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INTRODUCTION

The cult of Amitābha1 is often exclusively identified with so-called 
“Pure Land Buddhism” and treated as an idiosyncratic development of 
Buddhism in Japan that transformed an Indian religion into a genuine 
Japanese one.2 The rise of the various Pure Land schools is seen in the 
context of the social, economic, and military hardships affecting the 
Japanese people during the transition from the Heian (794–1185) to 
Kamakura (1185–1333) periods.3 The sense of “end-time” marking the 
decline of Heian Buddhism found its metaphor in the concept of mappō, 
that is, the assumption that people were living in a period that made 
the practice of the buddhadharma almost impossible. 

In this presentation, however, I would like to consider the 
Amitābha/Avalokiteśvara myth and the role it played in creating the 
ideology underlying the Tibetan concept of the ruler as the embodiment 
of Avalokiteśvara. In order to provide a textual basis and background 
for the later discussions, I shall first reflect on the symbolic organiza-
tion we find associated with Amitābha as given in the Sukhāvatī-sūtras. 
Then I shall discuss some non-canonical Tibetan texts that deal in one 
way or other with the Amitābha myth and suggest an apotheosis of the 
Tibetan ruler, seen as an emanation or incarnation of Avalokiteśvara. 
Furthermore, I present for discussion the hypothesis that the mythic 
core material found in late dynastic or early post-dynastic texts was 
reworked into a full-fledged dynastic myth in order to acquiesce pub-
lic unrest and hardship during a period of Tibetan history when local 
feudal lords and their monastic backers plunged the country into con-
tinuous chaos and wars.
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References to Amitābha are found in some of the older Mahayana 
sutras whereby the central texts were translated into Chinese during 
the second century CE. A more detailed discussion of the relevant texts 
will facilitate the subsequent deliberations.

Amitābha/Avalokiteśvara  
in the Early Sutra Literature

In the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka-sūtra, Buddha Amitābha is mentioned 
in those parts that are dated into the first century CE.4 Already in these 
passages he is associated with the Western hemisphere. Only in passag-
es that are seen as later is he referred to as presiding over Sukhāvatī.5 
However, the cult of Amitābha is based primarily upon the larger and 
smaller Sukhāvatī-sūtras as well as the Amitāyurdhyāna-sūtra. Another 
version of this sutra is preserved in the Mahāratnakūṭa-sūtra.6 The larg-
er Sukhāvatī-sūtra was translated into Chinese between 147 and 186 CE.7 
Thus, the claim made in the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism that the Indian 
text may date from the late first century seems plausible.8 These data 
lead us to think that the Amitābha cult, at least in its seminal form, had 
originated roughly at the same time the Mahayana tradition became 
manifest, that is, during the first century of the Common Era. The tex-
tual nucleus for the development of the Amitābha/Sukhāvatī cult seem 
to be those praṇidhānas the later Buddha Amitābha, still in his human 
embodiment as monk Dharmākara, articulate in the presence of the 
Buddha Lokeśvararāja. The gist of these forty-eight praṇidhānas is to 
establish a sphere of purity and bliss that fosters unencumbered prog-
ress on the bodhisattva path toward enlightenment. Praṇidhānas 18 and 
20 seem to form the core of what became the Amitābha and Pure Land 
cult, that is, the belief that after hearing the name of Amitābha ap-
propriately predispositioned sentient beings will cultivate the strong 
wish to be reborn in Amitābha’s Pure Land. In developing unwavering 
confidence in the truth and efficacy of these praṇidhānas the practi-
tioner will experience a spiritual metamorphosis that will result in a 
mental disposition suitable for a rebirth in Sukhāvatī. The faith of the 
practitioner is the catalyst for the metamorphosis, while firmly believ-
ing that this is not of his or her doing. Rebirth in Sukhāvatī is available 
only to those whose mental disposition is of a purity compatible with 
that of the buddha realm. The faith does not obliterate or invalidate 
the concept of karma; to the contrary, faith produces the karma lead-
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ing to the spiritual metamorphosis that becomes the condition for re-
birth in the buddha realm. In this context faith becomes the motor for 
generating the good karma concomitant with purifying mind, speech, 
and body.

