by Yo. J
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years old, Janbalin Nomun Khan cut his hair, took his vows of genen and named 
him Ishdorj or Dsanabadsar. He knew the language of the s and Tibetan since 
his very birth, uttered commands, revelations and other wonderful things. Because 
of that a messenger was sent to Tibet. He appealed to the Panchen Bogd, the Fifth 
Dalai Lama, to choijons and doctrine guards for explanations. They answered that 
he was the rebirth of Jebtsün bogd 
– head of Mongolian religion in the area of Shireet Tsagaan nuur.”2

rebirth were the matter of primary interest for North Mongolian (Khalkha) histori-
cal works. Naturally, it was here in North Mongolia that the Jebtsündamba khutagt 
became the head of Buddhists. Apart from that, the total domination of the Gelugpa 

th century 
-

to the lack of worshipping him. We know neither special rites performed to honour 
him nor many pictures or sculptures devoted to him.

the doctrine of reincarnation emerged, secondly, by the history of development of 
-

cals of Central Tibet in the 17th century. He completed with the heads of the Gelugpa 
stream: the Fifth Dalai Lama and the Second Panchen Lama. So when Mongo-
lia required her own hierarch provided with comprehensive Buddhist legitimacy, 

was used to achieve it: a young prince from far Mongolia was declared his reincarna-
tion. Later this stream occupied dominant positions in Mongolia as well, that is why 
the cult of the Jonang leader had no chances to develop. 

skull. It is called “Worshipping the Ball” (Bündegeriig takhikh). There exist certain 
written and oral data about it.

The biography of Öndör Gegeen which seems to have been written by Khansur 
Agwaandondow of Ikh khüree in the early 20th century says: “Two skulls – one of 

2  1. (1998), pp. 3–12.
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).3 Odserbal is known to be a former incarnation 
Jebtsündamba khutagt.

is a short text in Tibetan called  (Tib. 

tales about their participation in the “Worshipping the Ball” ceremony. The author 
of this is a noted monk Tsorj

is the narration: 

“The Great Victorious Ngawang Gyatso, the Fifth was a son of a beggar-woman. 
She moved from place to place begging for alms with her son on her back. Many 

glory and felt high esteem to him, so she thought: ‘When my son was born there 
were numerous signs of good favour. I will go to Jebtsün
his blessing.’ And she came to him and bowed before him. He took the boy from 

Two wounds appeared and both eyes of the Great Fifth were injured. That is how 
the story runs. … The Great Fifth grew up and took administration over the Tibetan 

thought: ‘When I was a kid he injured my eyes.’ 

as simple as it seems to be. Once a strange seed happened to hit the Great Fifth in 

prince Gombodorj’s son. Born a protector of religion and living beings, Jebtsün 
Luwsandambiijantsan in the course of his glorious deeds for the sake of religion and 
living beings, once visited Ü to worship the Victorious Great Fifth. While being at 
doors he heard that the Great Fifth said to someone: ‘There is a small chest in bla 
brang. Bring it to me.’ The man brought the chest. When they opened it they found 

put it on his throne beside him. Then, he turned towards the doors and said: ‘Now, 

with the eyes of the dried head, the head smiled to him. So the saying goes. The 
Great Fifth giving him the dried head as an object of worship to be returned to the 
Bogd’s country is a matter of great importance. He gave it because reincarnations 

3 

 so. Xylograph. 95 p. Private Col-
lection of R. Otgonbaatar, 65r.
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of the Bogd appeared in the country of Khalkha. That is what in Ikh khüree is now 
called bündeger in Mongolian.”

The story was written by Guna Sara who heard it from gawj (Tib. ) Luwsan 
(Blo bzang) from Örlüüd aimag (Urlud khantsan), who retold what had been told 
him by the sage of Ikh khüree.

presented by Mongolian lamas. N. Sereeter, an old lama from Gandan Monastery in 
Ulaanbaatar remembered in 1993: 

“I was born in Jargaltkhan district in Khentii province in 1908. It is not far from Ikh 
khüree, so I came here and stayed for ten years as a monk of the Yellow Palace, the 
main shrine of which was the Dechingalaw Temple. We performed the rite of “Wor-

Bündegeriin takhilga) in our monastery. In 
the temple of Vajradhara (Ochirdar

khadag

were both worshipped to at the same time. I was too young to be admitted to the 

I saw the ritual ceremony of worshipping the ball and even received my share from 
khamba or ded khamba of Ikh 

khüree. There seemed to be a special prayer for the service. That was a so called 
“silent service” (chimeegüi takhilga). The lamas prayed by themselves just turning 
the pages silently. It was a secret service.” 

People also said that the heads had been lost by the time of great persecution (by 
the end of the 1930s). Someone Tserensoyog was responsible for the rite. The heads 
having been lost, he was driven out of the monastery.

Here is another memory by Dashijal who lived in Shine-Ider district in Khöwsgöl 
province:

“There was a rite of worshipping the ball (Bündegeriin takhil) in Ikh khüree. 
In the course of the ceremony they conducted a service of worshipping Jonang 

the time of the Fifth Jebtsündamba khutagt a human size copper statue of Jonang 
shünshig). 

In 1937 when monasteries were being destructed, Choibalsan ordered the statue 
be placed in a museum. Now it is in Bogd Gegeen Museum.”4

Thus, at least four independent sources give proofs on the existence of a rite of 
Ikh khüree. One can suppose that scarcity of infor-

4 J
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in Mongolia being suppressed by the traditional Gelugpa stream. On the other hand, 
the very character of the secret ceremony must have contributed to that. Firstly, as it 
comes from the above few monks were admitted to the performance. Secondly, all 

khamba and ded khamba. Thirdly, the secret service stipu-
lated concealing the text of the prayer. Fourthly, the skull itself as a religious object 
provided sacred character to the rite. It is well known that in Buddhism a skull is an 
attribute of wrathful tantric deities with whom secret rituals were usually connected. 

(bündeger) for “skull” while Tibetan works used the word “skull” (Tib. thod pa, Skr. 
) without euphemism.

About the Use of 

It is important to say that in tantric rites they generally used a  (Tib. ka pa 
la, Khal. gawal) not a skull as it is. That was a ritual cup made of an upper part of 
a skull. So, according to Buddhist belief that was not a skull as a part of a dead body 

 is 
common for many streams of traditional tantric doctrine, including Gelug. As for the 
skull as a part of human dead body, it was mainly used in the rites of the old, pre-

bündeger 
stood for a skull itself, a  or a ball-shaped object imitating a skull. Anyway, this 
object provided the rite of “worshipping the ball” with more mystery and sacrament.

At the end of my article I will add that the use of the skull-  of great Lama 
as an object of veneration was quite common in Mongolia. As an example, my 
father’s diary says:

“Choijilsüren bagsh said that in his childhood he had heard such a legend. In the 
khoshuu of the Dalai Choinkhor Wan the  of the Panchen Lama or the Dalai 
Lama, which was brought from Western Dsuu, was kept and venerated. It seems 
to be the ruler of the khoshuu of the Dalai Wan Tsökhür cut off the head of a high 
Lama in the Western Dsuu and brought to Mongolia. First Sain Khan, who had 
the title Tsökhür in 1617 visited Western Dsuu, and built a  of 10,000 lan of 
silver for the remains of the Fourth Dalai Lama, and he took the head with him.”5
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MONGOLIAN ‘PHO BA PRACTICES FOR REBIRTH 

Vesna A. Wallace
University of California, Santa Barbara

Among the abundant Tibetan-language sources in Mongolia that date from the 
late 19th and early 20th

prayers dealing with imagination and visualization practices pertaining to rebirth in 

mgrin bsrung) 
Minjüür Dechin Shiirew’s 

The Jewel Steps of a Fortunate Disciple, A Prayer for a Sure Rebirth in the Land 
of Siddhi, in the Land that Captivates a Persons a Person for a Sure Rebirth in the 

, and Dsawa Damdin’s (Blo bzang rta dbyangs) Elucidation of 

These three ritual  texts were composed in the early 20th century, on the eve 
of the Communist revolution and shortly after, during the period of the imminent 
peril of Buddhism in Mongolia. The anxiety caused by social and personal crises 

experiences and enhanced the proliferation of literature related to ‘pho ba practices 
for rebirth in early 20th century, on the eve of the Communist revolution and shortly 
after, during the period of the imminent peril of Buddhism in Mongolia. The anxiety 

for escape into an alternate world of experiences and enhanced the proliferation of 
literature related to ‘pho ba 
the imagination and visualization practices described in these ‘pho ba texts are about 
transformation from death in this troubled and perilous world to a new life in the 

The imagination and visualization practices in the mentioned texts can be viewed 
as contemplative, trans-historical processes that look beyond the present world and 
its troubling circumstances. As we will see later on, in the context of these ‘pho ba 
practices, the prescribed visualizations mutually differ in their contents, structures, 

a single, theoretical model to all of them. Although, the procedures and contents 
of visualizations in these ‘pho ba practices are shaped by theoretical assumptions 
shared by the Gelug community of Mongolian practitioners, the 
obser vable, procedural and visual differences may be an outcome of the authors’ 

Mental images and their cognitive effects, hidden away from the external obser ver, 
remain within the inner, subjective space and discrete experience, shaped by one’s 
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perspective and other factors. While recognizing this, merely for pragmatic reasons, 
I here provisionally classify visualization practices prescribed in the three mentioned 
texts into two general types: the inwardly and outwardly oriented visualizations. 
I refer to those visualization practices that involve some kind of imaginative 
self-transformation as inwardly oriented. An example of the inwardly oriented 
visualization is the following visualization described in Dsawa Damdin’s work as 
preliminary to the core  visualization: 

On the top of crown of your head, on the upper end of the , 

Your body is reddish-white in color, and your facial expression is pleased and 
smiling,

Clothed with the three Dharma robes and golden  hat.
Your two hands hold a vajra and bell while sounding a .
Your two feet are crossed in the vajra posture,
And inside the great central channel in your upright, seated body,

 mantra].
The three places [on your body] are marked with the three seed syllables (

),
And from the syllable  light spreads forth to the Pure Realms of the ten di-

rections,
Inviting all the buddhas and bodhisattvas,
Which dissolve into yourself, transforming you into an embodiment of all objects 

of refugee.1

In contrast, I refer to those practices that involve visualizations of objects of refuge as 
internally oriented. In these practices, the visualization and imagination are inextri-
cably interconnected. In some instances, imagination involves a mental construction 
of visual images. In other instances, when the imagined evades visual representation, 
a mental image is not visual but rather a thought. An example of this is a practice in 
which one imagines that the essential nature of the external offerings and symbolic 

consciousness, or gnosis (Tib. ye shes). While Agwaan Damdinsüren and Minjüür 
Dechin prescribe various outwardly and inwardly oriented visualization practices, 
a considerably shorter text of Dsawa Damdin, like many other Mongolian, short 
ritual prayers and ‘pho ba -
cerned with the inwardly oriented visualizations. 

mentioned texts, entail bringing to mind an alternate reality and implicitly one’s 

1 , 2v.
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departure from the present time and space, it is deemed conducive to the future 

in which one produces new mental imprints by means of the patterns contained in 

its culture and creates new memories conducive to the bar do experience constructed 

the degree of subtlety of a visualized image is understood to correlate to the degree 

mentioned texts structure a sequence of practices that could bring about increasingly 
subtler visions of the mentioned texts structure a sequence.

Various preliminary practices to the core ‘pho ba practice, which include visuali-

-

its inhabitants, deities, and the like. Whether in the context of preliminary practices 
or in the context of the innermost ‘pho ba 
city of recitation and visualization practices and the turning away from the words 
of prayer and eulogy to silent images. While certain visualization practices are cha-
racterized by the merging of visual and auditory elements, in other visualization 

anthropomorphic, environmental, and syllabic forms. With the words of prayer and 
eulogy the practitioner establishes an intimate connection with the lineage of the 

Agwaan Damdinsüren’s work, soon after the initial expressions of refuge and brief 
preliminary practices, one is introduced to each of the Dharma-kings and s of 

at the same time imagines the larger world itself. This marks the initial phase in 

as a physical and geographic place to gradually smaller and subtler visual images of 

practices of s and their deities or in tantric s on Pure Lands of vari-
ous buddhas and bodhisattva

with their individual goals and functions. Analysis of the subsequent meditation 

and value of visual imagination, combined with power of desire. It also reveals 
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-

oneself into that aesthetically and spiritually alluring place. For instance, in Agwaan 
Damdinsüren’s work, one is told that in order to generate a strong aspiration for re-

the excellent ethical qualities of its inhabitants, the attractive features of their bodies 
’s body, the unparalleled 

army, and handsome ruling princes with their splendid appearances, 900 million 
towns with two-storied houses, the unimaginable abundance of wealth and provisions 
for everyone, including for shaven monks and ascetics who uphold the Vinaya with 
great devotion, the widespread Dharma teachings, especially those of Tsongkhapa, 

that one cannot visually recreate, like the ethical qualities of its inhabitants and the 
like, one can imagine them not only conceptually but also visually in the attractive-
ness of the inhabitants’ bodies, which implies their ethical qualities. What we also 

Agwaan Damdinsüren and Minjüür Dechin, is a method of projecting images from 
a detailed textual description, rich in suggestive imagery, to the derived images, or 
visualized forms. Although the causal connection between the text and image gene-
rated in meditation with visualization is undeniable, the processes of reading and 
imagining are also concomitant, since textual descriptions themselves set images in 
motion that can be reproduced in a silent meditation. 

