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On the Structure of the Collection of Lyrical Songs
Ascribed to the Sixth Dalai Lama

Alexander Zorin

The subject matter of this note appeared quite by chance and at first seemed
somewhat dubious. Any real attempt to find “a deeper structure [within] this quite
heterogenous corpus of songs” (as Per Sgrensen correctly puts it) has to

seem, at first sight, to be a fruitless task. It seems enough to find a number of
groups of between two and, at most, five songs, connected with one another in a
thematic and/or lexical way. For instance, the connection between songs 7-9 is quite
evident, where the image of approaching autumn is used to show the fading of love;
of these three, songs 7 and 8 share an image of bees and flowers. Another example
here is found in songs 30-33, with its story of loss of a beloved woman won by a
stronger rival. But how can we tie together all these apparently disparate groups,
particularly when we consider the fact that a number of songs cannot be assigned to
any group at all?

~ This question might perhaps not have occurred to me had it not been for one
event. When I translated the Sixth Dalai Lama’s songs into Russian and made
glossaries for each of them, I came upon a few lexical issues noted also by other
scholars. One} of them appears in the opening verse of the collection, the enigmatic
phrase ma-skyes a-ma. The majority of translators see here a reference to a young
girl - a virgin, perhaps, a fantasy, unreal. That no-one found any relation to the
hero’s mother is not surprising, though, since the context of Tshangs-dbyangs
rGya-mtsho’s work is primarily amorous.

Nonetheless, two arguments suggest that this interpretation might, in fact, be
more fruitful. Firstly, it appears to be the intuitive translation favored by Tibetans
themselves. 1 asked Jampa Namdrol, a young Tibetan working at the Tibetan
collection of the St Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies, RAS, about
this phrase; with total assurance, he translated it as “one’s own mother” or
“mummy” - which is interesting, if one interprets the first part as ma(r)-skyes,
literally “she who bore down” (i.e. gave birth), hence “own, dear”. Of course, the
opinion of one Tibetan can hardly be definitive in this matter, touching as it does a
work written three hundred years ago. This point of view, however, gets a sudden
boost irom the second argument - the idea that there is a timeline which binds together
the entire collection of Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho’s songs.

If we turn our attention to the final songs of the collection, we can see that they
offer a culmination of the drama which runs throughout the corpus. The hero’s need to
hide his nocturnal adventures and the fear that they might be discovered (song 52), the
realisation of this fear (53) and the acknowledgement of the tension between his
societal role and his emotional life (54), his misgivings about his beloved (55) and,
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finally, his parting from her (56), the point at which the drama reaches its height. A
whole story enfolds in front of us and we can see it in the tragic end of
Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho’s life, as indicated clearly in the final two songs. In
song 57 the poet promises to some back, in his next life, from Li-thang (precisely
where the Seventh Dalai Lama was born), while in song 58 he prays that his next life
might be more accomodating than this one.

Thus the collection ends with the anticipation of his -death and the prophecy of
his rebirth: does all this not suggest, then, that the first song is about the poet’s
mother, that the collection begins by hinting at the birth of the hero? In my opinion,
it does, especially if we add here another observation, noted by L

Savitsky but not explained by him, concerning the very title of the collection, the
xylograph and manuscript of which he himself had published: Tshangs-dbyangs
rGya-mtsho’i rnam-thar snyan-‘grugs kyis bkod-pa. It is absolutely clear to me that
this title should be translated as “The Biography of Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho,
Composed in Poetic Fragments”, and that it shows that the collection of songs must
be considered as a linear depiction of the Sixth Dalai Lama’s life. Thus, the
conjecture that the first song refers to the hero’s birth seems very likely, while the fact
that the final songs depict the tragic end of his life is, to my mind, indisputable. On
the other hand, the songs lying in between do not fall as neatly into place under such
interrogation;  nontheless it is my intention to indicate the trajectory, whilst
encouraging other scholars to expand and develop the whole picture.

As far as song 2 is concerned, we have every reason to interpret it as depicting
the hero’s growing up. The images of green sprouts transforming into hard straw
and a young body becoming even more pliant than a southern bow seem to illustrate
the ways in which a boy changes into a man. This change naturally brings about new,
sensual desires, which are reflected in the subsequent group of songs (3-6), focussing
on immature, still rather shy dreams about love, the possessing of a beloved girl.
Interestingly, in song S, this girl is referred to as the daughter of a minisetr, most
probably the mighty regent, Sangs-rgyas rGya-mtsho. We can suppose that, having
known this girl from childhood, Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho could straightaway fall
in love with her. But here tragedy appears, as the young man recognizes that his fate,
prescribed by the Regent, prevents this passion from taking place.