The canonical and extra-canonical texts seminal to the Sukhāvatī 
and Amitābha cult unfold before the meditating eye of the practitioner 
a grand scene of otherworldly visions that map a landscape of spiri-
tual experiences. Within this landscape the major players are placed: 
Amitābha as the source and center of that world, as well as other alle-
goric figurae of Buddhist spirituality, and lastly the practitioner. 

I would like now to turn to the canonical texts and summarize 
the crucial events. In the larger Sukhāvatī-sūtra the later Buddha 
Amitābha is in his previous rebirth as monk Dharmākara linked with 
the Buddha Lokeśvararāja. The main portion of the sutra is embedded 
in a frame narrative in which ānanda admires Śākyamuni’s unusual 
golden complexion as a signifier of his extraordinary accomplish-
ments. The astuteness of ānanda’s questions leads to the narrative of 
Dharmākara and Lokeśvararāja. Embedded within this narrative is the 
one that details Dharmākara’s future and final embodiment as Buddha 
Amitābha. Avalokiteśvara is introduced in paragraph 31 when he, aris-
ing amidst endless hosts of bodhisattvas, asks what the reason was for 
the extraordinary smile of Buddha Amitābha. Later in paragraph 34 
Avalokiteśvara is confirmed as an outstanding bodhisattva. But, with 
the exception that he is called “the Buddha-son, glorious, . . . indeed 
the mighty Avalokiteśvara,” nothing points to the effect of Amitābha 
being the “father” of Avalokiteśvara.9 Such a claim is found in some 
non-canonical Tibetan texts, which I shall analyze now.

AMITĀBHA AND AVALOKITEŚVARA  
IN TIBETAN NON-CANONICAL TEXTS

The concept of Amitābha being the father of Avalokiteśvara be-
comes apparent only in the Tibetan versions of this narrative whereby 
the Mani bka’ ’bum has to be seen as the locus classicus, not because it 
is the oldest record but because of its influence on the formation of a 
Tibetan cultural identity. I shall now turn to summarize the symbolic 
organization as found in these Tibetan texts. 

In the Mani bka’ ’bum as well as in the Gab pa mngon byung 
Avalokiteśvara is established as nirvanic “ancestor” or existential 
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source of Srong-btsan sgam-po, the ruler whom Tibetan tradition 
presents as the foremost protagonist in the dissemination of the bud-
dhadharma in the Land of Snow. Because the details of this myth have 
been covered elsewhere;10 here it may suffice to highlight those events 
that establish the relationship between Amitābha and Avalokiteśvara. 
In this myth, Amitābha is the ultimate reality (dharmakāya) while 
Avalokiteśvara is his manifestation as sambhogakāya and Srong-btsan 
sgam-po is his nirmāṇakāya. In Amitābha’s Pure Land of Sukhāvatī 
Avalokiteśvara is born from a beam of light emanating from Amitābha’s 
right eye. Amitābha realizes the spiritual potential of Avalokiteśvara 
and prophesizes that he will epitomize the charismatic deeds of all 
buddhas. Subsequently Avalokiteśvara enunciates the bodhisattva 
pledge to do everything to assist all sentient beings in actualizing nir-
vana. But overwhelmed with the task, he begins to doubt the wisdom of 
his resolution. As a consequence his head bursts into thousand pieces, 
leaving him “headless.” Amitābha as a kind of archetypal “father” puts 
the pieces back together. But now there are more pieces than before. 
Before the incident Avalokiteśvara had only one head; but when all the 
shattered pieces were gathered, they resulted in a pyramid of no less 
than eleven heads.

