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THI. HISTORY OF TIBETAN POLTRY

-Acharya Tsultsem Gyatso

Original and unique to the Tibetan poetical traditions are the spontaneous lyri-
cal expressions of mystical and esoteric experience of a realiser or a spiritual person
recounting their encounters and expericnces, interspersed with didactic stories in verses
ete. dating from the second century B.C. Since the first king of Tibet, although the
Tibetan spoken language was not yet invented during those periods yet the poetic
songs and Dohah were so popular. They move the readers to spiritual path and reali-
sation.

The first composition of the Tibetan poetry was mtroduced during the time of
king Srong-bTsan sGam-Po and Thun-mi Sam-bhota, the father of the Tibetan lan-
guage. Thun-mi Sam-bhoti had written some poetic verses in praise of Chogyal Srong-
b'l'san. (7th century), which were the first records found in written form.

Then came the poetic songs and Dohahs of Milarepa, the great yogi of Tibet in
the 10th centary. Though every school of Tibetan Buddhism and Bon has its own
mGur (Dohalis), the best have came from the Kagyud Youis who introduced this
tradition of Tibetan poetry.

1 a sense these songs and Dohahs sang by the great Yogis were the true poems.
Milarcpa sang in Tibet which did not know the rule of poetry as later established
according to Indian sources. But later mystics and realisers kept up the tradition by
singing in the same spontaneity without succumbing to the rules of the verse. It is this
poetry that has found difterent expression in such a diverse personalities as Dubthob
Melong Dorjee, Longchenpa, Lhatsun Namkha Jigmed, Vth Dalai Lama and Rigzin
Jigied Lingpa etc.

Then came Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen (1182-1251) who took upon himself
the task of translating into Tibetan, poems and verses of early Indian poets, together
with the structural and rhythmic rules of writing poetry.

During the 13th century, Tibetan scholars Shongton Dorjee Gyaltsen in col-
laboration with the Indian pandit Lakshini-Kara translated the poetic works of Acharya
Dandi. the foremost among the Indian poets of the 7th century, into Tibetan in Tibet.
And the Tiberan scholars had written his own commentary on the poetry of Acharya
Dandi which formed the root-text for later Tibetan poets.

From this time onwards, poetry or" Snyan-ngag"” flourished in Tibet and almost
all the scholar, whether lay or lama, has had some claim to poetic compositions. But
most well known among them are Zhalu Chokyong Zangpo, Bod Khepa Mipham
Geleg Namgyal, Vth Dalai Lama, Dokar Zhabdrung Tsering Wangyal, Situ Chokyi
Jungney, Khamtrul Tenzing Chokyi Nyima, Mipham Rinpoche, Sikkimese Lama
Ugyen Tenzing and H.H. The Dudzom Rinpoche etc.

Although the Tibetan poetry was not so widely spread during the time of mKhan-
slob chos-gsum (7th century) yet it does not mean there was no Snyan-Ngags(poetry)
at the time. They devoted entirely towards translating Buddha's teachings and phi-
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losophies and it is true that the poetic works of Acharya Dandi was not yet translated
during the time of mKhan-slob chos-gsum(7th century). But the poetry and Dohahs
songs were very much present in Tibetan language from the earliest times.

| have tried to explain here the sources and history of Tibetan poetry for re-
search purposes and how it was translated and brought into Tibet. The Tibetan poetry
was well preserved and disseminated far and wide across Tibet. It is also important to
note here that Denzong Lama Ugyen Tenzing was one of the great Tibetan poet who
had written a commentary to the poetic works of Acharya Dandi of India. He was
widely remembered by the people of Tibet and Denzong.



