LLIFE STORY OF THE 5™ SHAMARPA
KONCHOK YENLAK
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Introduction

Sitting on an apple green jade throne, with towering trees
and mountains extending deep into the mist filled horizon,
the 5% Shamarpa, Konchok Yenlak (1525 to 1584)" transmits
teachings of the Karma Kagyu lineage with an expression
of profound serenity. This extraordinarily fine Karma Gadri
thangka of the 5" Shamarpa is a life-story, illustrated through
nineteen masterly executed miniature scenes covering the
last part of the his life (the period between1566 and 1582).
Detailed inscriptions for ten of the scenes provide rich
historical context for the scenes, including explicit naming
of the central figure as the 5" Shamarpa, the identity of the
disciples, specific Oral Transmissions and mastery of Tantras,
the performance of a Tara magic by the Shamarpa, and
references to locations in Tibet. The thangka is complete
with the presence of all the major Karma Kagyu lineages:
the 9% Karmapa (Wangchuk Dorje? in Scene 23), the 4* Tai
Situ (Chokyi Gocha” in Scene 27), the 4" Gyaltsab (Gragpa
Dongrup* in Scene 28), and the 3¢ Pawo Lama (Tsuklak
Gyatso® in Scene 36). Descriptions, closeup photographs,
elucidation of iconography, and relevant historical context
of each of the scenes is provided below.

Ming stylistic influences are pervasive throughout the
painting, and very rarely in a Karma Gadri painting are the
landscape elements so distinctively Chinese in character.
A massive pine emerges from behind the 5" Shamarpa,
extending into the heavens, with its branches wrapping
around two major Kadampa lineage masters, Atisha and
Dromtonpa. In the left corner, miniature pine trees float
in the background behind a cloud formation, alluding to
the presence of massive mountains hidden by mist. From
the only branch of the second massive tree, two features
emerge: the first is an astounding, and highly unusual,
bulbous mountain form, while the second is a waterfall.
As in many Chinese landscapes, water flowing through the
landscape provides a sense of movement and dynamism,
while juxtaposing the smaller figures in the scenes with the
grandeur of natural forms. In contrast to most Karma Gadri
thangkas, the painter chose to leave the water without
color, with only thin black strokes defining flow. Towards the
river's end, at the bottom of the painting, four mountain
forms - two in the classic blue, green, and turquoise found
in Chinese scroll paintings - are accentuated by heavy gold
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(Left) This painting, close up of the 5% Shamarpa

Konchok Yenlak

(Center)Gilt bronze, inscribed as 5" Shamarpa.
Nyingjei Lam Collection', 17t Century

(Right) Gilt bronze, inscribed as 5" Shamarpa. Rubin
Museum of Art'#, 16% Century
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and black outlines.

A number of material objects that were highly prized in
Ming culture® also find their way into the painting. The
ceremonial table in front of the central figure is distinctively
Ming with its lithe and graceful lacquered profile. On top
of the table's inlaid apple green surface is a scholar's rock
and a translucent spinach green jade bowl with a peach for
longevity. A subtle with magnificently textured apple green
jade throne supports the central figure.

In requesting Namka Tashi to combine Chinese landscape
elements with Indian portraiture, the 5% Shamarpa was
instrumental in establishing the foundations for the Karma
Gadri school of painting in the mid 1560's. Very few
paintings are believed to be from the Original Karma Gadri
period between 1560 and 1630; most known Karma Gadri
thangkas in fact belong to the Revival Karma Gadri following
the 8% Tai Situ, Situ Panchen's artistic resurgence. Though
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the style of this painting clearly identifies it as Karma Gadri,
the composition of this thangka is completely unlike the
sparsely filled landscapes and small central figures in the life-
story paintings of the Revival School. Rather, the miniature
scenes in this thangka are incredibly dense, almost as if the
landscape in the lower half of the painting has to fight for its
space between the scenes. Open landscape space is rarely
left completely empty, and instead littered with elegantly
stylized shrubs.

The density of scenes, the meticulous portraiture, miniature
pine trees, and the style of the buildings is reminiscent of a
late 16™ life story of the 3@ Karmapa painted in the Menri
style (reproduced on page 14)¢. Stylistic similarity suggests
the painting may have been done in the first Karma Gadri
school, when painters such as Namka Tashi had previously
trained in the High Menri style, perhaps as an early Gadri
prototype for introducing Chinese landscape elements.
The hypothesized time period is further supported by
the extremely detailed historical accounts found in the
inscriptions, which vitally implicate the 4" Gyaltsab, Dragpa
Dongrub (1550 - 1617 CE) as being involved with the
thangka's narrative, and perhaps even its commissioning.