Under the weight of these thoughts, or because his passion was indeed fulfilled,
or for some other reason, love fades in his heart, leaving a sadness, as we can see from
songs 7-9 and, perhaps, 10. But, forgetting about his most recent lover, the young
Dalai Lama finds an outlet for his desires in other, more available, targets and stories
of numerous infatuations appear before us. The first is a meeting with a simple
market-girl - though contact with her cannot, as often happens in young love affairs,
last long (11). But young love, as a rule, is followed by more serious infatuations
and, immediately, in song 12 the lovelorn hero erects a prayer-flag in the hope of
acquiring a girl with whom he is so in love, that her image is always present in his
heart (13). That the next song (14) comes where it does, however, is more due to the
similarity of images than to any logical order. The following pair of songs (15-16),
though, indicates that Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho’s love was apparently directed
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towards a well-educated girl, who was inclined to become a nun. This theme,
however, indicates the poet’s reflections on his official status - as a man who took
dge-tshul vows and was obliges to be the religious (as well as secular) leader of Tibet.
Songs 17-18 point to the tragic impossibility of combining worldly aspirations with
the study of Buddhist doctrine - at least the next two songs (19-20) tell us that
Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho got some knowledge of the latter.

Nevertheless, the craving for love won out.  In songs 21-23 we find another

Story of a love affair - this time with a girl from a noble family. And again it is
interrupted by thoughts of his religious duties (24-25); and again his love turns out
to be stronger. Now we have reached a crucial moment in the collection. After two
very moving songs (26-27) in which the hero asks his beloved to assure him that her
love is unfailing, there comes song 28 where we can feel a hint of the appearance of a
child for Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho and his lover. As Savitsky points out, Th J.
Norbu and C.M Turnbull, in their book Tibet recount a story that the Sixth Dalai
Lama became a father, after which both his son and the mother were jailed. This
may be a reason why song 30 speaks about rumors of the hero’s secret, which reached
the ears of his enemy; the poet then tells about the cruel loss of the woman who was
stolen from him (30-33).

. But his life did not stop there. New infatuations followed, though not such
happy ones. Songs 34-37 mention the fleetingness of women’s love and how it is
impossible to keep hold of a woman who no longer loves you. This provokes a new
crisis, deepened also through a lack of understanding shown by Tshangs-dbyangs
rGya-mtsho’s patron, the all-powerful Regent: weakness in the face of circumstance -
such is the burden of songs 38-40.

There are, however, a number of songs which do not so smoothly follow the
biographical timeline. While songs 41-44 have a clear thematic unity, developing
the astrological theme, several of the subsequent songs (45-49) seem to be isolated
from one another, with texts based around religious ideas (45, 47) mixed with
obviously secular ones (46, 48-49). But such an interruption, however, must not
confuse us. Firstly, it is not such a lengthy sequence; secondly, we are not dealing
with a physical format in which everything has to follow a strict order: it would be
rather strange to imagine that Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho wrote his songs
exclusively to mark the circumstances of his life. We can see in this a kind of lyrical
digression beyond the concerns of the poet’s life.

_ We are finally approaching the denouement. At the beginning of this paper, I
referred to songs 52-28, but we should perhaps add here also songs 50-51 as the

~ image of a parrot whom the hero asks not to disclose his secret is quite similar to that
of a dog in song 52. If this conjecture is correct we also get a depiction of the poet’s
final lover - a girl from Chung-gyel, lofty and beautiful. It is she to whom
Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho goes at night, leaving in the snow the footprints which
are to betray him; it is she to whom he says farewell, promising to come back - not
in this life but in the next, since the secret is the secret no more and Tshangs-dbyangs
rGya-mtsho is destined for his tragic finale....

In conclusion, I would like to say a couple of words about why no-one has yet
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found this structure in the collection of Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho’s songs. It
seems to me connected with the fact that scholars have, by adding a further eight
songs to the collection, eroded its borders. Moreover, the very fact that the
collection was made also escaped the scholars’ attention. Surely, we can only surmise
who compiled it: Tshangs-dbyangs rGya-mtsho himself, one of hiscontemporaries
or else a later scholar. In any case, since the textual study of the St Petersburg
xylograph carried out by Savitsky leads us to think that this collection existed at least
at the turn of the 18th century, we can be sure that the compiler was, if not the Sixth
Dalai Lama himself, at least a contemporary or near-contemporary. As for the final
eight songs, their style resembles the other songs; nonetheless, in my opinion, we
should consider them as separate, otherwise the integrity is affected. The importance
of this integrity, I hope, has been demonstrated in this note - this text seems to
represent a poetical biography of one of the most romantic and tragic figures in the

whole of Tibetan history.
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