By the fact of being prescribed, visualization practices in these texts, as in virtu-
ally all tantric texts, do not allow one to freely choose what to imagine and how 

boundaries of a phenomenological horizon, requiring on the part of the practitioner 
a commitment to suspend his unrestricted and playful creativity. This restriction of 
autonomy in the performance of a prescribed visualization and one’s mental percep-

space enacted in the practitioner’s mind, but also an empirical, spatial world with its 
-

also understood here to be an interior world, a representation of a mental space, 
activated through a process of imagination, one can say that the visualization of 

through the physical senses, it must be internalized and subjectivized as a mentally 
constructed image. Thus, mental images here, as in virtually all tantric texts, do not 
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on its layout and 
geographical features. 

generating the aspiration for rebirth there, one is to visualize it again. But this time, 

approximate the realm within a spatial and temporal world as seen by the ordinary 

objective correlate in the physical world. However, this may not be entirely true for 

the highest siddhi,” “where one can attain Buddhahood within a single lifetime.”2 
Referring to the Tibetan sources such as Vagindra’s , the 
Second Jamyang Shepa (Tib. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa)’s3 Response to Questions 

and Konchog (Tib. dKon mchog) Darmabadsar’s Composition 
, Minjüür Dechin assures us that this is the reason why even 

bodhisattva
another, not previously mentioned, Mongolian source, titled The Precious Crystal 

Accomplishing Siddhis, composed by Sherab Gyatso (Tib. Shes rab rgya mtsho, Skr. 

of the earth, rotated by the Wheel of Dharma of the guaranteed Awakening, 
and celebrated by the illusory dance of the Sons of Conquerors – the seven Dharma 

s.”

a somewhat intangible place in this phase of practice marks a move to a subtler 
‘pho 

ba

Pure Land.”4 In this visualization practice, one is to imagine in front of oneself the 
earth as being of the nature of various jewels, vast, very lovely, and smooth like the 

perfumed with sandalwood and the like, covered by a golden lattice 

are completely and evenly engulfed by a bounty of pleasures to delight the senses, 
including divine parasols, victory banners, pennants, and canopies. In the center lies 
a palace, ablaze with seven kinds of jewels. Great light rays spread forth, expansively 

2  o

3 ‘Jigs med dbang po (1728–1791).
4  o
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of jewels and supported by eight large lions, rests on various kinds of jeweled lotuses, 
and is beautifully embellished with vast, divine fabric, and is imbued with limitless 

‘pho ba 
via-negativa, but by means 

of percepts and concepts, through relatable images. The fact that an invisible reality 
can be envisioned in sensory images and symbols refutes the notion of it being an 
ineffable experience. Perhaps this is a reason why in these practices the images are 

realms. Since one is told to mentally place this image in front of oneself, the image 
can be also described as being both an inner and outer mental perception. 

act in that sacred space by generating a bathhouse to which one invites the deities 

returning to their seats after they have been attended to in this way. Once they are 
seated, one eulogizes them, addressing each by his name, and offers them the objects 
of the sense faculties, gtor ma). While 
making the offerings, one is to imagine them to be of the nature of the gnosis of bliss 

practice, in which one does not dwell on a mentally created image as a mere observer 
but engages in the imagined ritual performance in the visualized space, one becomes 
both a visualizing subject and an objective agent in the imaginary event. One is told 
that by this type of visualization, in which an image becomes a dramatization of the 

stream, conducive to the core practice of ‘pho ba 
-

responding contents and levels of subtlety of generated mental images are closely 
connected to their individual purposes: the generation of aspiration and generation 
of merit and blessings. 

This intermediate stage of practice, in which one visualizes the subtler, 

‘pho ba practice. One is here reminded 
that the best transference of consciousness is to recall the guru 
a moment at the time of death. But while one is not yet near the death, one should 
engage in a visualization practice in which the mental state and images are even 
subtler than in the immediately preceding visualization. According to Agwaan 
Damdinsüren in this visualization practice one imagines the guru
the top of one’s head and imagines one’s own mind manifesting as a white vajra at 
the level of the heart, as sparkling and hovering, light and mobile, as being on the 
verge of soaring upward through the central imagined as being of the width of 
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light emer ging from the guru’s heart, and striking the sparkling white vajra at one’s 
own heart, and so on. At this point one is instructed to practice a long-life 
by engaging in another set of visualization practices for the sake of achieving the 
siddhi of immortality. According to Dsawa Damdin’s exposition on the core ‘pho ba 

of a crystal, outwardly and inwardly translucent, empty, and luminous on the right 
and left sides, in the center, and on the back and front. A little toward the backside, 
one visualizes the as having the width of a bamboo shoot, with its upper 

beneath the navel, white and blocked with swirling light, and imbued with four 
qualities, like an inverted trumpet (Tib. rag dung zhabs ldog
is white, and in the center of the is one’s -mind in the form of the 
syllable , about the size of a bean, pulsing with radiant blue light that is quickly 
transferred to heart of the guru.5 In both instances of the core  practice, the 
visualization culminates in the subtlest image, in light at the heart, in a symbolic 
representation of one’s -mind that will arise in the bar do period and lead to 

As pointed out by Minjüür Dechin in his text, for the aspirant who has success-

the clear light of death appears along with the dissolution of the four great elements, 
a stirring of the subtle mind with 
followed by the dissolution of the clear light of death. As soon as the bar do being 

in the northern direction. Following the direction of that white light without fear, 
exhaustion, or shock, the bar do 
a single moment.6 It appears that by imaginatively perceiving itself as a spatial realm 
of light, that subtle mind familiarizes itself with its eventual appearance in the bar 
do 

whether as a geographical place or as purely mental, is contingent on the perceiving 
mind.

In conclusion, one may say that in the context of the bar do practice, the discussed 
modes of visual perception, imaginative recreation, and familiarization through  
re collection are the means of generating incrementally new types of awareness. The 

with a venue for understanding the power of imagination in recreating the world and 
one’s own experience in it. Like physical pictorial representations, mental images 

5 Blo bzang rta dbyangs: Zhing mchog shambha la’i ‘pho ba ‘khrid myur lam gsal byed ces bya ba 

In: Collected Works (Tha volume). Mongolian State Library, Ulaanbaatar 1869–1997, 2v.
6  o , p. 50.
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TWO HAMBO LAMAS IN THE DISCOURSE 
OF BUDDHIST REVIVAL IN BURYATIA

Darima D. Amogolonova
Russian Academy of Sciences, Siberian Branch, Institute for Mongolian, 

Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, Ulan-Ude1

This paper deals with the importance of two Hambo Lamas (Tib. mkhan po bla ma, 
Khal. xamba lam) – Heads of the institutionalized Buddhism in Buryatia – in the 

whose sensational return in 2002 was and still is an unsolved riddle and miracle 
contributing to the image of Buryatia as a sacred land. The second one is Damba 
Ayusheev – the head of the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia since 1995. The 

In the Russian Empire, Buryats nearly without exception were the “holders and 
transmitters of the traditional (religious) worldview,” while at present public minding 
differentiates the religious and secular spheres. Focused on desecularization of the 
Buryats, Buddhist clergy highly secularaze themselves by means of wide participation 
in politics, ideology and various social projects aimed at returning back to nomadic 
stock-breeding, revival of the heritage of ancestors including the ethnic language, 

both religious revival and rallying around the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia, 
which is the keeper of the ‘Precious and Unquenchable Body.’ 

The title of Pandito Hambo Lama was established in 1741 in order to institutio-
nalize Buddhism among Buryat Buddhists and make this person fully responsible for 

the Hambo Lama
bureaucratic functions entrusted to them by the state. Bound by numerous restrictions 

of the religions of the subjects of the Empire. In this connection, Nikolai Tsyrempilov 

the stable religious institutions, the Buddhists showed live interest in authorization 
of these institutions by the empire at both regional and supreme state level.”2 The 
imperial tradition of Buddhism adaptation persisted throughout the soviet regime 
and has been largely reproduced in the post-soviet period. 

1 Comprehensive study on the 
religious, philosophical, historical, cultural, and sociopolitical aspects of Buddhism in the traditional 
and modern contexts of Russia, Central Asian and East Asian countries.

2 Cf. Tsyrempilov’s publication: Cyrjempilov, N. V.: Rossijskaja impjerija buddistov glazami burjatskih. 
2010. No. 5, p. 58.
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Dashi-Dorzho Itigelov, future Hambo Lama, was born around 1852. The birth-
place is Ülzii-Dobo, today in the Ivolginsky district of Buryatia. His biographical 
data concerning early life are rather poor but it is known that having been deserted by 
his parents at an early age, he was adopted by his relatives. He had to work hard since 
early childhood, but, however, having shown cleverness and propensity to science, 
from the middle of the 1860s and for more than twenty years he was trained in the 
Aninsky Datsan (monastery) and thus received a religious education. As a result of 
his successful training, Itigelov passed examinations for the Buddhist degrees gebshi 
and gabzhi. Furthermore, Dashi-Dorzho received medical training in the Tamchinsky 
Datsan (today in the city of Gusinoozersk). In 1898, Itigelov became a member of 
the clergy of the Yangazhinski Datsan, where he taught Buddhist philosophy and 
became a Shireete Lama3 in 1903. This position promoted his participation in public 
activities; in particular, when Buryats who served in the Cossacks detachments were 
mobilized for the Russo-Japanese War (1904), he performed protection rituals for 
those who were leaving for the front. Besides, he was engaged in educational activi-
ties with the aim to propagate loyalty for the Russian Tsar and the Russian state – an 
engagement that was awarded with imperial medals. In 1910, Itigelov was elected 
the 12th Pandito Hambo Lama of the Tibetan-Buddhist clergy of Eastern Siberia. 
His election to this post was accompanied by displeasure on the part of ill-wishers 
who informed the Ministry of the Interior by telegraph that 

“Itigelov, being a supporter of left-wing political parties, says that the SOVE-
REIGN is not an AUTOCRAT [highlighted in the original. – D.A.] and that the 
government and right-wing political parties are oppressors of the people, while the 
left political parties, he says, are the defenders of the people. Also Hambo Lama 
collects from the people a large amount of money. Besides, the complainers ask 
for protection as Itigelov’s friends threatened them with arrest and sending out.”4

The ministry took the denunciation seriously and ordered the military governor of 
the Trans-Baikal region Andrei Kiyashko to investigate the case. Nevertheless, the 

justify Itigelov, the military governor wrote that he had several conversations with 
Hambo Lama Itigelov and “from these conversations made the most gratifying im-
pression about Hambo 5 

3 Shireete (Bur.) or Shireet (Khal. ) Lama implies two meanings: “Literally, he is a Cathedral 
Lama, the chairman at divine services. In the monastery where Hambo Lama resides, Shireete does 

services” (Pozdnjejev A. M.: 
Mongolii v svjazy s otnošjenijem sjego posljednjego k narodu. Zapiski impjeratorskogo russkogo 

Sankt-Petersburg 1887. Vol. 16, p. 156.). In present-day Buryatia, Shireete Lama is a prior subordi-
nated to Hambo Lama. 

4 

Russian State Historical Archive, F. 1284, op. 47, d. 222. 
5 , d. 222.



TWO HAMBO LAMAS IN THE DISCOURSE OF BUDDHIST REVIVAL IN BURYATIA

375

As his reputation remained clean, in 1913 Itigelov as the head of the recognized 
religious community was invited to St. Petersburg to take part in the celebration of 
the tercentenary of the House of Romanovs, and during a solemn dinner he gave 
a congratulatory speech on behalf of all Buryats. During a private audience with 
Emperor Nikolai II, Itigelov was awarded with the Order of Saint Stanislaus, 3rd 
class.6 Being a staunch monarchist and a loyal subject of the Empire, in the days 
of World War I, Itigelov initiated foundation of the All-Buryat Society with the aim 
to gather money for the support of the state, of soldiers at war, wounded men, and 
families of the fallen warriors. He also initiated the dispatch of emchi-lamas (medical 
monks) to front hospitals. 

Being sincerely loyal to the Russian Emperor and government, Itigelov promoted 
the same sentiments into Buryat public minding with the aim that the central authori-
ties would never suspect Buryats in any subversive activity. One can conclude that 
in the public sphere he was a pragmatically minded person: more a bureaucrat then 
a Buddhist monk far from the worldly vanity. For his efforts on supporting Russia 
in war, Itigelov was awarded with the Order of Saint Anna, 2nd class.7 In a whole, 

to strengthen the positions of Buddhism in the Russian state and second – to de-
monstrate his own loyalty and devotion to the Russian monarchy. Nevertheless, with 
the coming of new times after the Bourgeois February Revolution of 1917 that led 
to the Tsar’s abdication and the abolition of Tsarism and Russian Empire, Dashi-
Dorzho Itigelov entered the political developments with enthusiasm and hopes. For 
example, he was a chairman of the 2nd All-Buryat congress, which was held in July 
1917 in the Tamchinski Datsan. Among the topics of discussion at the congress were 
the new Regulations on the Spiritual Management of the Buddhists of Siberia that 
had to replace the imperial Regulations on the Lamaist Clergy of Eastern Siberia 
(1853). The new document declared full and unlimited freedom of religion and ritu-
als, formation of parishes, holding of religious festivals and processions. Together 
with cleric and lay delegates, Hambo Lama Itigelov took part in the discussion on 
inner life of datsans and in particular on prohibition to gather donations other then 
purely religious and refusal of luxury.8 Notwithstanding all of his social and politi-

6 

hierarchy of state awards, this order occupied the last position. Similarly, the 3rd class of the order 
was of lowest importance: it was given to practically any civil servant (including non-Russians and 
non-Christians) for the length of service. 

7 Order of Saint Anna was established for heroic deeds on the state service. The importance of the order 
was higher than that of St. Stanislaus order’s but lower than other imperial orders. 

8 According to the new Regulations, Buddhist monasteries and clergy received equal with other con-

K. M.: 
Regulations of 1853 were thus cancelled to-

gether with their articles that for example strictly prohibited the construction of new datsans besides 
the existed 34 and limited the number of not taxable lamas at the rate one lama to 200 believers or 285 
regular lamas. The rest lamas had thus pay taxes as peasants (Terentjev A. A.; Rossijskij Buddhism v 

Buddhism Rossii 36 (2004), http://www.buddhismofrussia.ru/sangha/50/).
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to be more important to Itigelov and that is why he soon resigned of his position as 
Hambo Lama and returned to the Yangazhinski Datsan.9 Within a decade, he wrote 
a number of works on Buddhist philosophy and also a fundamental work, Zhor, on 
Tibetan pharmacology.

lamas of Yangazhinski Datsan to read for him the prayer Hüg Namshi (“good wish 
to a departed person”). As the lamas refused to read this prayer for him, who was 
alive, he began to recite it himself. The lamas joined in the recitation of the prayer 
and after the end of the ritual, and according to Itigelov’s will, they placed him in 
lotus position in the sarcophagus (Bur. bumhan), which was buried in Hühe Zürkhen 
district (today Buryatia’s Ivolginski district).