Directly below the main figure, the inscription (Scene 28)
explicitly names the 5" Shamarpa and refers to the oral
transmission of the complete Kadampa teachings (bka'
gdams glegs bam lung). The major historical figures, Atisha
(Scene 38) and Dromtonpa (Scene 39), are featured at the
top of the painting. The prominent positioning of Kadampa
lineage masters in a Karma Kagyu portrait is conspicuous,
but becomes much more plausible when considering that
the 4™ Gyaltsab was known to be a great Kadampa master
who was prophesized. It is likely that the 4" Gyaltsab is the
disciple in Scene 28, and that the thangka is meant to honor
his teacher, who passed on the critical Kadampa teachings
to him.

The distinct Ming stylistic features, the resemblance to the
Menri composition and style of the late 16* century, and
the intimate connection to the 4% Gyaltsab suggest that
this exquisite painting may have been made after the last
identifiable historical event in the thangka (~1582, Scene
36) and before death of the 4t Gyaltsab before 1617.
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Relevant Historical Figures in the Thangka

Atisha Dipankara

Dromtonpa, Gyalwe Jugne
Shamarpa 5, Koncho Yenlak

Tai Situ 4, Chokyi Gocha

Tsang King Karma Tseten
Gyaltsab Four, Dragpa Dongrub
Tantric Jangchub Tashi Tobgyal
Karmapa 9, Wangchuk Dorje
Pawo 3, Tsukluk Gyatso
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1005 - 1064 CE
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1542 - 1585 CE
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Descriptions of the Scenes

Konchok Yenlak and Attendant

Hat, clothing, and halo

The 5" Shamarpa wears a red hat with a sun/moon and
crossed double dorje in the center panel. The side panels
have clouds pointing towards the center. His halo is
transparent, with an inner red circle and an outer gold circle
defining its spatial extent. On top of his red and orange
ceremonial robes, Konchok Yenlak wears a red meditation
cloak with an inner turquiose lining.

Throne, table and floor iconography

The central figure sits on a light green colored throne that
contains white and brown striations; these striations may
indicate that the throne is itself made of jade or soapstone.
The wooden table beneath the central figure exhibits distinct
curving patterns that possibly identify it as a Ming or Ming-
style table®. On the table are a stack of four books, a scholar's
rock in a red tray, and a single peach in a translucent green
jade bowl. On the ground below the table is another tray
with jewels, gold ornaments, white shells, a single brown
object (possibly a mushroom), and coral.

The inscription on the table contains verses of praise for the
sitter and his his mastery of the three trainings and of the
reality of world.

Attendant
An attendant holding a green cloth and gold incense bowl
to the left of the central figure. A small, dark blue conical
shape emerges from the center of the censor, possibly
alluding to the Tara magic in Scene 20. The attendant's hair
has been painted with incredible care and attention.

Inscription
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_ entirety of sentient livelihood
The Buddha propounds the three teachings
(self-discipline, awareness, and critical acumen)
Thus emerges the mind, the self, and the reality of everything
I bow to the Glorious guru in the state of perfect practice
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28: 5™ Shamarpa teaching the 4" Gyaltsab

Fifth Shamarpa (identified in the inscriptions) with manuscript
in hand passing on teachings to a disciple. The Shamarpa's
halo is a solid green color, and the backrest cushion is
made of a blue fabric with gold thread similar to the central
figure. Foliage wraps around both the teacher and disciple
in the background. The inscription indicates that the 5%
Shamarpa is passing on to a disciple a set of teachings
from the Kadampa lineage (bka' gdams glegs bam lung).
This teaching constituted an important part of the early
Kadampa tradition and was redacted only in 1302, and
may have been considered a secret teaching (lkog chos)’.
Of the 5% Shamarpa's disciples, the one most intimately
associated with the Kadampa lineage is the 4™ Gyaltsab,
Gragpa Dongrub, as he was prophesized in the Kadampa
scriptures.
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nyid kyi gnam lam dkon an lag, kyi bka' gdams glegs bam lung
rnams gsan la dud

To your path - Konchok Yenlak - we hear your oral transmission of
the father-son Kadampa teachings and bow to you
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33: 5" Shamarpa teaching the 4" Gyaltsab

