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BUDDHISM IN MONGOLIA AFTER THE COLLAPSE
OF THE YUAN DYNASTY
by

Sechin Jagchid

The condition of Buddhism in Mongolia from the year 1368--when
Toghon-temir Khan was driven out from his capital city, Tai-tu (or
Khanbaligh) by the Ming Chinese forces and retreated to Mongolia--
till the year 1578--when Altan Khan of the Tumed met the Third Dalai
Lama, Bsod-nams rgya-mtsho, and accepted Buddhism as the faith of
himself and his people--is a very interesting problem. Most histor-
ians indicate that after the collapse of the Yuan dynasty, the Mon-
gols were cut off from their contacts with the outside world, and
that consequently all the religions in Mongolia such as Buddhism,
Christianity and Islam began to decline and eventually disappeared;
with Shamanism, the original belief of the Altaic nomads, regaining
the prestige formerly held by Tibetan Buddhism for almost a century.

During the Yiian dynasty the hiéh priests of the Mongolian royal
house were mostly lamas of the Sa-skya-pa sect, an important sect
of Tibetan Buddhism. This sect declined before the collapse of the
Yuan dynasty, and its theocratic regime, which was established by
the early Mongol khans, was transferred to another powerful sect,
the Phag-mo-grub-pa. However, at the end of the Yian dynasty, the

post of ti-shih ('% éT), the "imperial instructor," was still
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occupied by the head lama of the Sa-skya-pa, although the abbots
of another competing group, the Karma-pa, were also highly honored
by the Mongol court. The religious differences or political strug-
gles of these sects against each other in Tibet continued but they
were all cut off from Mongolia after the retreat of Toghon-tﬁmer
Khan from China and none could continue to work actively and send
teachers to Mongolia. They all changed their aims. and took Yen-

ching, capital of the newly established Ming dynasty, as the center
‘ for preaching their faith in the "Eastern Land" (China) or for get-
ting the support of the Chinese emperors to strengthen their own
prestige. Naturally their activities in Mongolia subsided. More-
over, the Mongols were facing a threat of Ming forces from the out-
side and civil war from the inside. Out in Mongolia this situation
was a great hindrance to the activities of the Lamaist sects mentioned
above. Even so, it is impossible to say that there was no longer a
Buddhist movement in Mongolia after 1368.

Shen Tseng-chih (% 4f) and Chang Erh-t'ien ( }Rﬁ B ) were

the first Chinese scholars to study this problem. Their findings are

discussed in their work, Meng-ku yuan-liu ch'ien-cheng (?35&5&%3&,

Some Notes on the Erdeni-yin tob&i). They note:

"According to the Hsi-yd Chiian (&ﬁ&‘/@.) of the Ming Shih
(88 { ), in the seventh year of Hung-wu ( ¥ fc ), the
State Instructor (& ﬁf’ ) of Kharakorum, To-erh-chi chiieh-
lieh-ssu-shih pa-tsang-pu (ii-’/ﬁ"“i fﬁkﬁ-‘ﬂﬁ/}) sent his
Chief Lecturer (%ﬁ . ), Ju-nu vang-pu ( ;¥ 4z 3E b ),
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to the Court to present a bronze image of the Buddha and

some relics. The Shih kai ( i ?E]U ) also mentions: 'On

the 11th year of Cheng-t'ung ( F %% = 1466), Yeh-hsien

(-@ #&, = Esen) asked for a title, a silver seal and

ritual instruments, but this was rejected [by the Emperor].'

Evidentaly,' the instructors of the Red sect did not dis-

appear on the north of the desert." (Vol. VII, 1b)
Also at the same place, Chang Erh-t'ien writes as follows: 'Ac-
cording to the book of Hua-yi yi-yi (¢ %%;?%), there was a
decree to recognize the monk Yi-lin-chen tsang-pu (:F‘J';V'E{ ﬁo )
as the abbot of the Wan-shou Temple (é % /fr ) at Tai-ning
( }35 __'?: ).l Consequently in the beginning of the Ming dynasty,
the lamas were honored among the people of the Three Garrisons
(= ﬁij- , in Uriyangkha). These lamas it seemed belonged to the
Red sect."2

The above-mentioned notes suggest that there were indeed acti-
vities of Tibetan lamas in Mongolia after the collapse of the Yiian
dynasty. Since it is still difficult to find any record of these
activities in the Mongolian materials, the author has had to depend
upon Chinese records.