For profanes, the last days of Itigelov’s earthly life were full of mystical predic-
tions and inexplicable foresight. Intertwined with later mythological plots telling 
about the miracles he has shown since childhood, now his life story represents him 
as a holy bodhisattva. Thus, in addition to his “ordinary” one, a new version of his bi-
ography has become popular, according to which Itigelov was born under miraculous 

And as in the traditional Buryat society there was no concept of ‘orphanhood’, the 
vise rector of the Buddhist University Dashi Choinhorlin Samdan Dashidondokov 
concluded that Itigelov “had no usual birth and is a holy bodhisattva.”10 The same 
idea is supported by the Hambo Lama Ayusheev who said referring to the authority 

and after death perishes. It means that having found a body, we inevitably should 
lose it. That is why I have big doubts whether Hambo Lama Itigelov had ordinary 
birth at all.”11 

Itigelov’s mythologized image and his life after death inexplicable from 
12 works in at least two directions. First, it proves the truth 

of Buddhist Teaching and thus promotes growing interest to it. The believers together 
with unbelievers and skeptics got evidence, which is convincing that rational know-
ledge cannot explain the deep meanings of being, whereas Buddhism has achieved 
tremendous results in this. Second, Itigelov’s phenomenon works for various social 

 9 I believe that the reasons of Itigelov’s decision included also the incessant and ineffectual disputes 
between Buryat “nationalists” and “democrats,” in which the questions of religious innovation have 
simply sunk. In addition, it became evident that the Buryat national committee (Burjatskom) that 

at all. 
10 Dašidondokov, S. S.:  Mirovozrjenije nasjeljenija 

 Issue I. Izd-vo ‘Azbuka,’ Barnaul 2007, 
p. 229. 

11 . NovaPrint, 
Ulan-Ude 2010, p. 145. 

12 For details on Itigelov’s miracles during life-days as well as about his glorious return in 2002 and 
impossibility to explain rationally his life decades after departure, see Amogolonova, D.: Religious 
and Secular Practices in Modern Buryatia: The Example of Khambo Lama Itigelov. In: Religion and 
Ethnicity in Mongolian Societies. Historical and Contemporary Perspectives. Studies in Oriental 
Religions
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purposes concerning ethnic and cultural identity and increasing self-esteem. The 
discourse around Itigelov includes the topic of ‘Buryatia is a land where a real 
miracle happened’ thus promoting interest to the Republic and serving as its unique 
brand. In this connection it is worth adding that similar to any other sensation, for 
sixteen years Itigelov’s phenomenon lost its original attractiveness having become 
a place of pilgrimage like other holy places of worship. Recently, the phenomenon 
has received a new impact when with the approval of Hambo Lama Ayusheev media 
published a sensational material illustrated with blurry photos: on 11 October 2016, 

from outside and, except Itigelov, nobody remained inside. The conclusion was 
Hambo Lama 

Damba Ayusheev commented on the event as follows: 

“Hambo Lama manifested himself, the Imperishable Body was moving. Hambo 
Lama got up and showed himself. … At one of the big prayers, the great Indian 
Lharamba Lama once told us that Hambo Lama Itigelov would rise with the co-
ming of the Buddha Maidrei (Maitreya) era. However, the Buddha of the Future 
will come in two thousand years. Nevertheless, the Lharamba Lama did not rule 
out that the Hambo Lama would get up earlier. This thought existed somewhere in 
the depths of my mind.”13 

Thus, at the support of avid mass media and Internet, the miracle continues though 
authenticity of this new sensation is subjected to doubt. In any case, despite nume-
rous problems Russia and Buryatia in particular face nowadays, the Buryat public 
consciousness has learned that Itigelov’s return was not occasional; it possesses 
deep moral and religious senses that the Holy Lama wanted to teach and propagate. 
Bayarzhap Lamkhai, the Shireete Lama of the Sartul-Bulag Geden Puntsogling 

the return of Hambo Lama Itigelov for the whole world concludes: 

“The most important thing is that we entered the new millennium with Hambo 
Lama Itigelov. This is a great event. Not all is lost for the world as long as we have 
Itigelov. The miracle appeared and proved that there is something that is higher 
than just a human being. You need knowing that miracles exist, that death can be 
conquered. And Itigelov’s coming proves this.”14 

the head of the Buddhist Traditional Sangha – Hambo Lama Damba Ayusheev. In 
accordance with the traditional loyalty to the highest Russian authorities, Auysheev 
pays attention to the ‘historical’ connection between Itigelov’s return and Vladimir 
Putin’s presidency: 

13 Yan, A.: Projavljenije njetljennogo tjela. Inform Polis 41, 12 October 2016, p. 7.
14 AiF in Burjatii 6, (2008) p. 4.
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“I’d like to reveal a noble historical dependence. Empress Elizabeth having as-
cended to the throne in 1740 in 1741 issued a decree that secured the Buryats 
a right to practice Buddhism. Further, Catherine the Great, who became Empress in 
1762, established the Pandito Hambo Lamas’ Institution in 1764. In 2000, Vladimir 
Putin became the President of the Russian Federation and in 2002 we gained the 
Precious Body of Hambo Lama Itigelov. This has to be understood through the 
prism of history.”15

Having fully monopolized Itigelov, the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia 
(BTSR) became the body that is most involved in the Itigelov’s miracle thus streng-

the authorities of the republic. No wonder that the BTSR leader has achieved the 
position, which no previous Hambo Lama
and closeness to the Russian political establishment. In present-day Russia, he 
is probably the most known and authoritative Buryat. Of course, the atmosphere  
of desecularization in post-soviet space gives main impact on rising importance of 

temples. Simultaneously, Damba Ayusheev’s personal qualities play uncommon role 
in both his elevation to the position of the head of one of the religious communities 
in Russia and attainment of status comparable with that in much more numerous 
Orthodoxy and Islam. Moreover, in Buryatia where ethnic Russians (who are for the 
most enrolled to Christianity at least nominally) compose the majority of population 
(69 percent), while Buryats are an ethnic minority (29.5 percent), the image of the 
republic is coloured in Buddhist tones. Damba Ayusheev is doing his best to make 
the republic of Buryatia the centre of Buddhism in Russia having left Kalmykia 
and Tuva far behind. Besides Buryatia, the BTSR is widening its activities in other 
regions of Russia. For example, Buddhist temples in Saint-Petersburg, Zabaikal’skiy 
kray, Irkutsk, and Yakutsk are under aegis of the BTSR.

While Itigelov’s return and his world-wide fame are undoubtedly related to Dam-
ba Ayusheev’s efforts, the differences between the two are evident. Dashi-Dorzho 
Itigelov was a highly educated Buddhist scholar with deep experience in medicine 
and pharmacology. For those times, it was a necessary condition that a Buddhist 
leader possessed profound knowledge in philosophy and practical science. Damba 
Ayusheev became a Buddhist hierarch in the rather different social, cultural and 
political situation. At the time of his election as Hambo Lama he was only 32 years 
old, and he had a reputation as an energetic person with a modernist outlook. This 
was felt to be particularly important, since religious revival was taking place in the 
conditions of the post-totalitarian society, in which religion occupied a peripheral 
position in mainstream social practices. Ayusheev’s task was to decide numerous 
and complicated problems concerning organizational unity of the community in the 

15 AiF v Burjatii 6 (2008), p. 4.
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conditions when teachers and preachers of various schools and directions offered 

the Buryat Buddhist community. In other words, the head of the community needed 
leadership skills, the ability to persuade and negotiate and to understand the political 
and economic situation more than to have deep knowledge in Buddhism. Ayusheev 
succeeded if not in all but at least in most of his initiatives e.g. he changed the Charter 
of the Sangha. As a result, he strengthened his positions through building hierarchy 
with a strict system of subordination though this was not his invention as it dates 
back to the Russian empire. Nevertheless, the Charter contains a new regulation: 
while the Shireete lamas (priors of the datsans) elect hambo in accordance with the 
old tradition, this is Hambo Lama who appoints them to their positions and thus en-
sures his own irremovable lifelong power. On the one hand, this changing promotes 
organizational integrity of the BTSR. On the other hand, this proves Ayusheev’s 
personal aspirations that stretch as far as proclaiming the administrative and spiritual 
autocephaly of the Russian Buddhist Church centered in Buryatia.16 

For Ayusheev, the question of tight connection between the clergy and the pari-
shioners is very topical. When answering a journalist’s question about the mission 
of the Sangha and the lamas, he said: 

“The Sangha is not only clerics, but also many thousands of believers who we have 
to serve both in joy and in sorrow. … Now you need to recall and renew what was 
beaten out and burnt out from the memory of people in the years of militant athe-
ism. It is necessary that a person is related to a lama from birth. Every village must 
have a lama for performing everyday religious needs and rituals. … All this work 
should become a tradition, a norm. For example, somewhere frequent accidents 
happen. The lama must reveal the causes and perform the rite to eliminate them. 
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to put everything on the lama. Believers them-
selves should be able to read a prayer and perform an appropriate rite. A parishioner 

16 In this respect, one can speak of some similarities in Itigelov’s and Ayusheev’s ambitions in the sense of 
their urge for high position. According to the prominent Orientalist Alexei M. Pozdneev, Hambo Lama 
Itigelov was an extremely ambitious person. Having been offended by the previous Hambo Lama 
Iroltuev, who favoured another person as his successor, and indeed by the Buryat clergy in general, 
since they did not even consider his candidacy for a senior position, Dashi-Dorzho Itigelov resigned 
from the post of shireete lama and returned to secular status; this meant it was no longer possible for 
him to apply for a spiritual position. However, he managed by some means or other to recover his 
rank of shireete lama, and Itigelov somehow not only supplanted another applicant who had gained 

he became Hambo Lama

Otdjeljeniya Rossijskoj Akadjemii nauk. No. 4 (16), 2014, pp. 26–33.). As a matter of fact, the ac-
cusations on the side of clergy could be a result of intrigues. Being considered the representative of 
Russian power, Pozdneev could promote Itigelov’s soon removal from his post. 
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Teachings are good and which should be discarded. This is a lama’s duty to bring 
all this to the lay consciousness.”17

People expect certain spiritual teachings and sermons, for example in matters of faith, 
from the Hambo Lama. The senior Buddhist hierarch of Russia, Damba Ayusheev 
expresses his special opinion on the question of religion: 

“I do not hope for the Buddha … I have no God. Buddha will certainly not come 
… But I will follow the best, the strongest man in civilization. I am following the 
Buddha … We must move forward, we must help people.”18 Ethnic depoliticization 
currently experienced in Russia has led to new tones and textures in the socio-po-
litical aspect of religious renovation. From the end of the 1980s to 2000, i.e. during 
the period of ethnic mobilization, the national elites had constructed an ideology 
stressing the necessity of Buryat solidarity and integration in the face of the threat 

destruction of the nationality. At present, when the playing of the ‘ethnic card’ in 
Russia is out of political fashion, religion alongside with artistic culture is the only 
sphere of social practice where the expression of ethnicity in its latently politicized 
form is still possible. Successfully installed into the public consciousness, ideas 
about the integrative role of the Buddhist religion have led to the widespread cur-
rency of the thesis that ‘the Sangha is the only thing that truly unites the Buryat 
people.’19 The role of the clergy in this was formulated by Hambo Lama Ayusheev 
in the following words: “The priests became the elite, having taken the place of 
the former ideologists.”20 

vities that could contribute to the ethno-national goals. These are returning to pastoral 
livestock-breeding (it is being understood that city dwellers can also have their own 
herds in rural areas so that they ‘do not break away from their roots’),21 preserva-
tion of the ethnic language as one of the main characteristics of Buryat ethnicity, 
and revival of traditional sports. Hambo Lama participates in all these projects not 

of sheep for breeding). Ayusheev speaks of traditional stock-breeding in order to 
stop depopulation of villages and to revive a traditional way of living to which, he 
thinks, there is no alternative: 

17 Biznjes olzo. 25 February 2000, p. 4. 
18 Quoted by Andrjejeva, O.: Tak govorit Hambo lama. Kak, razvodja baranov, vyjti iz kruga 

Russkij reporter 18–19 (2013), p. 48. 
19 Argumjenty i Fakty v Burjatii. 2008, No. 18, p. 1. 
20 Portret ijerarha, p. 142. 
21 Portret ijerarha, p. 183. 
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“We need young people do not leave their native villages, do not dissolve in the 
ocean of urban temptations, do not lose themselves, their face, having to do any 
work that comes their way in the city, forgetting their native language, culture 
and traditions. We understand that they are doing this out of desperation. … But 
people must live on earth. The development of domestic cattle-breeding will save 
from hunger; the development of domestic sheep-breeding will bring wealth in the 
family, its health and prosperity. In the village where Buddhist datsans are mainly 

traditions, but our way of life.’22 Besides, Ayusheev is guided by pragmatic goals 
in the interests of the Sangha and clergy: ‘If our native villages become empty, 
then for whom will we revive datsans? No matter how many dugans (praying 
houses – D.A.) we have built, we will not move forward at all if our countrymen 
go to the cities.”23 

Conclusion

Summarizing the above said, I would like to say that religious revival in Russia and 
in Buryatia in particular possesses two seemingly opposite features, namely desecu-
larization of public practices and secularization of clergy’s activity. Hambo Lama 
Ayusheev and the priesthood of the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia try their 
best to spiritualize the social space. In this respect, Itigelov’s phenomenon came at an 
opportune moment. Its effect was colossal in many respects including religion, ethnic 
and cultural identity, image-making, and rising authority of the Buddhist institution. 

numerous less known outside Buryatia Buddhist miraculous events. 
Hambo Lama Ayusheev and the clergy of BTSR have become social workers in 

the spheres that belong to secular governmental and non-governmental institutions 
such as ministries, universities, and public organizations that in theory must decide 
the problems of village, sports, leisure and festivals, and preserving and propagating 
ethnic cultural values e.g. the Buryat language and literature. 