One may ask what this narrative tries to communicate. Which theo-
retical approach would be suitable to unlock this enigmatic narrative? 
Psychoanalysis, although formulated by thinkers of contemporary 
Western cultures, tries to expose the organization of the human mind 
in response to and in interaction with socio-historical and cultural id-
iosyncrasies that form the context of society. Gananath Obeyesekere 
has argued, in my opinion effectively, in favor of using psychoanalysis 
as a tool that permits the scholar to understand the cryptic message 
that is encoded in the symbolic and mythic narratives or enactments.11 
Thus, the Amitābha myth once seen through the lens of psychoanaly-
sis, I suggest, will yield a meaning pertinent to the further discussion 
of the apotheosis of the Tibetan ruler.

The narrative establishes Amitābha’s fatherhood by having 
Avalokiteśvara born from a ray of light emanating from Amitābha’s 
right eye. The use of light and rays of light to symbolize spiritual or 
spiritually significant (“pure”) birth is well documented in Indian and 
Tibetan Buddhist texts. For instance, in the tantric meditation rituals 
(sādhana) the disciple is spiritually reborn through a beam of light com-
ing forth from the deity. The images created in these texts are loaded 
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with sexual undertones. The text establishes, however, a sublimated 
plane for rendering an event that is otherwise deeply rooted in its own 
materiality and, thus, “impure.” Thus, Avalokiteśvara’s “birth” is an all 
male event, begotten by a father alone and in absence of female gen-
erative organs. An all male birth obliterates the possibility of an Oedi-
pal dilemma arising, where the brothers not only kill the father due to 
their sexual desire for their mother but also attempt to destroy each 
other to enjoy the mother for themselves. As a consequence, the all 
male birth frees an all male society from carnal yearning and potential 
violence. It becomes the cornerstone of religions that strive for a mys-
tic transmutation of the self, that is, Buddhism as well as Christianity. 

As a mature bodhisattva, Avalokiteśvara failed the bodhisattva 
pledge by asserting, albeit only temporarily, his own self-interest by 
rejecting the bodhisattva’s task as too burdensome in light of the cor-
ruption of so many sentient beings. In violating the bodhisattva vow, 
Avalokiteśvara disobeys “the law of the father” as Amitābha predicted 
that he would excel as bodhisattva. The consequence of this disobedi-
ence is the shattering of his head. It is well established that in the lan-
guage of the unconscious “head” is a displacement of the lower “head,” 
that is, the male sex organ. The shattering of Avalokiteśvara’s head 
in response to breaking the law of the father is hinting at a loss of 
egotistic self-perpetuation, in other words, there is a hint at the cas-
tration complex. The narrative lets Amitābha restore Avalokiteśvara’s 
potency, but only in an altered fashion. His “head” is exaggerated in 
a bizarre multiplication through which it becomes dysfunctional in a 
mundane context but extremely apt in fulfilling his spiritual vocation. 
Where one “head” (reproductive organ) is suitable for the reproduc-
tion of an egotistic self, the multiplied “heads” reflect the generative 
and parenting capabilities of a true bodhisattva. The narrative estab-
lishes Amitābha as the primordial father whose “law” (the bodhisattva 
vow) must be followed by transforming the “impure” drive for self-
perpetuation into the great compassion (mahākaruṇā) that character-
izes the bodhisattva. In carrying out this act of metamorphosis the son 
Avalokiteśvara becomes established as the rightful heir to Amitābha, 
the father.