In an entry for the Wu-hsiu ( f’(} X&}) day of the second month
of the 7th year (1374) of Hung-wu (’/f; i‘)- T'ai-tsu f\z;ﬂ-)

according to an entry in Vol, 87 in the Ming Shih-1lu ( Bﬂ 'g'ﬁjz):

"To-erh-chi chiieh-lieh~shih-ssu pa-tsang-pu ( i % 3%’ 124

2. Z,”a‘) } ), the State Instructor of Ho-lin (Karakorum)

pAY
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of the old Yuan court, sent his instructor Ju-nu wang-shu
(#r 42 3% FR) to come to the Court to present a petition,
a bronze image of Buddha, a relic, a white khadagh cloth,3
one jade seal, one jade stamp, four silver seals, five
bronze seals, and three tablets with golden writings which
were bestowed on him by the Yian [emperors].

Accordingly, the [Emperor] proclaimed in [his] decree
to the Ministry of Rites (ﬁ‘g %F ), that the image of Bud-
dha and the relic should be presented to a Buddhist temple,
and that Ju-nu wang-shu ( 3-&--*] Bi;f)'() should be accorded
the embroidered monk gown, boots, and other necessities."
Also an entry for the Keng-ch'en (& }3\ ) day of the 5th

month of the 7th year of Hung-wu (1374) in the above mentioned

record, Vol. 89, indicates that:

"To-erh-chi chileh-lieh-shih-ssu pa-tsang-pu, the

State Instructor of Ho-lin (Karakorum) and Wang Wen-shu-nu
(G£ . F74)» the Ping-chang (.f? , = governor) of Kansu
province arrived in the Capital (Nanking). The State In-
structor presented an image of the Buddha, relics, and two
horses. 1In a Royal decree [the Emperor] commanded that
the image of Buddha and the relics be sent to the Chung-
shan Temple (ﬁi J«é‘ ), that an embroidered monk gown
be bestowed on the State Instructor and a silk gown on
Wang Wen-shu-nu, and that both should be accorded hous-

ing, furniture, other necessities, including clothing
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for their followers."

These records agree with the record of the Hsi—z’d chuan of
the Ming shih as quoted by  Shen Tseng-chih and Chang Erh-t'ien.
All these materials confirm that there was still a Tibetan State
Instructor in Karakorum seven years after the collapse of the Yian
dynasty. However, it is difficult to know whether the surrender
of the State Instructor, To-erh-chi chiieh-lieh-shih-ssu pa-tsang-pu
or Rdo-rje bka-sis dpal-bzan-po to the Ming court affected the
faith in Buddhism of the Mongolian ruling class. However, it is
easy to understand that this treacherous action would greatly dis-
courage the Mongols from trusting Tibetan lamas whom they greatly
honored while they were in power south of the Great Wall.

An entry for the Chia-tze (P 3~ ) day of the 12th month of
the second year of Cheng-tung ( JE (f.\%‘_, 1437 or 1438), Ying Tsung
(.*,'32\ ) in Vol. 37 of the Ming shih-lu says:

"[The Emperor] bestowed the title of Tze-shan hung-

hua ko-shih (%—% i@ @f’, the State Instructor of Mercy,

Benevolence, and Broad Teaching) on Ha-ma-la shih-1i (s58.3)-%h=

Kamala-Sila or Kamala-%ri), the title of Yu chﬁe-zi

(Z% &\ Right Explainer of Righteousness) in the Seng-lu

8su (4%@% Bureau of Religion and Monks) on Ta-tsang

(K m ), and the titles of Chih-hui (:ff;}?,- Director),

Ch'ien-hu (—’r}’ Head of a Thousand), and Chen-fu

(ﬂ :\ Governor) on Ta-lan t'ieh-mu-erh (%Ea ‘PE 1\% =

Dalan-temir) and others. Ha-ma-la-shih-1i petitioned that
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as the envoy of tributary missions, he has come to the

Court and received bestowals several times. In order to

facilitate visits to the Royal Residence he asked [the

Emperor] to bestow a title on him. The Ministry of Rites

reported the matter to the Emperor and received this

decree. Also [the Emperor] bestowed one monks gown on

Ha-ma-la shih-1i, and a hat and a belt on Ta-lan lieh-mu-

erh."