If compared to the pre-revolutionary time, the position of Buddhism in Russia 
has become much stronger. Though confessed mainly in the territories of compact 
residence of Buryats, Kalmyks and Tuvinians, Buddhism occupies a worthy place 
in the Russian religious palette. Nevertheless, one characteristic feature remains un-
changeable on the side of the head of the Sangha, namely the relentless expression of 

goddess. Thus, the tradition, in which a devoted monarchist Hambo Lama Itigelov 
occupied a prominent place, continues at present.

22 Hambo Lama. Mysli najedine. 
23 Hambo Lama. Mysli najedine, p. 33. 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FOUR DEMONS 

PRACTICE AND IN THE CHÖ TRADITION

Zoltán Cser
Dharma Gate Buddhist College, 

Eötvös Loránd University, Department of Mongolian and Inner Asian Studies, Budapest

In all Buddhist traditions the goal is the same: to attain liberation by which we can 
get rid of suffering. According to the Buddha’s teachings, we can reach this kind of 
freedom by purifying the causes of suffering. The causes are the obscurations of the 
mind. All sentient beings want to be happy and free from suffering, however they 
mainly perceive suffering. We may ask why the result does not correspond to the 
cause. Everyone strives for happiness, yet they suffer – and the consequence is the 

Therefore, it is necessary to keep in mind that understanding obscurations is one of 

they are also called ‘demons’ or ‘ s.’

In order to eliminate the obscurations we need to know them well. One of the ways 
to understand them is to examine the stories about the Buddha’s enlightenment. In 
the descriptions of the sutta . According to Berzin,  can 

, the god of 
desire. 1

his third eye.

2 Mainly there are 

1 Berzin, Alexander: The Four Maras. https://www.studybuddhism.com/en/advanced-studies/lam-rim/
samsara-nirvana/demonic-forces-the-four-maras (04.2017).

2 In  there is  in which 25 sutta
 can be mentioned in  and also the 
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–  powerful class of devas3

–  embodiment of death, impermanence, and interruption
–  inner aspect; obscurations, obstacles on the way of enlightenment.4

obscuration, which are the obstacles on the Path. 
According to the 21st chapter of 

before his enlightenment: the sons are the representations of anger, hatred and fear 

, , ,  and  
5

–  the demon of the aggregates (Skr. , Tib. phung po bdud)
–  the demon of the emotional disturbances (Skr. , Tib. nyon mongs 

)
–  the demon of the Lord of Death (Skr. , Tib. ‘chi bdag gi bdud)
–  the demon of the godly son (Skr. , Tib. ).

3 In Dhammacakkappavattana sutta (Setting the Wheel of Dhamma in Motion) there is an enumera-
tion of different classes of beings where devas and s are mentioned together: “Pavattite ca 

 

Samyutta 
 56/11.)

4 Berzin, A.: The Four Maras…
5 Guruge, Ananda, W. P.: 

Literature and Art. The Wheel Publication 419. Buddhist Publication Society, Sri Lanka 1999.
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In the tantric commentary 
Source of All Good Qualities (Tib. 
‘byung gi zin bris

6

–  the demon of aggregates relates to the obscuration of body and the awaking 
state

–  the demon of emotional disturbances relates to the obscuration of speech and 
dream

–  the demon of the Lord of Death relates to obscuration of mind and dreamless 
sleep

–  the demon of the godly son relates to unawareness and the orgasmic state.

Demons. For example, in the book The Dzogchen Primer we can read a quotation 
about them written by Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, a contemporary master:7

life short. Second is the demon of the physical aggregates, which prevents the at-
tainment of the rainbow body. Third is the demon of the disturbing emotions, the 
three poisons which prevent liberation from . Finally there is the demon of 
the son of the gods, which is distraction in the meditation state and the tendency 

-
ates obstacles for . The real demon is our conceptual thinking. Falling into 
conceptualization is the demon. By recognizing our mind essence, all demons are 

main point is to train in that.”

Four Obscurations in Meditation

the way. Those who practice the path of Meditation are freed from the bond of 
8

6 Berzin, A.: The Four Maras…
7 Smith, Marcia Binder: The Dzogchen Primer: An Anthology of Writings by Masters of the Great 

Perfection. Shambhala, Boston, Massachusetts 2002, Glossary, p. 289.
8 . Tr. by Daw Mya Tin, M. A. Ed. by Editorial Committee, Burma 

Tipitaka Association. Rangoon 1986.
 https://www.tipitaka.net/tipitaka/dhp/verseload.php?verse=273.
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As we have mentioned above the inner s can be eliminated by the practice 

,9 in which four levels or four bases of presence (sati) is 
differentiated. Reading about them makes it obvious that four kinds of obscuration 
exist that can be connected to the four bases: the body ( ), sensation ( ), 
mind (citta) and all phenomena (dhamma). These obscurations are called avarana 
or nivarana (Tib. sgrib pa), namely

–  ripened karmic obscurations (Tib. las kyi sgrib pa)
–  passion as obscuration (Tib ) 
–  cognitive obscuration (Tib. )
–  residual or habitual imprints (Tib. bag chags kyi sgrib pa).

A quite detailed explanation of the above mentioned four obscurations is available 
in the book of Thinley Norbu. In short, 

–  karmic obscuration comes from committing countless unvirtuous deeds
–  obscuration by the countless passions or emotions can be condensed into the 

–  obscuration of not knowing is the “threefold sphere,” which is the three con-
comitants of object, subject, and action

-
tion of not knowing. According to Tantra, it is the basis of habit inherent in the 
three phenomena of body, speech, and mind.10

The  includes:

“Hostility towards the Dharma, the view that there is a self-entity, fear of 

obscuration.”11  

 9 

 (BCBS Edition). 
10 Thinley Norbu: 

and Extraordinary Buddhist Dharma. Tr. by Lisa Anderson. Shambala, Boston – London 2012, p. 
104. 

11 The Changeless 
Nature, Mahayana Uttara Tantra Sastra. Tr. from the Tibetan by Ken and Katia Holmes Karma 
Drubgyud Darjay Ling (Karma Kagyu Trust). Second Edition. Kagyu Samye Ling, Tibetan Center, 
Scotland 1985, p. 33.
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The Four Demons in Chö

The Questions of Gangpa Muksang from the text Clarifying the Meaning of Chod, 
a Complete Explanation of Casting Out the Body as Food (Tib. Phung po gzan skyur 
gyi rnam bshad gcod kyi don gsal byed)12 list the following:

thogs bcas kyi bdud)
 
)

snyems byed kyi bdud)

Chö (Tib. gcod, ‘cutting’) is a very special tradition that derives from a Tibetan saint 
Machig Labdrön (Ma gcig lab sgron ma, 1055–1149). She was very well educated 

Chö is ‘cutting’, referring to get rid of (“cutting”) the four kinds of attachment which 
lead us to directly experience emptiness, the nature of all phenomena. According to 
Machig, the strongest attachment is clinging to ego which is the root of all attach-
ments. The method to cut the root is offering the body, the main support of ego. One 
of the specialties of the Chö 

13

–  giving up attachment to the body – 
–  phowa and transformation into a Deity – 
–  brandishing the curved knife in the right hand – 
–  cutting the top of the skull – 

During meditation at the times of mixing space and awareness, things and 

up: abiding in the ultimate nature of phenomena without subject-object. These are the 
main methods of cutting the four demons in the Chö according to Machig Labdrön. 

Chö practice, the syllable  is used to cut the 
four levels of obscurations.14

 

12 Harding, Sarah: Machik’s Complete Explanation Clarifying the Meaning of Chod, A Complete Ex-
planation of Casting Out the Body As Food. Tr. and intr. by Sarah Harding. Snow Lion Publications, 
Ithaca, New York, Boulder, Colorado 2003, pp. 117–121.

13 From Longchen Nyingthig Nöndro, explanation by Chogyal Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche: Chögyal 
Namkhai Norbu: Chöd. Shang Shung Edizioni, 58031 Arcidosso GR, Italy 1990, p. 84.

14 (`Practice Manual of Profound Object-Severance`). 
Jamgon Kongtrul Lodro Taye: Chod: The Sacred Teachings on Severance. Essential Teachings of the 
Eight Practice Lineages of Tibet, Vol. 14 [The Treasury of Precious Instructions]. Tr. by Sarah Har-
ding. Snow Lion Publications, Boulder, Colorado 2016, pp. 297–310.
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SOME REMARKS ABOUT THE TRANSMISSION  

OF THE GCOD TEACHINGS IN MONGOLIA

Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz
Bern University, Bern

The Collection of Tibetan and Mongolian blockprints and manuscripts of the Swiss 
Nobel Laureate Richard Ernst1 contains a copy of a rare biography of the famous 
founder of the gcod (Tib. gcod, Khal. jod) tradition, Ma gcig lab kyi sgron ma 

texts of this collection, from Mongolia. It bears witness to the popularity of the gcod 
teachings in pre-revolutionary Mongolia. However, we have only scarce information 
about the early history of the gcod tradition in Mongolia before the 17th and 18th 
centuries. Taking the biography of the Ernst Collection as a starting point, in this 
paper I will try to trace possible early ways of the gcod tradition into Mongolia.

Introduction

the capital of the Mongolian Yuan-Dynasty, Dayidu, today’s Beijing. He had been 

welfare of all beings” (Tib. sems can thams cad kyi don la), as the emperor in his 
commanding letter (Tib. lung) had urged him.2 

Rang byung rdo rje stayed two years in Dayidu and, apart from his more political 
activities like getting a tax exemption for the seat of the Karmapa, Tshurphu 
Monastery (Tib. mTshur phu), he gave religious instructions to the new emperor 

1 Once again, my sincere thanks go to Professor Richard Ernst for his continuous generous support of 
Tibetan and Mongolian Studies in Switzerland.

2 The commanding letter is preserved in two collections of biographies of high lamas of the Karma 
kam tshang-tradition, the 
rab ‘byams nor bu zla ba chu shel gyi phreng ba (“Garland of Profound ‘Moonwaterglass’-gems, the 
Biographies of the Precious Lineage Holders from the Tradition of the Siddhas, of the Karma kam 

dbang kun khyab in 1775 (fol. 107v), and the Chos rje karma pa sku ‘phreng rim byon gyi rnam thar 
mdor bsdus dpal bsam ‘khri shing (“Glorious Wishing Tree, the Short Biographies of the Successively 
Arrived Garland of the [Emanation]-bodies of the lords of the Dharma, the Karma[pa]”), composed by 

Erlasse 
und Sendschreiben mongolischer Herrscher für tibetische Geistliche. Ein Beitrag zur Kenntnis der 
Urkunden des tibetischen Mittelalters und ihrer Diplomatik. VGH Wissenschaftsverlag, St. Augustin 
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instructions exactly. Rang byung rdo rje left China in 1334, but he returned for 
a second time in 1337. His second visit was cut short by his untimely death in 1339.

Why is the visit of the Third Karmapa Rang byung rdo rje in the capital of the 
Yuan dynasty important for the history of gcod in Mongolia? The gcod-practice, in 
Mongolia often referred to as lüijin (from the Tibetan lus sbyin, “to offer the body”), 
in more recent years has been successfully revived and is now very popular in post-
socialist Mongolia. In their contribution about present-day Buddhist practices of 
the so called “Red Tradition” in Mongolia, Hanna Havnevik, Byamba Ragchaa and 

lüijin traditions in Mongolia.3 
gcod traditions have in common that 

none of them seems to have a long history in Mongolia. Yet, from the texts extant in 
the library of the Manchu prince Yungli we know that in the 18th century gcod was 

4 The practice was apparently well 
known in the Buddhist circles in the Manchu capital of Beijing, and most probably 
also in the Mongolian regions.5 The numerous iconographic representations of Ma 
gcig lab sgron ma in Mongolian Buddhist art also attest the popularity of gcod.6 
However, we have only scarce information about the early history of the gcod tradi-
tion in Mongolia before the 17th and 18th centuries. We do not know when, by whom 

3 1. The lüijin lüijin which was 
practiced in the 1920s in Ikh khüree (Mong. Yeke küriy-e) allegedly going back to a gcod tradition of 
Bla brang bkra shis ‘khyil, the famous monastery in East Amdo, 3. the tradition practised in the ger 
temple of Bawuu jorwon (Tib. dPa’ bo sbyor dpon) in Ikh khüree, said to go back to Thang thong rgyal 

lüijin of Khüükhen Khutuktu from the Gobi. This lüijin tradition connects to 
Dsanabadsar’s times through the ritual instruments its practitioner uses. Interestingly, Damdinsüren 
mentions a famous lüijin specialist who lived during the time of Dsanabadsar, thus dating back the 
Mongolian gcod practice to the 17th century. 5. The famous tradition of E Lama Ngag dbang dge legs 
dpal bzang (19th century) from Kumbum (Tib. sKu ‘bum) 

Contemporary Mongolia. In: The Mongolia-Tibet Interface. Opening New Research Terrains in Inner 
Asia. PIATS 2003: Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the Tenth Seminar of the International Association 
for Tibetan Studies, Oxford 2003. Ed. by Uradyn E. Bulag – Hildegard G. M. Diemberger, Brill, 

Female Founders, Ritualists, and Clairvoyants in Post-Socialist Mongolian Buddhism. 

Contemporary Mongolia. In: Buddhist Modernities: Re-Inventing Tradition in the Globalizing Modern 
World. Ed. by Hanna Havnevik – Ute Hüsken – Mark Teeuwen – Vladimir Tikhonov – Koen Wellens. 

4 Uspensky, Vladimir: Catalogue of the Mongolian Manuscripts and Xylographs in the St. Petersburg 
State University Library. Compiled by Vladimir L. Uspensky with assistance from Osamu Inoue. Ed. 
and foreword by Tatsuo Nakami. Institute for the Study of Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa, 

5 . Ed. by Tsymzhit 

6 Meinert, Carmen (ed.): 
burkhad. Mongolyn burkhny shashny urlag. Hirmer Verlag, München 2011, Vol. 1, p. 180 and 181, 

Tsagli and the  to the 19th century. 
The gcod practice was also popular among the Buryats, as is attested in thangkas from the region, 
compare . 
Njutag, Ulan-Ude 1995, p. 111.
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and which gcod

explore because in the dGe lugs pa religious histories written by Mongolian authors 
the non dGe lugs pa
together under the umbrella term “red tradition.”