By the late twelfth century, this symbolic template was imposed on 
the political organization of Tibet. This created its national identity by 
adopting Avalokiteśvara as patron of the Tibetan land whose earthly 
embodiment was present in king Srong-btsan sgam-po, whom the Ti-
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betan tradition credits with introducing Buddhism to Tibet. A paral-
lel development is documented for Japan where Prince Shōtoku, who 
was paramount in establishing Buddhism as the religion of the Japa-
nese court, became worshiped as an embodiment of Avalokiteśvara.12 
In the Tibetan prayer text attributed to Rāga-asya that encapsulates 
the Pure Land meditation, Padmasambhava, the eighth-century tantric 
master accredited with adapting Indian Buddhism to Tibetan beliefs, 
is presented as the nirmāṇakāya, that is, samsaric, representation of 
Amitābha.13 While in the Japanese context prince and missionary con-
flate in one personage, in Tibet we have two different personages: 
Srong-btsan sgam-po as ruler and Padmasambhava as missionary. The 
bond between ruler and missionary is further documented within the 
tradition of the rNying ma school, which customarily portrays Srong-
btsan sgam-po as one of Padmasambhava’s disciples. As Amitābha is 
primary to Avalokiteśvara, his “son,” so is Padmasambhava, the mis-
sionary, primary to Srong-btsan sgam-po, the ruler. Thus, these narra-
tives that form the foundation for the political ideology of the Tibetan 
theocratic state present the mythic and supernatural realm as primary 
and superior to the secular and mundane one. Secular power is an out-
flow or progeny of the otherworldly one. 

Above I tried to make the argument that the foundational narra-
tives of the Tibetan polity as they evolved by the late twelfth century 
place the supernatural into an a priori position. In the following pas-
sage I shall discuss the historical situation of Tibet and its mythic rep-
resentation in more detail.

APOTHEOSIS OF THE TIBETAN RULER  
IN HISTORICAL AND TEXTUAL PERSPECTIVES

Snellgrove sees Amitābha as “the most famous cosmic Buddha” 
whose cult “seems to have started in North-West India, and spread 
across Central Asia to China, Korea, and Japan,” while being less popu-
lar in India itself and Nepal.14 Only sporadic artistic and some textual 
evidence hint at a fledgling cult of Amitābha during the imperial period 
of Tibetan history (seventh to ninth centuries). An image of Amitābha 
is incorporated in the hat of the statue of King Srong-btsan sgam-po 
(r. 618–641), which stands in the Jo-khang temple of Lha-sa, said to 
have been built during the dynastic period. Tibetan historiographic 
texts name him as the first of the “religious rulers” (chos rgyal) who are 
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credited with the introduction of Buddhism to Tibet. To place an im-
age of Amitābha at such a prominent position, that is, at the crown of 
the ruler’s head, may be seen as indicating that Amitābha is the king’s 
“father” or mythic ancestor. But other evidence may suggest a slightly 
different situation. Emperor Kao-tsung of China, a “fervent Buddhist, 
bestowed upon Srong btsan sgampo the title Pao-wang . . . an epithet 
of the ruler of the West” and “a title of the Buddha Amitābha.”15 This 
reference may indicate that Srong-btsan sgam-po was seen as an em-
bodiment of Amitābha rather than of Avalokiteśvara. 