The event recorded here occurred seventy years after the col-
lapse of the Yiian dynasty. It suggests that not only were there
Buddhist monks or lamas living among the Oirads Mongols, but that
they were also working actively for the Oirad rulers, and were in-
volved in diplomatic affairs between the Chinese and the Mongols.
This Kamala—éila, who received the title of "State Instructor" from
the Ming Emperor, probably was not a Tibetan monk but a Mongolian
lama with a Buddhist name. If this were not the case, it would pro-
bably have been quite difficult for him to come to the Ming court
as an envoy of the Oirad. The fact that he was given the high title
of State Instructor by the Ming emperor indicates that he was in a
relatively high position among the Oirads. However, the Oirad who

appear in the Secret History of the Mongols almost disappeared in

the Yian Shih. This suggests that during the Ydan period their re-
lation with the imperial court in Khanbaligh was not too intimate.
Even so their leaders were still influenced by Buddhism, which was

the faith of the Mongol khans. Therefore, even seventy years after
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the downfall of the Yian dynasty there were still high lamas work-
ing actively among the Oirad. This may also suggest that among
their opposing groups, which were known as Ta-tan (% ﬁﬁ. =
Eastern Mongols) in the Ming materials, there might also be some
activities of the Buddhist monks.

An entry for the Yi-yu (g2 E ) day of the fourth month in
the summer of the eighty year of Cheng-t'ung ( JE. ﬁ.‘ﬁ. 1443) Ying
Tsung in Vol. 103, of the Ming shih-lu, reports:

"Formerly, Ch'ieh-wang shih-chia (. 8% K22 Tsha-dban
sa-kya), the Deputy Commander (ﬁfﬁ ﬁ«} ) of the Ch'ih-
chin (Chigin) Mongol Garrison (Ttﬁ iﬁ ﬁi)4 sent the Dir-
ector (3§ 3’;; ), Pa-tu-ma (F if f& Padma) to present
a letter to Jen Li (4% fﬁf )5, the Count of Ning-yilan
( _’%}‘E__‘fﬁ) and the Commander-in-chief (.ﬁ/@g% ? ), to
ask permission for [him and his people] to move to Yeh-k'e
pu-la (‘Q‘J‘&"‘i’j Yeke bulagh) to escape from the threat
of the Oirads. Because the land was in the vicinity of
Su-Chou (% ¥ , now Chiti-ch'dan @ {of Kansu pro-
vince), the request was rejected by [Jen] Li. After-
wards, Ch'ieh-wang chia-shih reported that he was going
to build a temple in the mountains of that area and
asked for a donation for painting and the help of
craftsmen. [The Emperor] sent this report to the Min-
istry of Rites, and it was discussed by the officials.

The [Ministry] decided: The barbarians are people of
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a different race. If the request of building a temple

is granted then they will move in and live there, and it

will create a problem for future days. Therefore, their

report should be rejected. The Emperor approved this

decision."

This record suggests that the Chigin Mongols located to the
south of the Oirads still believed in Buddhism and that their chiefs
were still trying to establish a temple to worship the Buddha in the
1440's.

An entry for the Keng-ch'en (R}fk) day of the first month of
the 11th year of Cheng-t'ung ( JE. é{?b = 1446), Ying Tsung in Vol.
137, Ming shih-lu, says:

"Yeh-hsien (1 %, Esen), the Wa-la (ﬁ)%tj = Oirad)

Tai-shih (ﬁﬁ?) reported that the head of his tributary

mission, Kuan-ting kuo-shih (,’/g_ Ja IE 153”) the Ch'an-ch'ian

(;iif{ = Byams-chen) Lama deeply mastered the teachings
of the Buddhism and ask [the Emperor] to bestow on him a
[high] title, silver seal and a monks gown of golden em-
broidery. Also [he] asked for painted scrolls of five
categories of Buddhas, rings, a thunder-bolt (H ),
drums, lined jewelry covers, sea shells and other cere-
monial instruments. This was sent to the Ministry of '
Rites for discussion. The Minister, Hu Ying (;& 'fg )6
and other officials reported concerning this matter, that

there was no precedent to follow, so they would have to
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ask [the Emperor] to decide. The Emperor said, 'We

always follow the regulations laid down by Our forefathers

to appease the foreign barbarians. Since there is no

precedent for the wrong demand of Yeh-hsien (Esen)

why should We force Ourselves to grant his request? Do

not give them to him."