I am well aware that the puzzle of the early history of the gcod tradition in Mon-
golia is not easily solved. As long as there is no “hard” textual evidence of the 
presence of gcod in the 13th and 14th centuries, we can only speculate as to the his-

we already know by having a closer look at the biographical (which simultaneously 
are historical) texts of the gcod tradition which circulated in Mongolia. These texts 
contain a wealth of data about individual gcod lineage holders that we can often, 
albeit not always, historically contextualize within a certain Buddhist school. In the 
gcod transmission lineages some names keep turning up that have a close historical 
connection to Mongolia. In this way, we may tentatively trace possible early ways 
of gcod into Mongolia.

The Biography of Ma gcig lab sgron ma in the Ernst Collection

I will start my investigation into the early history of the gcod tradition in Mongolia 
with the close examination of a text only recently come to light. Among the works 
that build the Collection of Tibetan and Mongolian block-prints and manuscripts of 
Professor Richard Ernst, the Swiss Nobel Laureate in Chemistry of 1991,7 I found 
two Tibetan-language block-prints, one complete, one incomplete, of a biography 
of Ma gcig lab sgron ma. The two copies of the Ernst Collection originate, as the 
majority of the texts of this collection, from Mongolia, and bear witness to the popu-
larity of the gcod teachings in pre-revolutionary Mongolia. Both texts of the Ernst 
Collection are printed from the same printing blocks, therefore I will only deal with 

bears the title 
lung bstan bcas bzhugs so (‘The Biography of Ma gcig lab kyi sgron ma, together 
with the Cycle of gCod Teachings and Prophecies about the Future’).

According to the colophon8 the author is Gangs pa. His identity, however, is 
gangs pa, “snowman,” refers to the black-

hat-wearing gcod practitioners who were named after the hermitage of Sham po 
gangs situated in Yar klungs. The tradition originated with the “snowman” Thod 

7 Kollmar-Paulenz, Karénina: Eine Schweizer Sammlung mongolischer Handschriften und Block-
drucke. Zentralasiatische Studien

8 

‘ongs par lung bstan pa dang bcas pa/ mdor bsdus pa tsam gyi rnam bshad chen mo ‘di ni/ phyi rabs 

‘di nyid la/ bde blag nyid du thob par shog/ 
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smyon bsam grub,9 the “snowman residing at Sham po gangs.”10 It may be possible 

in the gcod transmission lineages.11 It may also be that gangs pa denotes the famous 
gcod adept Kun spangs brTson ‘grus seng ge who is also mentioned in the colophon.12 
We do not have his exact dates, but based on the one hand on the transmission linea-
ges detailed in historical, biographical and ritual texts, and on the other hand on the 
data provided in ‘Gos lo tsa ba gZhon nu dpal’s Blue Annals (Deb ther sngon po, 
in short Deb sngon), we may put him in the 13th century.13 This is also congruent 
with ‘Gos lo tsa ba gZhon nu dpal’s opinion that he was a contemporary of Yang 

14 In most transmission lineages he appears as eighth or tenth 
in the lineage.15 Kun spangs brtson ‘grus seng ge is known under yet another name, 
Sangs rgyas ston pa or Sangs rgyas ston pa brTson ‘grus seng ge.16 His biography 
is contained in the Blue Annals,17 and also in the Zhi byed chos ‘byung, written by 
Khams smyon dharma sengge aka ‘Jigs bral chos kyi sengge in the late 19th century 
or at the turn of the 19th / 20th century.18 brTson ‘grus senge belonged to the Shangs 

 9 Considered by numerous Tibetan authors (for example ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed dang gcod 
yul gyi chos ‘byung rin po che’i phreng ba thar pa’i rgyan. In: Chos kyi chos skor. Three Texts on the 

 Reproduced from rare blockprints from the 

Deb sngon he was her great-great-son, see 
‘Gos lo tsa ba gZhon nu dpal: Deb ther sngon po. Si khron mi rigs dpe skrun khang, Chengdu 1984, 

10 ‘Gos lo tsa ba: Deb sngon, p. 1145: 
11 For his biography see ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, ff. 63rv. The biography of the 

Ernst Collection lists him as the third (after Ma gcig and Thod bsnyon bsam ‘grub) in the transmission 
lineage of the rNam bshad chen mo, followed by Kun spangs brtson ‘grus seng ge, see Ma gcig lab 

, fol. 508v.
12 Fol. 508v: kun spangs brtson ‘grus sengge bas/ sa pho ‘brug gi lo la shes rab gsal ldan gyis lung bstan 

The male Earth–Dragon year would be 1268.
13 ‘Gos lo tsa ba puts his birth in a “year of the hare” (Deb sngon, p. 870.) which is probably 1207. 

According to the Deb sngon, p. 873, he died in his 72nd year which is 1278. Following ‘Gos lo tsa ba 

14 ‘Gos lo tsa ba: Deb sngon, pp. 873–874. ‘Gos lo tsa ba explicitly remarks that even for him it is dif-
Deb sngon, 

p. 873).
15 See, for example, ‘Gos lo tsa ba: Deb sngon, 

put him directly behind Ma gcig, which would make him her contemporary; compare ‘Jigs bral chos 
kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, fol. 67v.

16 Nam mkha’ bsam grub rgyal mtshan: Shangs pa bka‘ brgyud bla rabs kyi rnam thar. Bod ljongs mi 
dmangs dpe skrun khang, Lhasa 1996, p. 263.

17 ‘Gos lo tsa ba: Deb sngon The Blue Annals. Motilal Banarsidass, 

18 ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, ff. 56v–58r. For the bibliographical details see note 
9 of this paper. A complete translation of this important work on the gcod tradition is provided by 
Kollmar-Paulenz, Karénina: 
Schule des tibetischen Buddhismus. Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden 1991.
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19 who were important transmitters of the gcod teachings. He was 
the last of the so called the “Seven Jewels of the 
Shangs pa.”20 For various reasons, the  may well provide 
the link to the Mongolian transmission. First, in the gcod transmission lineages the 

 and the Dalai Lama lineages merge. As already Gene 
Smith noted,21 the rebirth of the First Dalai Lama as the son of Grub chen Kun dga’ 
rgyal mtshan resulted in the end of the hereditary line of  
lamas. They were incorporated into the dGe lugs pa. Therefore, Kun spangs brtson 

Second Dalai Lama dGe ‘dun rgya mtsho (1475–1542), the gCod bstan thog gcig 
ma (“Principle Doctrine of gCod”), as teacher of gcod.22 Secondly, according to the 

(“Accumulation of Clouds of Blessing, the Invocation to the Master Lineages of the 
Profound Path, the Six Tenets of Ni gu [ma]”),23 Sangs rgyas ston pa also belongs to 

First Jebtsündamba khutagt ( ) merged with the dGe lugs pa 
school.24 And thirdly, the Gangpa (Gangs pa) masters of the 
pa bestowed the gcod teachings on the  masters who, as we will 
see later, played an important role in the early history of Buddhism in Mongolia.

An addition to the colophon of our text states that the work was composed, in the 
sense of “edited,” by Blo bzang bstan pa chos ‘phel dpal bzang po, on the advice 

25

19 A general overview about the Shangs pa provides Kapstein, Matthew: The Shangs-pa bKa‘-brgyud: 
An Unknown Tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. In: Tibetan Studies in Honour of Hugh Richardson. 
Ed. by Michael Aris – Aung San Suu Kyi. Vikas Publishing House PVT LTD, New Delhi 1980, pp. 

20 Smith, E. Gene: The Shangs pa Bka’ brgyud Tradition. In: Among Tibetan Texts. History and Literature 
of the Himalayan Plateau. Ed. by Kurtis R. Schaeffer with a foreword by Jeffrey Hopkins. Wisdom 
Publications, Boston 2001, p. 54.

21 Smith: Shangs pa, p. 55.
22 De Rossi-Filibeck, Elena: The Transmission Lineage of the Gcod teaching according to the Second 

Dalai Lama. In: Contributions on Tibetan and Buddhist Religion and Philosophy. Proceedings of the 

Ernst Steinkellner – Helmut Tauscher. Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi1995, p. 54.
23 Shangs 

pa, p. 284, n. 131.
24 The Biography of the First Khalkha Jetsundampa Zanabazar by Zaya 

Pandita Luvsanprinlei. Studies, Annotated Translation, Transliteration and Facsimile. Elipsa, Warsaw 
2015, p. 64.

25 

of Zaya Gegeen. In: History, Architecture and Restoration of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree Monastery in 
Mongolia. Ed. by Isabelle Charleux. Bulletin du Musée d’anthropologie préhistorique de Monaco, 
Supplement No. 5. Éditions du Musée d’anthropologie préhistorique de Monaco, Monaco 2016, pp. 
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26 Unfortunately, no further biographical information is 
available about Blo bzang bstan pa chos ‘phel dpal bzang po.

Comparison with Other Available Biographies of 
Ma gcig lab sgron ma

The biography of Ma gcig lab sgron ma attributed to Kun spangs brtson ‘grus senge 
is known in different editions. A text of the exact same title is preserved in the 
Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center (W1KG1646). The TBRC does not provide the 
provenance of this text, but the library seal reading 

on the cover folio shows the text to be preserved in the Tibetan fond of the 
Mongolian National Library. This implies that the text either originated in Mongolia 
or at some time has found its way from Tibet to Mongolia.

In a paper of 2005, I maintained that the text of the Ernst Collection “relies heavily 
on the Phung po gzan skyur gyi rnam bshad and is in fact to a great extent a verbatim 
copy of it.”27 To a certain extent, I have to correct my former statement: A word-to-
word comparison of both texts brought to light that they show minor discrepancies. 
The Phung po gzan skyur gyi rnam bshad gcod kyi don gsal byed bzhugs,28 “Clari-
fying the meaning of gcod, the great explanation to transform the aggregates into 
an offering of food,” with its short title rNam bshad chen mo, “Great Explanation,” 

most popular biography29 of Ma gcig lab sgron ma in the Tibetan cultural sphere.30 
This biography which has been translated into English at least three times,31 was 
redacted by Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, who in quite a few gcod transmission lineages 
appears after Kun spangs brtson ‘grus seng ge.32 He is probably identical with ‘Don 

26 Majer, Zsuzsa – Teleki, Krisztina: History of Zaya Gegeenii Khüree, the Monastery of the Khalkha 
Zaya Pandita

27 Kollmar-Paulenz, Karénina: Khros ma nag mo, the ”Wrathful Black One“ and the Deities Summoned 
to the Ritual Feast in the gCod-tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. A Preliminary Survey of the gCod 
Demonology. Zentralasiatische Studien 34 (2005), p. 211.

28 I used the edition of the Tibet House: Chos kyi chos skor. Three texts on the history and practice of 
Reproduced from rare blockprints from the Library of Tibet House. 

Tibet House Library, New Delhi 1974, text copies 10–410.
29 To be more precise, the biography consists of two biographical accounts which slightly differ from 

each other in some aspects.
30 For a detailed examination of the text see Sorensen, Michelle: Making the Old New Again and Again: 

Legitimation and Innovation in the Tibetan Buddhist Chöd Tradition, Columbia University 2013, pp. 

31 Allione, Tsultrim: Women of Wisdom
Jérôme: Machig Labdrön and the Foundations of Chöd. Snow Lion Publications, Ithaka, New York 

A Complete Explanation of Casting Out the Body as Food (Phung po gzan skyur gyi rnam bshad gcod 
kyi don gsal byed). Snow Lion Publications, Ithaka, New York 2003.

32 To make matters even more complicated, in some transmission lineages a person of this name appears 
some generations before Kun spangs brtson ‘grus seng ge, see for example the Don gyi brgyud pa in 
the Zhi byed chos ‘byung, ff. 67rv.
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zhig nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, as he appears in different transmission lineages after 
Bla ma rdo rje, in the Phung po gzan skyur gyi rnam bshad as sTong zhig nam mkha’ 
rgyal mtshan, in the Zhi byed chos ‘byung as Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.33 According 
to the Zhi byed chos ‘byung, admittedly a late text that, however, relies on earlier 
sources, he was one of the Gangs pa masters34 and is the ninth in the Don brgyud 
lineage of the Mo gcod transmission. If we count twenty years for one generation, 
he would have lived in the 13th century. In this case, however, he cannot be the same 
as the  scholar Drung chen Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan 

35 As with many of these early gcod 

rNam bshad 
chen mo, the dGe lugs pa
was responsible for the collection of donations for an earlier edition.36 In the late 
19th century, the woodblocks for the edition were commissioned by the dGe lugs pa 
scholar Lho pa sprul sku Ngag dbang mkhyen rab bstan pa’i dbang phyug. The text 
is included in the collection of three gcod texts entitled gcod kyi chos skor published 
in 1974 at the Tibet House in New Delhi and is therefore easily accessible. Of this 
text, a number of different editions circulate. I have in my possession the copy of 
an anonymous blockprint of the rNam bshad chen mo acquired in the 1980s in 
Northern India. Yet a third biography of Ma gcig lab sgron ma was published in Zi 
ling in 1992 under the title , “Biography of 
the Noble Mother Lab kyi sgron ma.”37 This work was composed, according to the 
colophon which is partially identical to the text in the Ernst Collection, by Gangs 
pa.38 To make things even more complicated, the colophon of this last mentioned 
text contains a nearly identical title of the text of the Ernst Collection, Ma ‘ongs par 
lung bstan pa dang bcas pa mdor bsdus pa tsam gyi rnam par bshad pa. 

I compared the text of the Ernst Collection with 1) the text of the same title 
available at the TBRC, 2) with the Tibet House edition of the rNam bshad chen mo, 
and 3) with the modern text edition from Zi ling.