The Shamarpa (left, and identified by the inscription
zhwa dmar) transmits teachings to the Gyaltsab (right)
as they sit in a pavilion surround by clouds, with a set of
books between them. The inscription refers to complete
transmission and empowerment, and based on a biography
of the 5" Shamarpa may refer to the Gyaltsab receiving oral
transmission of the Four Divisions of Vinaya scripture and
mahamudra (1570)'°. The figure on the right, wearing the
second red hat is most likely Gyaltsab, and not Situ. Though
there is some discrepancy on whether the 2" Gyaltsab,
Tashi Namgyal (1490 - 1518) received either a red hat'" or
an orange hat'? from the 7" Karmapa, it is clear that the
4t Gyaltsab would have had a hat in the likeness of the
Karmapa's black hat. In contrast, the 5" Tai Situ received his
lineage's iconic red hat between 1595 and 1603, well after
the death of the 5" Shamarpa.
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zhwa dmar cod pan 'dzin pa drung __ rgyud sde'i dbang lung ma
lus 'pul 'dud

The Shamarpa performs empowerment and transmission of the
entire Tantra set. | bow to him.
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20: 5" Shamarpa performing magic

Reciting a mantra with a rosary in hand, the a lama wears
a special ritual hat with an orange panels. In literature,
Karma Kagyu lamas with this characteristic hat have been
considered to be a Shamarpa lama?®, and therefore it is
likely that the 5" Shamarpa performing the ritual ceremony.
A table in front of the lama has a bell, bowl, and one
unidentified object on it (possibly a conch shell). On the
other table, behind the Shamarpa, a flask with a peacock
feather can clearly be identified as the working flask - a ritual
object required in preparation for performing the White Tara
rituals?’. This iconographic embellishment is consistent with
the inscription, which refers to the sitter's ability to recreate
a magic performed by Tara. On the same table, a more
complicated object can be seen as transferring water into
three bowls. An incredibly fine drawing of a Tara hangs on
the wall behind him. The rosary has special significance,
and is mentioned in one of Konchok Yenlak's own writings
(quoted from an English translation in a secondary source)?':

The gurus of the past maintained that the mantra
garland travels along the mantra thread and
dissolves into the heart of the deity inside the flask,
so that the nectar falls from the wheel and its mantra,
mixing with the water in the flask.

A similar use of a miniature thangka to provide contextual
clues can be found in a large portrait of the 9" Karmapa,
Wangchuk Dorje that was painted during his lifetime
(possibly by Namka Tashi)?.
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lo sogas matshan ma mazhes la 'dud

The one recreating the mantra of Jetsun Dolma (Tara). In the
water pot appears the sign of wheel. | bow to them. '




A R L 00 30 O R NN M, 0 R e e o e Y S RN W R A

ar

23: 9" Karmapa Wangchuk Dorje (1550 - 1603)

with the 5" Shamarpa

In this iconic scene, the Ninth Karmapa, Wangchuk Dorje,
and the Fifth Shamarpa, Konchok Yenlak are seated
together. The facade of the pavilion is painted with black
panels on top and on bottom to emphasize the Karmapa's
presence with his ceremonial black hat. The Shamarpa's
head is bowed slightly in deference to his disciple, further

acknowledging his stature as a Boddhisattva.

36: 5" Shamarpa and 4" Gyaltsab, performing
novice ordination for 3" Pawo Lama

The inscription indicates that the 5" Shamarpa, with the
aide of the 4 Gyaltsab, is performing novice ordination for
the 3 Pawo Lama, Jetsun Tsuklak Gyatso (1567 - 1630) and
three other disciples in a courtyard. Jetsun Tsuklak Gyatso
(1567 - 1630) is well known as a teacher of the 10" Karmapa
at the behest of the 6" Shamarpa. It is recorded that Tsuklak
Gyatso performed the upasaka vows at the age of eight (in
1573) and his full bhiksu vows at the age of 19 (in 1586)".
The novice ordination (samanera) necessarily would have
taken place at an intermediate date during the lifetime of
the 5th Shamarpa.
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rje batsun gtsug lag rgya mtsho dge tshul bsgub _ pa'i mdzad la
'dud

For the novice ordinatino (samanera) of Jetsun Tsuklak Gyatso, in
your honor | bow

21: 5" Shamarpa and 4" Gyaltsab, performing

initiation ceremonies

This scene is nearly identical to Scene 34. The Fifth Shamarpa
performed initiation for a large number of monks during his
lifetime. Iconographically, both initation scenes feature a
wooden Shakyamuni Buddha statue draped in an orange

fabric.
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32: Fifth Shamarpa with Terton Tashi Tobgyal