This record suggests that just when the Oirads were at their peak,
their most powerful khan, Esen, was still worshipping the Buddha and
honoring Monks. Also, this record provides the information that the
lama honored by Esen had a Chinese style religious title of Kou-shih

or Kuan-ting kou-shih. Esen asked the Emperor of the Ming dynasty to

bestow on the monk not only a high Chinese title but also everything
he needed in the performance of his rituals and mediation. Regard-
less of the fact that Esen's request was rejected by the Ming court,
it still proves that this emissary, the Byams-chen Lama was an im-
portant man quite honored by the Oirad leader. Also this kind of
record shows us that the missions which were sent to Ming court by
Toghon and his son Esen, were usually headed by a lama. These facts
lead us to imagine that besides these high lamas who usually acted
as emissaries there might have been other lamas who did not involve
themselves with politics but only practised their holy work as priests
and preachers of the Law of Buddha.

Again an entry for the Hsin-yu (% I§] ) day of the 11lth month

of the third year of Ching't-ai (i ﬁ\ = 1452), Ying-tsung in Vol.

223 (The Appendix of the Abandoned Emperor, Chen-1i Wang )ﬂ'af }‘j__,
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Vol. 41) in the Ming shih-lu, it was recorded as follows:
"Yeh-hsien (Esen) again sent in a request for monk's

hats and gowns, images of the Buddhas, tents, golden seals,

silver bottles, and other ritual instruments for his State

Instructor, San-ta shih-1i (Z% ki Gsang-bdag-Sri) and

the barbarian monk, Sa-hui t'ieh-mu-erh (&R'ft*%&khui—

temir), and others. These were all rejected [by the Emperor]."

This record helps to substantiate the suggestion that has just
been made. This data indicates that just one year before the death
of Esen, 1452, there were not only a Kou-shih, or State Instructor,
but there were also other honored '"barbarian''--either Tibetan or Mon-
gol--lamas among the Oirad people.

All the above mentioned materials are related to the Oirad
Mongols. The only record found in Chinese materials concerning the
religious situation of the Ta-tan or Eastern Mongols has already been
quoted by Shen Tseng-chih and Chang Erh-t'ien in their book noted
above. This data is recorded in the Hua-yi yi-yu as follows: "The
monk, Yi-lin-chen Tsang-pu (Rin~chen bzan-po), is still in the post
of abbot of the Wang-shu Temple of the Tai-ning Garrison." This is
only the evidence that at the beginning of the Ming dynasty there
were still Buddhist monks living among the Uriyangkha people in South-
eastern Mongolia. We lack materials dealing with Buddhist activities
in the area after this period. Although it is impossible to suggest
that the Buddhist movement in Eastern Mongolia had entirely stopped,

it is possible that Buddhist activities in south-eastern Mongolia
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were not so widespread as in the Oirad territory. This may be a
result of their geographical position in relation to Tibet, or it
might be a result of the political break between Eastern and Western
Mongolia during this period. Later, Esen was overthrown by his
oppdnent Alagh and the Oirad power declined. They began to retreat
westward to the region between the Altai and T'ienshan mountains.
After this almost no record can be.found in the Ming period Chinese
materials. Consequently, it is impossible from this point to study
the religious activities of the Oirad people.

'For about a century and a quarter, from the year of Esen's death,
1453, to the year of Altan Khan's conversion to Buddhism, 1578, there
is no detailed record of the religious activities of the Mongol peo-
ple.7 It seems that Buddhist activity became very weak during this
period. Therefore, Sanang Sechen, author of the Erdeni-yin tobbi
in recording the will of Altan Khan before his death writes:

"Formerly there was no Law of the Buddha; my ances-
tors had no scriptures and teachings [to follow], and but

worshipped only the ongghuns and cheligs."8 (E. Haenisch's

Ulan Bator edition, 79v - 80r)

From the records available one might suggest that after the re-
treat of the Yian imperial household from Khanbaligh (Peking), the
devotion to Buddhism of the Mongol khans and leaders of the Eastern
Mongols, Ta-tan, decreased. They were not so zealous as the Oirad
leaders. It is also suggested that among the Eastern Mongols Bud-

dhism gradually disappeared and that Shamanism, the original faith
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of the Altaic people still survived. Even so, it is still possible
to find some slight evidence indicating that Buddhism, however, fe-
eble, still exerted an influence among the Mongols.

First, the Erdeni-yin tobgi and the Altan tobéi record that at
a great ceremonial gathering, the Third Dalai Lama preached the Law
of Buddha to Altan Khan and other Mongol leaders, emphasizing the
story of 'Phags-pa Lama and Khubilai Khan and depicting himself .as
the reincarnation of the 'Phags-pa Lama and Altan Khan as the rein-
carnation of Khubilai Khan.9 This is a good evidence to show that
even as late as the 1570's the Mongols still recalled and honored
the 'Phags-pa Lama, Imperial Instructor (%? fﬂf ) of the great Yian
Dynasty. This may suggest that Buddhism as taught by the Sa-skya-pa
lamas still existed in Mongolia.