For comparison I chose three lengthy text passages which are important for the 

33 Kollmar-Paulenz, K.: Schmuck, p. 256, 261.
34 ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, fol. 65v. The Zhi byed chos ‘byung provides a short 

biography of him (fol. 65v).
35 Edou, Jérôme: Machig Labdrön and the Foundations of Chöd. Snow Lion Publications, Ithaka, New 

York 1996, p. 110; Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, p. 90, note 212, also suggests that ‘Dong 
zhig nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan and Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan of the 15th century are the same person, 
without addressing the time gap.

36 Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, p. 262.
37 Gangs pa: ‘Phags ma lab kyi sgron ma’i rnam thar. In: Chos kyi seng ge – Gangs pa: Pha dam pa 

dang ma cig lab sgron gyi rnam thar bzhugs pa. mTsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, Zi ling 1992, 

38 rNam thar, p. 647: ma cig gi rnam thar bshad pa tshig mgo smos pa tsam dang/ khyad par lus mchod 
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biographical details (parents, place and date of birth), the second with her decision 
to enter into a sexual relationship with the Indian Yogin Thod pa bha dra, and the 
third passage describes the spread of Phyag rgya chen po bdud kyi gcod yul (“The 
Demon-cutting gCod of the ”) beyond the borders of Tibet and the reac-
tion of the Indian s to this Tibetan teaching.

The careful word-to-word comparison conclusively brought to light that on the 
one hand the text of the Ernst Collection and the text of the TBRC (which is also of 
Mongolian provenance) are identical, and on the other hand the Tibet House edition 
and the Zi ling edition are identical.39 The versions of the Tibet House and the Zi ling 
edition respectively read like a shortened version of the longer redaction of the Ernst 
Collection and the TBRC text. Thus, we cannot talk of two different transmissions 
with regard to Ma gcig’s life story but rather of two strands of the same transmission. 
The differences between them are minor, but some prove to be important. All texts 
share a common vocabulary and a common story-line. The two texts of Mongolian 
provenance are lengthier, and they contain interesting additions. Whereas all four 
texts attest to the diffusion of the gcod teachings of Ma gcig lab sgron ma to the three 
regions of Tibet, mDo, dBus and Khams, the two texts of Mongolian provenance  
incorporate also China and Mongolia in the geographical diffusion of gcod  
teachings (Tib. rgya bod hor, “China, Tibet and Mongolia”) during Ma gcig’s life-
time. Such statements expanding the spatial realm of the gcod teachings to the 
Mongolian regions are probably late additions by the Mongolian editors of the texts.

The Role of Rang byung rdo rje 
in the gCod Transmission Lineage

Looking for the link that connects the gcod transmission to Mongolia, I suggest that 
we turn to the Karma pa, notably to Rang byung rdo rje, his successor Mi bskyod 
rdo rje and the bKa brgyud-transmission of gcod teachings which dates back to 
the late 13th and early 14th centuries. In the transmission of the gcod teachings the 
Third Karma pa Rang byung rdo rje played a crucial role.40 First, the earliest extant 
commentary on the , (“The great Sayings”),41 a key gcod text 
attributed to Ma gcig lab sgron ma herself, was composed by the Third Karma pa 

39 See the appendix.
40 

the gcod teachings, see her remarks in Gyatso, Janet: The Development of the Gcod Tradition. In: 
Soundings in Tibetan Civilization. Ed. by Barbara Nimri Aziz – Matthew Kapstein. Manohar, New 
Delhi 1985, p. 335. More recently, Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, explored Rang byung 
rdo rje’s impact on gcod
pa’s commentaries on gcod.

41 Full title: 
mo. In: Gdams nag mdzod: A treasury of precious methods and instructions of the major and minor 
Buddhist traditions of Tibet, brought together and structured into a coherent system by ‘Jam-mgon 
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Rang byung rdo rje. Among his numerous works on the gcod teachings (including 
practice manuals), the two texts entitled Commentary of the Great Sayings (Tib. 

) and Outline of the Great Sayings (Tib. 
) respectively, are outstanding. ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge, 

the author of the Zhi byed chos ‘byung, praises him as the scholar who “has clari-
gcod of Co lab sgron.”42 Early in his life Rang byung rdo rje 

was acquainted with gcod, when his family made a pilgrimage to Dingri Langkhor, 
a site closely connected with Pha dam pa.43 His commentaries to Ma gcig’s exposi-
tion of gcod have deeply shaped the later understanding of the practice well beyond 
his own school tradition. First, as Michelle Sorensen has convincingly shown, he 
legitimated gcod “by demonstrating how it is compatible with authoritative Budd-
hist teachings.”44 The “domestication”45 of gcod he achieved through quoting from 
established Indian Buddhist sources, thus incorporating and subjecting the gcod 
teachings to well established  doctrines like the . Rang 
byung rdo rje also connected gcod with the  teachings, so that in later 
times gcod was often subordinated to the  teachings and thus became 
known as “  gcod” (Tib. ).46 Also, with regard 
to the body offering practices (Tib. lus sbyin) it was he who started using the term 
gzan skyur, “casting off [the body] as food,” whereas Ma gcig in her 
chen mo used the image of “bearing one’s body as a corpse” (Tib. rang lus ro).47 

gcod transmission is 
attested in numerous lineage texts.48 ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge lists him in the Zung 
‘jug brgyud ‘dzin lineage of gcod, which also includes Sangs rgyas ston pa aka Kun 
spangs brtson ‘grus seng ge, the alleged author of the biography included in the Ernst 
Collection.49 The same applies for a lineage text of the 15th century, the Ring brgyud 
kyi gsol ‘debs ma gcig gis mdzad par ban sgar ‘jam dpal bzang pos kha bskang ba 
ldeb (composed by Ban sgar ‘jam dpal bzang po).50

the connection between Ma gcig and the Karma pa lineage holders.51 The transmis-

42 ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, fol. 68v: rang byung rdo rjes co lab sgron gyi gcod 
log thams cad bsal te. The “reversed gcod” includes practices like cannibalism. ‘Jigs bral chos kyi 
seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, ff. 70v–73v, gives a lengthy account of the gcod log. Compare also 
Gyatso: Gcod Tradition, p. 335.

43 dPa‘ bo gtsug lag phreng ba: . Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, Beijing 
1986, p. 925.

44 Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, p. 254.
45 Compare Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, p. 250. 
46 See, for example, ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos byung, fol. 93v: gcod yul phyag rgya chen 

po. Sorensen posits that in the 19th century rNam bshad chen mo redaction the attempt was made to 
reverse this process and subsume  under the gcod praxis, thus reasserting its identity and 
suggesting that  must be complemented with the gcod teachings (Sorensen, M.: Making 
the Old New Again

47 Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, p. 241.
48 Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again
49 ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge: Zhi byed chos ‘byung, fol. 66r.
50 

51 For a detailed discussion of this text see Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again
lineage list, although attributed to an author of the 15th century, continues centuries beyond him.
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sion lineage includes yet another high  incarnation who stayed for some 
52 The list 

also includes dGe lugs pa masters, providing a link from the Karma pa to the dGe 
lugs pas. Indeed, in the Ring brgyud, the “long lineage,” the  and dGe 
lugs transmissions of gcod merge.

In Lieu of a Conclusion: A Tentative Suggestion about 
the Origins of the gCod Tradition in Mongolia

The abundance of texts of the gcod tradition discovered in the Mongolian regions 
attests to the popularity this Tibetan Buddhist practice enjoyed among the Mongols 
at least since the 17th century. Yet, up to now possible entanglements between the 
history of the gcod tradition in Tibet, including the incorporation of its teachings into 
other Tibetan Buddhist schools, and its transmission and spread to the Mongolian re-
gions have not been studied in detail. As we have seen, the textual legacy of the gcod 

biographies of Ma gcig lab sgron ma copied and published in the Mongolian regions 
lead back to the Gangs pa masters and the  that transmitted 
the gcod teachings to the Karma pa masters. The Karma pa played a pivotal role in 
the transregional development of the gcod tradition. Already the Second Karma pa 
Karma Pakshi received gcod teachings, as his inclusion in numerous gcod lineage-
lists shows. Both the Second and the Third Karma pa and also their subsequent 
rebirths like the Fifth Karma pa bDe bzhin gshegs pa maintained strong relations to 
Mongolian ruling houses from the 13th century well into the 16th century. Indeed, the 
Karma pa may well be considered one of the most important gatekeepers of the gcod 
tradition. Therefore it may not be too far-fetched to assume that most probably they 
have brought the gcod teachings to the court of the Mongolian emperors, especially 
since Rang byung rdo rje himself maintained in his commentary on the 
chen mo that the gcod practice is not for advanced practitioners, but for beginners.53 
And the Mongolian emperors and nobles of the 14th century were indeed beginners 
in Buddhist practice. However, these preliminary conclusions should be taken with 
due caution as long as we do not have any factual textual evidence that can be traced 
farther back than the 18th or 17th century in Mongolia. 

52 Schuh, Dieter: Wie ist die Einladung des fünften Karma-pa an den chinesischen Kaiserhof als Fortfüh-
rung der Tibet-Politik der Mongolen-Khane zu verstehen? In: 

, Bonn / Bad Honnef 1976. 
53 Sorensen, M.: Making the Old New Again, 
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APPENDIX:  
Textual Comparison of the Four Biographies  

of Ma gcig lab sgron ma

1. Ma gcig’s biographical details 
Ernst Collection TBRC W1KG1646 Tibet House Zi ling edition

(9v3–10r6) de nas 
bod kyi sku ‘khrungs 
pa’i yul dang/ yab 
yum ni/ yul ni lab 
phye dbye’i gangs 
bar ngam shod bya 
ba’i smad du/ grong 
khyer chen po mtsho 
mer bya ba gcig 
yod pa de yin/ yab 
ni ‘brog mi zhes pa 
grong khyer de’i dpon 
po’am/ gtso bo’am/ 
las khas rgan nam/ 
rgyal po chos kyi 
zla ba rgyal mtshan 
zhes bya ba gcig yod 
pa de yin no/ yum ni 
phyugs tshangs gza’i 
(10r) bu mo ‘bum 
lcam ma zhes bya ba 
gcig yod pa de yin/ 
yab yum de gnyis 
ni rigs mtho zhing 
gzugs legs pa/ ‘byor 
ba che zhing dang 
tshul dang ldan pa/ 
mi sde yul [dang] mi 
‘khor ‘bangs rnams la 
byams shing/ ci byed 
thams cad chos dang 
mthun par spyod pa/ 
yo byad thams cad 
chos la gtong zhing/ 
lhag par dkon mchog 
gsum dang dge ‘dun 
gyi zhabs tog la rim 
pa/ rang gis yang 
chos smra zhing/ lus 
ngag yid gsum chos 
la bsgyur nas/ gzhan 
la yang de bzhin du 
slob nus ba’i byang 
chub sems dpa’ rigs 
bzang [shos] shas can 
gyi jo bo dang jo mo 
gnyis yin pas/

(5r5–5v3) de nas bod 
kyi sku ‘khrungs pa’i 
yul dang/ yab yum ni/ 
yul ni lab phye dbye’i 
gangs bar ngam shod 
bya ba’i smad du/ 
grong khyer chen po 
mtsho mer bya ba gcig 
yod pa de yin/ yab 
ni ‘brog mi zhes pa 
grong khyer de’i dpon 
po’am/ gtso bo’am/ 
las khas rgan nam/ 
rgyal po chos kyi zla 
ba rgyal mtshan/ (5v) 
zhes bya ba gcig yod 
pa de yin no/ yum ni 
phyugs tshangs gza’i 
bu mo ‘bum lcam 
ma zhes bya ba gcig 
yod pa de yin/ yab 
yum de gnyis ni rigs 
mtho zhing gzugs 
legs pa/ ‘byor ba che 
zhing dang ldan pa/ 
mi sde yul [dang] mi 
‘khor ‘bangs rnams la 
byams shing/ ci byed 
thams cad chos dang 
mthun par spyod pa/ 
yo byad thams cad 
chos la gtong zhing 
lhag par dkon mchog 
gsum dang dge ‘dun 
gyi zhabs tog la rim 
pa/ rang gis yang 
chos smra zhing/ lus 
ngag yid gsum chos 
la bsgyur nas/ gzhan 
la yang de bzhin du 
slob nus pa’i byang 
chub sems dpa‘ rigs 
bzang [shos] shas can 
gyi jo bo dang jo mo 
gnyis yin pas/

(4v4–5r3) de yi yul 
dang yab yum ni/ 
yul lab phyi e’i gang 
bar tam shod bya ba’i 
smad du/ grong khyer 
mtsho mer bya ba’i rje 
bo ni/ ‹brog mi zhes 
pa dpon po’am/ gtso 
bo’am/ khas rgan 
nam/ chos kyi zla ba 
zhes pa ni yab yin no/ 
yum ni phyug tshang 
gi bu mo ‹bum lcam 
bya ba yin/ yab yum 
‹di gnyis ni rigs mtho 
zhing gzugs legs cing 
‹byor pa che la dang 
tshul dal (5r) zhing mi 
sde dang ‹khor ‹bangs 
la shin tu byams pa/ 
ci byed thams cad 
chos dang mthun par 
spyod cing/ yo byad 
thams cad chos la 
gtong zhing/ dkon 
mchog la dad cing 
lhag par dge ‹dun 
gyi zhabs tog la rem 
pa/ rang gi yang chos 
smra zhing lus ngag 
yid gsum chos la 
bsgyur cing gzhan la 
yang de bzhin du slob 
pa’i byang chub sems 
dpa’i rigs bzang shod 
kyi jo bo dang jo mo 
yin/