Furthermore, textual material pertinent to the imperial period 
needs to be examined as to whether it records Amitābha as a center 
of religious awareness. The sBa bzhed, one of the oldest texts chroni-
cling the events leading to establishing the buddhadharma at the Ti-
betan court, is extant in several versions, each giving a slightly dif-
ferent account of the events leading to the introduction of Buddhism 
in Tibet. The so far most ancient version has recently turned up in 
the Tibet Autonomous Region and is now available in a critical, an-
notated edition and translation.16 The authors summarize the events 
leading to the compilation of the text as follows: “Given the role that 
the dBa’s clan played during the disintegration of the Tibetan empire 
and in the post-dynastic political struggles, we could consider the 
hypothesis that the dBa’ bzhed itself could be an early post-dynastic 
edition of carefully preserved dynastic materials compiled for legiti-
mising purposes.”17 This means that based on this recently discovered 
manuscript, the text was compiled, most likely as teamwork, in the 
decades after 842, the year when the last Tibetan king was murdered. 
The editorial team apparently made use of earlier material that dates 
from the dynastic era, that is, prior to 842. One of the characteristics 
of the text is that it presents “a simple linear narrative with some an-
cient mythological elements, which seem to be largely rooted in the 
late dynastic period or, at the least, in the immediate post-dynastic 
period.”18 Among these mythological elements is Srong-btsan sgam-po 
appearing as emanation of Avalokiteśvara. The dBa’ bzhed claims that 
this belief originated among the people of Khotan and was confirmed 
by two Khotanese monks who came to visit Srong-btsan sgam-po in 
person. This narrative seems to substantiate the interpretation I sug-
gested of Srong-btsan sgam-po’s headgear showing Amitābha. I pro-
posed that this means that Amitābha was seen as the mythic ancestor 
or origin of Srong-btsan sgam-po, who then becomes identified with 
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Avalokiteśvara, Amitābha’s “son.” The dBa’ bzhed contains only a brief 
narrative in which the two Khotanese monks see Srong-btsan sgam-po 
and recognize him as Avalokiteśvara. In contrast to that, the later his-
toriographic texts contain a full-fledged mythology that gives reasons 
for the exalted status of Avalokiteśvara and his embodiment in the Ti-
betan rulers, not just in Srong-btsan sgam-po. However, it is important 
to acknowledge the fact that already by the end of the dynastic period, 
Srong-btsan sgam-po was seen as a semi-divine ruler by being identi-
fied with Avalokiteśvara. At the start of building the temple complex of 
bSam yas, a Nepalese artisan created the statues for the Aryapalo gling 
temple. When the temple was consecrated the following occurred:

In the afternoon, at dusk, from the top of the temple a light appeared, 
which became bigger and bigger and illuminated all of upper and 
lower Brag dmar, shining like the moon. The mKhan po said: “This 
is the light of Amitābha’s coming. Tomorrow a temple of Amitābha 
shall be built as an upper storey above the dBu rtse.”19

The importance of the mythological constellation Amitābha/
Avalokiteśvara becomes further evident when one considers that the 
Sukhāvatī-sūtra is listed among the books housed in the imperial library 
during the time of Khri-srong lde-btsan (756–797).20

With the rekindling of Buddhism in western Tibet during the tenth 
and eleventh centuries Amitābha appears in several of the oldest mu-
rals, like that of the Alchi Sum-tsek temple (late eleventh century), and 
rock reliefs, such as those of Shey.21 In the earlier Alchi murals of Kash-
mirian style and in the Shey reliefs (no earlier than the tenth century) 
Amitābha appears as one of the five primordial buddhas with Vairocana 
in the center. Only in one of the murals of the later Lotsawa temple of 
Alchi (twelfth century) is he portrayed in a central position. However, 
in the so-called Red Temple of Tsaparang (built in the late fifteenth 
century), the place in the Western Himalayas from where the rejuve-
nation of Buddhism had started in the late tenth century, only a late 
mural depicting Amitābha as part of the Medicine Buddhas is extant.22 
Thus, archeological evidence in support of an emerging Amitābha cult 
is inconclusive for the imperial period despite the Amitābha image ap-
pearing as part of the hat of Srong-btsan sgam-po’s statue. Moreover, 
images of Amitābha are largely absent from those places where the re-
juvenation of Buddhism had begun in the late tenth and early eleventh 
centuries. 
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However, by the early fourteenth century the Nepalese artist Anige 
was commissioned to cast statues of Amitābha for Hangzhou, which 
“was an active lamaist centre around the year 1300 AD.”23 Similar stat-
ues were built for Juyong Guan, one of which “stands at the pass of the 
Great Wall north-west of Beijing” and which was constructed under 
Xundi, the last Emperor of the Mongol Dynasty.24 For the later delib-
erations about the beginning of the Amitābha cult in Tibet these data 
are important.