In this scene, the 5" Shamarpa is sitting with a disciple
with a red halo, named in the inscription as Jangdub
Tashi Tobgyal. Tashi Tobgyal wears his hair up in a knot,
and wears a turquoise coat below his orange meditational
cloak. Foliage innociously encroaches on the scene, with
cliffs tovering over the flowing river in the background.
Jangdub Tashi Tobgyal (bkra shis stobs rgyal, 1550 - 1603)'®
was a master in the Jangter lineage (byang gter), and a
terton (someone who finds one of the hidden teachings
of Padmasambhava). One of this teachers, yan pa blo bde
(1536 - 1597)'%, a master of the Nyingma lineage, was in fact
a student of the 5" Shamarpa. Tashi Tobgyal was also very
active in Karma Kagyu politics of the 16" century"’.
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rigs sngags 'chang ba bkris stobs rgyas bar zab rgyus chos kyi
skye bzang sbyin la 'dud

The holding of tantra up to Tashi Tobgyal, | bow to the one who

gave good life and profound teachings

27: 5" Shamarpa with 4" Tai Situ Chokyi Gocha

The 5" Shamarpa is holding a bell and dorje with disciple
Tai Situpa Chokyi Gocha. Behind them is a ritual table with
an unknown ritual object and a conch shell on top of an
ewer. The teaching of poetry (inscribed) may refer to the
major Indian treatise on poetry, the Kavyadarsha by Dandin,
as the 5" Shamarpa is known to have also taught this major
text to the 9" Karmapa in 1574.

i"@'g“"ﬁ"%i":”}'qg@’ﬂ"ﬁﬁ'@’i'ga'iﬂ’:@’:w"&l“
RYAAS]

si tu sprul skur snyan ngag batso rgyug dang rgyud sde'i dbang
lung ma lus 'apul 'dud

From him, Situ receiving poetry and debating is given whole

empowerment and prophecy



30: 5% Shamarpa receiving a nobleman and his
entourage

In this scene, the 5" Shamarpa, sitting in a room with the
doors open, is receiving a man, woman, and two younger
males. Based on the large gold jewelry (gold earrings and
neclace for the man, gold crown and hair-tie for the woman),
the man is highly likely to be a noble. Four disciples of the
Shamarpa sit in the bottom right watching the scene unfold.
Some sources note that Konchok Yenlak formed an alliance
with a Tsang prince Karma Tseten in the mid mid 1560's, and
it is possible that this scene depicts that historical meeting/
event.

29: 5% Shamarpa with a high ranking disciple

In reference to his nomadic travels in the Encampment
around Tibet, Konchok Yenlak sits outside a tent with a
disciple. In his hands, he holds a flask and peacock feather,
similar to the working flask iconography in the Tara ritual in
Scene 20. Based on the inscribed reference to the location
Neudongtse, the scene likely takes place in 1568.2°
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sne'u sgong rtse ru gadung bargyud ab sras la brgyud sde'i
dabang lung smin par madzad la 'dud

In Neudongtse, where | got the teachings of empowerment and
prophecy of the father and son lineage, | bow to him

26:

Offering in Lhasa to Atisha and Buddha Shakyamuni. All good
comes. | bow to them. '

Shamarpa meditating in Lhasa

36: Reclining Monk and Stupa

A monk lying down in a building with two monks looking
over him, and four monks outside watching carefully.
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35: Shamarpa in front of Shakyamuni statue

The Shamarpa lama sits inside a monastery in front of a
larger than life Shakyamuni Buddha statue. On the roof of
the monastery are four construction workers, some with
tools in their hands. The construction suggests that the
monastery was one of the several built or repaired on orders

of the 5" Shamarpa.

37: Atisha (980-1054)

Atisha Dipamkara, who brought Buddhist practices from
India to Tibet in the 10* - 11™ centuries, sits as the topmost
figure in this painting. An opaque halo with the intertwining
tree branches wrapping around from the let circumscribes
his image. As is often seen in paintings on silk, there is a
gradient in the halo's color as it transitions from the strong
red outline to the inner white. Atisha wears his characteristic
pointed red hat, and blue upper garments. His orange robes
have been embellished with a green lining to his orange
robes. His khakkhara with stupa finial also contains three
additional: two crossed staffs with horse hair tassels and a

single manuscript.

38: Dromtonpa, Gyalwai Jungne (1005-1064)

Seated on a flying carpet amongst the clouds, Dromtonpa
is receiving teachings from Atisha. A brown robe drapes
around his shoulders, though is arms are outside of it, in
addition to the fine hair curls and gold embroidered red
robes.
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'brom ston pa rgyul ba'i 'byung gnas la na mo

Dromtonpa Gyalwai Jungnai, to you | bow
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24, 25, 31: Shamarpa with disciples

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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