(250) de’i yul dang 
yab yum ni/ yul lab 
phyi dbye ba’i gangs 
bar ngam shod bya 
ba’i smad du/ grong 
khyer mtsho mer 
bya ba’i rje bo/ ‘brog 
mi zhes pa ni/ dpon 
po’am/ gtso bo’am/ 
khas rgan nam/ chos 
kyi zla ba zhes pa 
ni/ yab yin no/ yum 
ni phyug po tshang 
gi bu mo ‘bum lcam 
bya ba yin/ yab yum 
‘di gnyis rigs mtho 
zhing gzugs legs 
shing ‘byor ba che 
ba/ ngang tshul dal 
zhing mi sde dang 
‘khor ‘bangs la shin 
tu byams pa/ ci byed 
thams cad chos dang 
SORENSENmthun par 
spyod cing/ yo byad 
thams cad chos la 
gtong zhing dkon 
mchog la dad cing 
lhag par dge ‹dun gyi 
zhabs tog la rem pa/ 
rang gis kyang chos 
smra zhing lus ngag 
yid gsum chos la 
bsgyur cing/ gzhan 
la yang de bzhin du 
slob pa’i byang chub 
sems dpa’i rigs bzang 
shos kyi jo bo dang jo 
mo yin te/
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(53v7–54v7) de nas 
lab sgron ni bla ma 
grva pa’i (54r) mdun 
du phyin nas/ ‘di skad 
zhus so/ bla ma lags/ 
da nga sngar dang mi 
‘dra/ thod pa bha dra 
ya zhes bya ba’i cho 
ga mkhan po gcig gis 
[…] gnang gis zhus 
pas/ bla ma’i zhal 
nas/ des a’u tsi/ ‘gro 
don ‘byung ba’i rten 
‘brel yod pas/ khyod 
kyis sems zhum pa 
ma byed gsungs so/ 
de nas yang ‘bul ba 
rnams khyer nas/ 
skyo ston bsod nams 
bla ma la mjal du 
song nas/ bla ma 
lags/ nga g’ye chung 
du thod pa bha dra ya 
zhes bya ba gcig gis 
gnang gis zhus pas/ 
bla ma’i zhal nas/ 
jo mo khyod rab tu 
byung ba’i btsun ma 
ni ma yin cing/ bha 
tra yang rigs ngan pa 
ni ma yin pas/ khyod 
la skyon du mi ‘gyur 
bas/ da ni (54v) bha 
tra ya dang lhan cig 
tu sdod la rigs rgyud 
spel dang/ khyod kyis 
‘gro don rgya chen 
po yun ring la dar 
rgyas su ‘byung ba’i 
rten ‘brel yod pas/ 
ma dang dgong nga’i 
rmi lam yang bzang 
po byung gsungs so/ 
de nas lab sgron gyi 
dgongs pa la/da ni 
bla ma rnam gnyis 
kyis yab lung bstan 
yang mang du mdzad 
pa dang/ gzhan yang 
lung bstan mang du 

(24v4–25r3) de nas 
lab sgron ni bla ma 
grva pa’i mdun du 
phyin nas/ ‘di skad 
zhus so/ bla ma lags/ 
da nga sngar dang mi 
‘dra/ thod pa bha tra 
ya zhes bya ba’i cho 
ga mkhan po gcig 
gis gnang gis zhus 
pas/ bla ma’i zhal 
nas/ des a’u tsi/ ‘gro 
don ‘byung ba’i rten 
‘brel yod pas/ khyod 
kyis sems zhum pa 
ma byed gsungs so/ 
de nas yang ‘bul (?)54 

ba rnams khyer nas/ 
skyo ston bsod nams 
bla ma la mjal du song 
nas/ bla ma lags/ nga 
g’ye chung du thod 
pa bha tra ya zhes 
bya ba gcig gis gnang 
gis zhus pas/ bla 
ma’i zhal nas/ jo mo 
khyod rab tu byung 
ba’i btsun ma ni ma 
yin cing/ bha tra yang 
rigs ngan pa ni ma yin 
pas55/ khyod la skyon 
du mi ‘gyur bas/ da 
ni bha tra ya dang 
lhan cig tu sdod la 
rigs (25r) rgyud spel 
dang/ khyod kyis ‘gro 
don rgya chen po yun 
ring la dar rgyas du 
‘byung ba’i rten ‘brel 
yod pas/ ma dang 
dgong nga’i rmi lam 
yang bzang po byung 
gsungs so/ de nas lab 
sgron gyi dgongs pa 
la/da ni bla ma rnam 
gnyis kyis yab lung 
bstan yang mang 
du mdzad pa dang/ 
gzhan yang lung 
bstan mang du byung 

(21r3–21v1) de nas 
lab sgron gyis bla ma 
grva pa la nga bha dra 
ta bya ba’i cho gam 
khan po gcig gis gnag 
gi zhus pas/ bla ma’i 
zhal nas des ‘gro don 
‘byung ba’i rten ‘brel 
yod pas/ sems zhum 
pa ma byed gsung/ de 
nas ‘bul mno khyer 
te bsod nams bla ma 
mjal du song ba dang/ 
nga e chung du thod 
pa bha tra bya ba gcig 
dang ‘phrad de gnag 
gis zhus pas/ bla ma’i 
zhal nas/ khyod rab tu 
byung ba’i btsun ma 
ni ma yin cing/ bha 
tra ya yang rigs ngan 
pa min pas skyen du 
mi ‘gyur rigs rgyud 
spel/ bha tra ya dang 
lhan cig sdod dang 
‘gro ba’i don rgya che 
la yun ring du dar 
rgyas su ‘byung ba’i 
las dang rten ‘brel 
yang yod pa dang/ 
mdang nga’i rmi lam 
yang bzang byung 
gsungs/ de nas bla 
ma rnam gnyis kyi 
yab lung bstan mdzad 
pa dang/ lung bstan 
gzhan (21v) yang 
mang po byung bas/ 
da ni bha tra ya dang 
rten ‘brel ‘grig pa yin 
snyam te dgung lo nyi 
shu rtsa gsum dus su 
bha tra ya dang lhan 
cig bsdad de dbus su 
mar byon/ nyi shu 
rtsa bshi la sras gcig 
sku ‘khrungs te/

(284–285) de nas lab 
sgron gyis bla ma 
grva ba la nga bha dra 
ya bya ba’i cho gam 
khan zhig gis gnag 
gi zhus pas/ bla ma’i 
zhal nas/ de ‘gro don 
‘byung ba’i rten ‘brel 
yod pas sems zhum 
pa ma byed gsungs/ 
de nas ‘bul nod khyer 
te/ bsod nams bla 
ma la mjal du song 
ba dang/ nga dbye 
chung du thod pa bha 
dra ya bya ba dang 
‘phrad nas nga gnag 
gi zhus pas/ bla ma’i 
zhal nas/ khyod rab 
tu byung ba’i btsun 
ma ni ma ying zhing/ 
bha dra ya yang rigs 
ngan min pas skyon 
du mi ‘gyur/ rigs 
rgyud spel la bha 
dra ya dang lhan du 
sdod dang/ ‘gro don 
rgya chen po yun 
ring du dar rgyas su 
‘byung ba’i las dang 
rten ‘brel yang yod 
pa dang/ mdang nga’i 
rmi lam yang bzang 
gsungs/ de nas bla ma 
rnam gnyis kyis lung 
bstan mdzad pa dang/ 
lung bstan gzhan 
yang mang po byung 
bas/ de ni bha dra ya 
dang rten ‘brel ‘grig 
pa yin nam snyam 
ste/ dgung (285) lo 
nyi shu rtsa gsum dus 
bha dra ya dang lhan 
cig tu bsdad de dbus 
su mar byon nyi shu 
rtsa bzhi la sras gcig 
sku ‘khrungs te/

54 Nearly illegible.
55 Illegible.
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byung bas/ da ni thod 
pa bha tra ya dang 
rten ‘brel gcig bsgrig 
dgos snyam nas/ 
dgung lo nyi shu rtsa 
gsum gyi dus su/ thod 
pa bha tra ya dang 
lhan cig tu bsdad nas 
mar dbus su byon 
pa’o/ de nas nyi shu 
rtsa bzhi nas sras gcig 
sku ‘khrungs pas/

bas/ da ni thod pa 
bha tra ya dang rten 
‘brel gcig bsgrig dgos 
snyam nas/ dgung 
lo nyi shu rtsa gsum 
gyi dus su/ thod pa 
bha dra ya dang lhan 
cig tu bsdad nas mar 
dbus su byon pa’o/ de 
nas nyi shu rtsa bzhi 
nas sras gcig sku 
‘khrungs pas/

5657

3. Phyag rgya chen po bdud kyi gcod yul gets known beyond the borders of Tibet
Ernst Collection TBRC W1KG1646 Tibet House Zi ling edition

(80r1–80v7) de nas 
ma gcig gi gdul bya 
ni nam mkha’ dang 
mnyam ste/ rgya 
bod hor gsum/ mdo 
dbus khams gsum 
gyi bla ma gdugs 
thogs pa man chad 
dang/ dge ba’i bshes 
gnyen grva ‘khor 
mi’i rgyal po dang/ 
dpon skya dang/ blon 
po dang/ btsun pa 
dang/ hor ‘dra dang/ 
btsun ma dang/ skye 
bo pho mo dang/ tha 
na mdze sprang yan 
chad kyis/ bzang 
dgu’i gdugs/ ngan 
dgu’i rten gnas byed 
nas/ de lta bu’i ‘khor 
bzang ngan med pa 
la/ ‘bum phrag lnga/ 
tsam du sa rgyu56 na 
mar ‘khor zhing/ yod 
pa dang bal po’i yul 
nas kyang mjal du 
‘ong ba’i sku bsod de 
lta bu yod pas/ de nas 
ma gcig gi snyan pa ni 
bal po nas rgya gar du 
(80v) grags so/ de nas 
rgya gar shar nub kyi 

(36r6–36v5) de nas 
ma gcig gi gdul bya 
ni nam mkha’ dang 
mnyam ste/ rgya bod 
hor gsum/ mdo dbus 
khams gsum gyi 
bla ma gdugs thogs 
pa man chad dang/ 
dge ba’i bshes gnyen 
grva ‘khor mi’i rgyal 
po (36v) dang/ dpon 
skya dang/ blon po 
dang/ btsun pa dang/ 
hor ‘dra dang/ btsun 
ma dang/ skye bo pho 
mo dang/ tha na mdze 
sprang yan chad 
kyis/ bzang dgu’i 
[…]57 dugs/ ngan 
dgu’i rten gnas byed 
nas/ de lta bu’i ‘khor 
bzang ngan med pa 
la/ ‘bum phrag lnga 
tsam dus rgyun mar 
‘khor zhing yod pa 
dang bal po’i yul nas 
kyang mjal du ‘ong 
ba’i sku bsod de lta 
bu yod pas/ de nas 
ma gcig gi snyan pa ni 
bal po nas rgya gar du 
(80v) grags so/ de nas 
rgya gar shar nub kyi 

(31v3–32r1) ma cig 
gi gdul bya ni nam 
mkha’ dang mnyam 
te/ mdo dbus khams 
gsum gyis bla ma 
gdugs thogs pa man 
bcad dge bshes gras 
pa dang/ mi’i rgyal 
po dpon skya blon 
po btsun mo hor ‘dra 
dang/ btsun ma dang/ 
skye bo pho mo 
dang/ mdze sbrang 
yan chad kyi bzang 
dgu’i gtugs sa/ ngan 
dgu’i brten gnas byed 
cing/ de lta bu’i ‘khor 
bzang ngan lnga 
stong tsam rgyun du 
‘khor ba yod cing/ 
bal po’i yul nas kyang 
mjal ba la mang po 
‘ongs pas sku bsod 
dang/ chos kyi snyan 
pa rgya chen po rgya 
gar du yang grags so/ 
de nas rdo rje gdan du 

nas/ chos kyi ‘byung 
khungs ‘di yin pa la/ 
‘dir ma grags pa’i 
chos phyag rgya chen 
po la gcod bya ba’i 
chos kyi srol btod nas 

(306–307) ma cig 
gi gdul bya ni nam 
mkha’ dang mnyam 
ste/ mdo dbus khams 
gsum gyi bla ma 
gdugs thogs pa man 
chad dge bshes gra 
ba dang/ mi’i rgyal po 
dpon po blon po btsun 
mo hor ‘dra btsun pa 
dang/ skye bo pho mo 
dang/ mdze sbrang 
yan chad dang/ bzang 
dgu’i gtugs sa/ ngan 
dgu’i brten gnas byed 
cing/ de lta bu’i ‘khor 
bzang ngan lnga 
stong tsam rgyun du 
‘khor ba yod cing/ 
bal po’i yul nas mjal 
ba mang po ‘ongs pas 
sku bsod dang chos 
kyi snyan pa chen 
po rgya gar du yang 
grags so/ de nas rgya 
gar rdo rje gdan du 

nas/ chos kyi ‘byung 
gnas ‘di yin pa la/ ‘dir 
ma grags pa’i phyag 
rgya chen po gcod 
bya ba’i chos kyi srol 
btod nas/ bal po phan 
chod thams cad chos 

56 Or dus rgyun?
57 One word illegible.
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rje gdan du ‘dus nas 
gros ‘cham ste/ chos 
thams cad kyi byung 
khungs ded/nged (?) 
rang rgya gar ‘di yin 
pa la/ de snga phan 
chod la/ nged rang 
rgya gar shar nub 
‘di na ma grags pa’i/ 
deng sang bod pha gi 
na/ phyag rgya chen 
po bdud kyi gcod 
yul zhes bya ba/ nad 
rigs bzhi rgya rtsa 
bzhi dang/ bgegs rigs 
stong phrag brgyad 
cus mi tshugs pa’i/ 
‘bras bu tshe gcig lus 
gcig la sangs rgyas 
thob pa’i chos de lta 
bu gcig grag go/ de 
‘chang/chad (?) pa 
bo ni yum chen mo’i 
sprul pa yin zer ba’i/ 
bud med mig gsum 
yod pa gcig gis byed 
par grag pas/

rje gdan du ‘dus nas 
gros ‘cham ste/ chos 
thams cad kyi byung 
khungs nged rang 
rgya gar ‘di yin pa 
la/ de snga phan chod 
la/ deng (?) rang rgya 
gar shar nub ‘di na ma 
grags pa’i/ deng sang 
bod pha gi na/ phyag 
rgya chen po bdud 
kyi gcod yul zhes 
bya ba/ nad rigs bzhi 
rgya rtsa bzhi dang/ 
bgegs r igs stong 
phrag brgyad cus mi 
tshugs pa’i/ ‘bras bu 
tshe gcig lus gcig la 
sangs rgyas thob pa’i 
chos de lta bu gcig 
grag go/ de ‘chad pa 
bo ni yum chen mo’i 
sprul pa yin zer ba’i/ 
bud med mig gsum 
yod pa gcig gis byed 
par grag pas/

bal po phan chad bod 
khams thams cad la 
dbang bsgyur nas 
bzhi brgya rtsa bzhi’i 
nad dang/ stong 
phrag brgyad cu’i 
gdon gyis mi tshugs 
pa’i gcod zer (32r) 
ba’i chos ‘chad pa po 
yum gyi sprul pa yin 
zer ba’i bud med mig 
gsum … yod pa gcig 
gis byed zer ba grags 
pa/

la dbang (307) bsgyur 
nas/ bzhi brgya rtsa 
bzhi’i nad dang/ 
stong phrag brgyad 
cu’i gdon gyis mi 
tshugs pa’i gcod zer 
ba’i chos ‘chad pa po 
yum gyi sprul pa yin 
zer ba’i bud med mig 
gsum yod pa gcig gis 
byed do zer bar grags 
pa/
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FEATURES OF MONGOLIAN MONKS’ DIETARY