In summary, one may ascertain the notion that during the impe-
rial period Amitābha was known to the Tibetan aristocracy as nirvanic 
“ancestor” of the samsaric ruler and that the text that was seminal in 
the formation of the Pure Land cult, that is, the Sukhāvatī-sūtra, was 
available in the imperial library. Whether the royal dynasty and some 
of the aristocratic families embraced a coherent cult of Amitābha re-
mains, at least for the time being, unknown, although the building of 
an Amitābha temple or chapel housed on the upper floor of the main 
temple in bSam-yas may be seen as an indication of such a cult. Fur-
thermore, the oldest extant version of the dBa’ bzhed supports the 
claim that already during the late dynastic or early post-dynastic pe-
riod, Srong-btsan sgam-po was seen as an emanation of Avalokiteśvara 
and thereby as “son” of Amitābha. 

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

As a working hypothesis I suggest the possibility that the cult of 
Amitābha emerged in Tibet in response to socio-historical changes that 
threatened the identity of a considerable portion of the society while 
at the same time the cult of Avalokiteśvara as patron of Tibet provided 
a symbol of political stability and of end-time redemption when the 
actual political situation offered nothing of the kind. In the following 
paragraphs I shall flesh out these arguments and introduce what I see 
as supportive evidence. 

In the Tibetan chronicle rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long (completed in 
1368 or shortly thereafter) it is said with regard to the birth of Srong-
btsan sgam-po that Amitābha resided on the child’s head.25 This state-
ment needs to be reflected upon within the context of Buddhist ico-
nography. As pointed out previously, when considering the symbolic 
organization of the Amitābha cult, Amitābha resides on the crown of 
Avalokiteśvara’s head. In Indian and Tibetan body symbolism, the head 
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is the most prominent and “purest” point of the body. It is in juxtaposi-
tion and antagonistically opposed to “that other end” of the body, the 
place of excretion. Many Buddhist sādhanas describe how the beams of 
light emanating from the heart of a visualized buddha enter the prac-
titioner’s body through his or her head. Through the crown of the head 
the human body is linked with the pure spheres where the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas reside; it is the pure orifice through which, at the moment 
of death, the mind is expelled into realms of purity according to the 
’pho ba ritual. In contrast, the defilements (mental and physical) are ex-
creted from the lower parts of the body. Thus, what is highly valued is 
brought into contact with the head; for instance, the books containing 
the Buddha’s words are placed upon one’s head before they find their 
proper place on the shelf. In contrast, the lower parts of the body are 
polluted and polluting. Consequently, sacred books must not be placed 
on the floor or on a seat. Only when one considers the symbolic values 
attached to the head in contrast to other body parts does the meaning 
of this brief statement found in the rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long reveal its 
cultural implications. The text says in its own cryptic style that by the 
fourteenth century the foremost of the Tibetan rulers of the period, 
who became seminal in developing an understanding of national iden-
tity, was guided and inspired by the Amitābha/Avalokiteśvara narra-
tive. Furthermore, by receiving Amitābha as his “crown jewel” Srong-
btsan sgam-po became identified with Avalokiteśvara, Amitābha’s 
spiritual son.

The symbolic kinship of Srong-btsan sgam-po with Avalokiteśvara 
became the central theme in defining Tibet’s role within a Buddhist 
universe. The fully developed myth represents Srong-btsan sgam-po 
as embodiment of Avalokiteśvara, a role to be continued in the rein-
carnations of the Dalai Lamas. As we have seen, late dynastic or early 
post-dynastic texts contain already some textual snippets that were 
seminal in the formation of the later myth.26 The fully developed nar-
rative is recorded in texts that cannot be dated prior to the late twelfth 
century, with the chronicle by Nyang-ral nyi-ma’i ’od-zer (1124–1192) 
providing the oldest evidence.27 It would lead too far away from the 
main theme of this presentation to engage in a survey of all available 
Tibetan chronicles to trace the development of this myth. For the pres-
ent purpose it may suffice to say that by the end of the twelfth century 
it became a commonly accepted view that Srong-btsan sgam-po was an 
incarnation of Avalokiteśvara, thus fulfilling Avalokiteśvara’s pledge 
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promising to “discipline” the inhabitants of the Land of Snow (Tibet) in 
the buddhadharma. The mythic paradigm functioned then as an overlay 
imposed on historiographic writing. 