Batnairamdal, Ch.
Mongolian National University of Medical Sciences, International School 

of Mongolian Medicine,
Dsüün Khüree Dashchoilin Monastery, Ulaanbaatar

Otgonchimeg, B.
Mongolian National University of Medical Sciences, International School 

of Mongolian Medicine, Ulaanbaatar

Introduction

It is possible to prevent and heal diseases through proper use of diet by coordinating 
with body features, age requirements and seasonal differences. By combining theory 
of traditional medicine and proper lifestyle, there is much room for creating new 

reasons proven by the observations of hundreds of years regarding the close con-
nection between people’s age and job activities. The article aims to study the dietary 
practice and lifestyle of Mongolian monks and to demonstrate their ways of life. 

types of dietary; coordinating them with season and life conditions; and explana-
tion concerning aging. The research was supported by Dsüün Khüree Dashchoilin 

and review listing documents and reciting previous results.

Mongolian Tradition

Venerable monks were led educators in social life and examples of healthy life such 
as fasting and prohibition of meal after dusk regarding their routine lifestyle and 
formalities. There were less variation of cuisine avoiding the use of meat of various 
livestock as to refrain from taking animal life for their meal. 

-
ments have been changing continuously in order to adapt environmental and climate 
changes. Therefore, adapting activities of the body, speech, and mind with seasonal 
changes properly becomes a condition to healthy life free from sickness. 

Actions of the body, speech, and mind change in cycles continuously, so we need 
to pay attention to prevent diseases properly. Monks used to manage their diet by 

seasons of traditional medicine. They drank properly preserved airag (fermented 
mare’s milk) together in spring for scurvy problem, and consumed dairy products in 
summer to avoid killing animals as livestock barely had survived spring hardship. 
Another aim is to protect and allow the digestive organ systems to rest by taking only 
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one meal midday during the 45 days of the Khailan oath-retreaing period. These are 
clear examples of proper arrangement of seasonal diet. 

Monks and masters in former times lived long with clear minds free from seni lity, 
opaqueness, which directly related to their proper diet and intellectual exercises. 
The Mongols thought that “a person dies because of Akinesa, and not because of 
old age.” Aging is not obsolescence but a normal phenomenon of a healthy body. 
However, combined obsolescence manifest with various diseases is called prema-
ture or unhealthy obsolescence. According to the theory of traditional medicine, the 
biological age of a person may be related to the percentage of “gas, jaundice, and 
stomach cancer,” which are the primary universal qualities of organ systems, and 
can be preserved in all parts of the living body. The main purpose of human life is 
to live longer and the key of long life is healthy lifestyle. Biological age is not the 
same as calendar age. The secret of the use of sheep tail’s fat in monks’ meal was 
that it contains great amount of unsaturated acid and non-substituting vitamin, which 
prevent from senility, opaqueness and vascular hardness.

Rationale of the Research

In order to study the diets of Mongolian monks, we needed to deep dive into multiple 
aspects of history such as what was the Mongols’ religion, when and from where 
Buddhism was introduced to Mongolia and how the Mongols accepted it. Activities 
and formalities of Buddhism have enriched the customs and historical tradition of 
the Mongols to adapt its soil. 

At this time, we have chosen the following topics to clarify the dietary and 
lifestyle of the monks. Pilgrimage and ritual practice of monks became good 
exercises for movement. According to the theory of traditional medicine, biological 
age of a person may related to the percentage of “gas, jaundice, and stomach 
cancer,” which are the primary universal qualities of the organ systems, possible to 
be preserved in all parts of the living body. Obsolescence is a negative process of 

external damaging factors of the human body until the end of life from the time of 

meeting in 1938 when they introduced the possibilities of human being to live up 
to 150 year or more. 

Diet 

Food and drinks reach in the stomach after being swallowed via the throat by holding 
the gas, dissolved in the stomach by stomach diseases, melted by digestive jaundice, 

solid excrements while liquids further develop 7 body strengths step by step. Such 
a liquid is called refreshment liquid. The refreshment liquid develops with 3 digestive 
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transfer artery from the stomach to liver, where it transforms to blood.
Food and drink means food items that develop 3 elements and 7 body strengths 

containing the nutrition necessary for human body. In the Four Roots of Medicine, 

Real Book of 
Food and Drink

alcohol and tea. 
 Meals and drinks are considered as 

a type of medicine. In other words, there are no margin between medicine and food 

regard, the Four Roots of Medicine taught that if one knows the tastes and quality of 
any substance, one can use them as medicine with proper ingredients because all the 
substances in the world originate from 5 elements and have 6 tastes. Though, tastes, 

each other because people should not desert foods and drinks as they support and 
develop human body every day. If anyone wishes to be healthy without overeating, 
undereating and avoiding wrong diet, he or she should learn the tastes, power and 

foods and tastes. The food and drink must support and balance the 3 elements of the 
human body. The 7 strengths depend on the 3 elements in order to balance them. If 
one consumes equal proportion of diet, it will keep the functions of the 5 vital organs, 
6 vessel organs without activating 3 harms.

Adopting amount of diet

Moreover, overeating without satisfaction would cause stomach weakness and diges-
tive disorders. It is said that non-vegetarian food and heavy food shall be consumed 
in half of stomach while allowing vegetarian foods in full scale of stomach.

Adopting time of diet
times a day will develop the body. Drinking tea and having light meal every morning 
is good for suppressing gas and nourishing nerve system. Taking khyaram, boiled 
milk diluted with water, milk tea, watery rice broth boiled in water, water with honey, 
boiled water, and water in silver cup for hours for your body features in the morning 
hours will eliminate stomach cancer mucous and brighten appearance. It is ideal to 

eat light meal for dinner and not consume heavy diet after 6 o’clock in the evening.
Making 1 or 2-day diet menu weekly balances stomach functions and improves 

body strengths. Food shall be well chewed in a peaceful manner and only consume 
next meal after well digestion. Overeating and frequent use of nutritious meal dif-

meal with poor nutrition in small amount causes weight loss and exhausts strength 
for sickness.
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Seasons

It is highly recommended to adopt your lifestyle and diet habits to depend on the 
changes of body functions according to the four seasons’ changes as taught in theo-
retical root. Otherwise, it will cause diseases. The Mongols used to divide a year into 

summer, and autumn. They used to adopt their diet for the seasons.
The summer season lasts from the 16th of the sixth month to the 15th of the eighth 

month of the lunar calendar, when accumulated gas in spring activated in summer 
time due to raining coolness to correct soft essence. Blood circulation accelerate, 

out causing degradation of stomach operation. In this season monks camp in the 
countryside for dairy products such as fermented mare’s milk, milk, yogurt, water 
with old honey, alcohol, cream, and curd so refraining to kill animals.

The autumn season lasts from the 16th of the eighth month to the 15th of the tenth 
month of the lunar calendar, when jaundice fever is active. Therefore, they consume 
diet with chilly properties, tasty, bitter, sour taste, boiled water, cold spring water 
as drink and in autumn, Khailan congregation happen requiring monks meal only 
midday between 11:40am to 1:40pm the so called Hour of the Horse by avoiding to 
exposure sunlight. 

th of the tenth month to the 15th of 
the twelfth month, when one may be allowed to eat warm diet with tasty, sour, salty 

heat reaches its peak and all the pores of the skin are closed along with by bending 

tarian foods and use milk as drink.
The last month of winter lasts from the 16th of the twelfth month to the 15th of the 

dried wild leek, wild onion, ramson, garlic, onion and drink steamed soup.
Spring season covers the period of the 16th of the second month to the 15th of the 

fourth month when accumulated stomach diseases in winter start to be active in the 
warm spring, so vomiting treatment works in order to cleanse stomach. This period 
requires active body movement voiding to sleep day time by eating meat, fat, oil 

buuds steamed dumplings, 
bansh boiled dumplings with garlic, khuushuur fried dumplings, ginger soup, boiled 

refreshing strength.
Blossom (balance) period lasts from the 16th of the fourth month to the 15th of the 

sixth month. It is recommended to consume tasty, light, chilly diet and refrain from 
salty and sour foods and drink yogurt and milk.
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Meals of Monks 

Monks follow strict diet when having foods and drinks. They drink larch bark extract 
with bitter salt in order to dilute blood without regarding to seasons and use sheep tail 
fat regularly in order to prevent from arteriosclerosis. With research, we found out 
that there are 7 different meals of monastics: the Tsogchid offering, non vegetarian 
soup, vegetarian soup, steamed rice with grape, tea, vegetarian soup with milk, 
vegetable pilau, vegetarian soup with curd, buuds, and khuushuur and three types 
of drink. 

Although food and drink are essential for the human body, it may cause health 
problem if applied in improper way. Spoiled meat, vegetables, water may cause 
other various diseases and fatal cancer, as no meals shall be overcooked in terms of 
realizing the impermanency. 

water drinks used by the Mongolian monks. Although milk components of animals 
vary: their sizes and ingredients are different. It depends on the structure of livestock 
pasture, water, and biological features. Milk was used not only for dietary consump-
tion, but also applied as medical mineral water in order to heal various diseases. 
Consumption of dairy products keeps human body healthy and was used as perfect 
tool for preventing diseases eliminating unfavorable environment. Goat milk is used 

milk are good for antiscorbutic purpose. 

Milk

Cow milk
and diabetes. It sharpens the mind. Yak milk contradicts with stomach cancer and 
jaundice. 

: one feature of mare’s milk is low dry agents, oil, protein, and mineral 
but also has 1.5–4 times greater lactose than the milk of other livestocks. Fermented 
mare’s milk (airag) is good for healing TB and some gastrointestinal diseases, im-
proves body metabolism and treats lung diseases. Airag contains almost all vitamins 
necessary for the human body.

season and oil content decreases in summer hot and increases in cool season. 
Sheep milk

times greater than dry agent compared to cow milk, rich with protein, oil, mineral, 
vitamin, ferment, lecithin and sterol, and its casein is denser than cow milk creating 
curd. 
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Goat milk helps holding breath. Consumption period is from 1 June to 15 August. 
Dry agent of milk protein essence reaches 28.3% containing majority of oil and 
protein. Each day passes, amount of protein, oil and mineral decreases gradually 
while lactose gradually increases. Protein essence of goat milk has globulin amount 
20 times greater than normal milk and twice greater albumin exist playing important 
role in order to protect the offspring from any diseases. 

Yogurt is made from milk of sheep, goat, cattle, and yak. The main representative 
of lactose acid microorganisms in Mongolian yogurt ferment are l. Bulgaricum, Str. 
Thermophylus, Str. Lactis. 

Water 

Rain water, snow water, spring water are the best sort of water while river water, 
well water, salty water and tree water are not the good ones. 

– Backwater – worm diseases, stomach cancer, and bad for cardiac diseases;
–  Cold clean water – helps for dizziness, hangover, feeling dim, vomiting, thirst-

ing, feeling fever, bleeding, jaundice, and poisoning;
–  Boiled water – good for calorie recovery, food digestion, stopping hiccupping, 

abdomen swallow by stomach cancer and gas, uneasiness of breathing and new 
typhoid.

Grains and Meat

From ancient time, the Mongols used to fry and mill cleaned seed of barley to make 

meal ingredient along with meat and milk but also to make various confectioneries, 
pastries, and croissants. Mongolian pastries are ideal feature food for camping, and 
nomad life for long term preservation at original quality as they are well kneaded for 
compression, and fried in abundant fat oil, which is very nutritious. 

Mutton
Most optimal ratio of bones, fat and meat is 1:5 that frequently occur with two years 

content. Percentage of Mongolian sheep’s non-substituting vitamin is 41.64 while 

is 39.09.
Beef has likely cool nature meat while yak meat is warm nature meat. Non-

substituting vitamin in beef is comparatively higher and protein in only 50g of dried 
meat can keep human need for a whole day. Fat-soluble vitamins dominates in beef. 
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Dried meat: The best way to keep livestock meat for longer time is drying. The 
dried meat can be made by mutton, beef, camel meat, and goat meat. Ideal tempera-
ture for drying is at least minus 10 degree Celsius mostly the end of November and 
beginning of December cold. Flesh shall be chopped with thickness of 2–4 centi-
meters and 15–30 centimeter long hanged on stretched rope in a forking manner 
with 2 centimeters of intervals. Dried beef and camel meats are better in quality. 
Dried meat prepared in Mongolian way does not loose its quality for 1–3 years. It is 

terms of economy and health. Scientists discovered that around 80 percent of dried 
meat is protein, which contains rich vitamins and nutrition. 

Conclusion 

Number and choice of monks’ diet is limited as they obey strict rules of refraining 
from unfavourable meals. It demonstrated that consuming diets coordinating with 
weather and 6 seasons are important for long and healthy life. It is recommended 
to use more unsaturated fat acid, protein, tail fat, and nut in order to prevent from 
senility, opaqueness as one get older, body parameters decrease and vein stiffness 
increases. 
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