What had happened during the last decades of the twelfth century 
and up to the middle of the thirteenth century in Tibet? The dynastic 
period had come to a sudden end by 842 with the assassination of the 
last ruler: 

Nothing approaching central authority was restored until 1247, when 
Sakya Pandita was invested with the right to rule over the Trikor 
Chuksum (Thirteen Myriarchies) of Tibet by Prince Godan, a grand-
son of Genghis Khan. The dates 842 and 1247 therefore mark the 
period of decentralized control in central Tibet, during which time 
the country consisted of small hegemonies, which were constantly 
warring against, or allying with, each other as conditions warranted. 
These small power enclaves, each with its own fortresses, were ruled 
by men who gradually became clerics.28 

After Buddhism as a court religion had vanished in the collapse of the 
imperial dynasty, the eleventh century witnessed the reintroduction 
of Buddhism to the Tibetan land. Dedicated individuals, some living in 
the far west of Tibet (Guge and Ladakh) and some traveling to China in 
search for Buddhist learning, established Buddhism in Tibet—this time, 
however, as a religious tradition rooted among a multitude of small 
principalities from where it gradually gained a foothold among the 
people. By the late twelfth century monasteries were built that quickly 
became centers of cultural and political power. In the coming decades 
this process accelerated, with the monastic centers gaining more influ-
ence on the political scene than any one of the secular forces. Eventu-
ally, this process culminated in the ascendance of the fifth Dalai Lama 
to the throne of Tibet in 1642. The mythic paradigm of the imperial 
dynasty was modeled upon similar paradigms that had lent authority 
to the dynasties of China, Nepal, and Magadha. A mythological para-
digm, blending the concept of the universal monarch (cakravartin) with 
elements of the princely bodhisattva ideal, was created to give divine 
authority to the rulers of these diverse Asian polities. With the collapse 
of the imperial dynasty in Tibet and the formation of political centers 
that were interlocked with the monastic system a need arose to adjust 
the inherited (and by the tenth century tattered) pre-Buddhist mythic 
paradigm to account for the change in the political and cultural orga-
nization of the country. The Avalokiteśvara myth rendering the great 
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Bodhisattva as the patron of Tibet and its religious rulers as his em-
bodiments provided an appropriate answer. It displaced older myths 
of which we have only isolated fragments telling of the first ruler de-
scending from the gods of heaven. Retroactively, the new myth was 
projected onto the first of the great kings, Srong-btsan sgam-po. 

The fate of the ordinary people during these centuries of decen-
tralization and constant warfare is not recorded in any of the acces-
sible sources. We are left to speculate. From similar events recorded in 
other countries we may, with all necessary caution, surmise that the 
Tibetan people suffered more hardship during periods of political and 
military instability and ensuing chaos than at times when a central 
authority was capable of providing some sense of order and lawful-
ness. Thus, we may assume that between the collapse of the imperial 
dynasty by the middle of the ninth century and the rise of the Sa-skya 
dominance in 1249 the Tibetan populace was subject to ongoing raids 
and political chaos. Could one suggest that during these times, which 
were certainly difficult for ordinary Tibetans, they took refuge in the 
“father” of their monastic lords (who not always ruled as benignly as 
their symbolic “ancestor” suggested) in order to find spiritual comfort 
in times where an earthly one was almost beyond reach? The popular-
ity of the Avalokiteśvara myth as the foundational narrative formulat-
ing the apotheosis of the Tibetan ruler seems to support this view. 
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