Second, the Erdeni-yin erike also records the story of Abadai
Khan, who promoted Buddhism among the Khalkha tribes of Northern
Mongolia, and said:

"Abadai Khan sent envoys to Ligdan Khan of the Chakhar

to bring back manuscripts [of the holy scriptures] which

were formerly written in the Mongolian [language] by the

Sa-skya Pandita." (Ulan-Bator edition 89v.)

The arrival of the Sa-skya Pandita at the camp of Prince K5tdnlO
(1246-1247) was at the time of Giyltig Khan (1246-1248). This incident
shows that till the time of Ligdan Khan (1604-1634) Mongolian trans-
lations of Buddhist scriptures made during the Mongol empire and the

Yuan dynasty were still preserved and prized. Since these scriptures
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were the translation work of the Sa-skya-pa lamas and their teaching
of Buddhism, however much it may have declined, it still existed
down to this time.

In general, after the collapse of the Yiian dynasty, Tibetan Bud-
dhism continued to exist in Mongolia, and was honored and believed
in especially by the Oirad Mongol leaders. However, from the year
1453 to the year 1566 or 1578, the activities of Buddhism greatly
declined. Even so, it is still impossible to assert that the Bud-
dhist movement entirely disappeared in Mongolia. It is a fact that
in this period the Dge-lug-pa, or the Yellow Sect, established by
Tsong-ka-pa, had not yet spread among the Mongols, and therefore, the
continuation of Buddhist activity in Mongolia seems to have been car-
ried on by the Sa-skya-pas, Karma-pas and the members of other sects
of Tibetan Buddhism. Of course, the survival of the old Shamanistic
faith is a fact beyond dispute.

Concerning Christianity, the Roman Catholic Church had been
very active in Khanbaligh, Hangchow and other places south of the Great
Wall, but it made no progress in the home land of Mongolia. It was
impossible for it to compete with Nestorianism which had a long his-
torical record in Central and North Asia. But Nestorianism also did
not continue its growth to modern times. However, having a number of
believers among the khatuns, generals, ministers and many other im-
portant members of the Onggud, Kereyid and Naiman tribes, it was
possible for Nestorianism to continue to exert some influence even

after the end of the Ylan dynasty. Consequently, some scholars
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indicate that the name of a young Mongol khan, Magha-Girgis in Mon-
golia,ll and Ma-ku-k'e-erh-chi-ssu ( 53 q ¥, % %c) in Chinesel?
is a Christian name, Marco Gorgis or Mar Gorgis. Recently, Prof.
Hidehiro Okada has written an interesting paper on this problem,

Virgin Mary in 15th Century Mongolia13 in which he has made many

valuable suggestions.

Secondly, as for Islam, most Chinese materials refer to Batula
of the Oirad (or Wa-la) as Mahmud. Besides, the name of the head of
the Oirad envoys to the Ming Court in 1447 was Pir Mohammed ( )i?g
"5_ [: 4 /ﬁ ).1% These facts show that there was a group of Oirad Mon-
gols who were followers of Mohammed. Even later, just before Dayan
Khan's re-unification of Mongolia, one of the powerful leaders of
Western Mongolia was Ismaill3 by name. These records suggest that
Islam co-existed with Christian Nestorianism and Buddhism in the
Shamanistic Mongol society. This stream of Islam might be the origin

of the Islamic som of the Alashan Banner of Western Inner Mongolia.
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NOTES

1. T'ai—ning (,5\ ? or X -%3 ) was one of the three Uriyangkha
garrisons that were established by the Ming emperor, Hung Wu, in the
year 1389. The late Prof. Sei Wada made a very detailed research of
these three garrisons. See Studies on the History of the Far East
(Mongolia), p. 107-424.

2. Here the so-called '"Red Sect'" is a loose term for all sects
besides the Dge-lug-pa, and does not really mean the Snying-ma-pa.

3. Khadagh is a piece of silk with Buddhist designs. It is
used as a present to honor the receiver and to bring him peace and a
blessing from the Buddha or heaven.

4. The Chigin Mongols (ff\ﬂ'ﬂg ) occupied the area now called
'Yi-men (E: P'j ) hsien and An-hsi (—f— & ) hsien of Kansu province.
It is said that the Ch'ih-chin (%} ﬁ = Chigin) Lake of Yii-men hsien
is the place where the garrison was stationed.

5. Biography of Jen Li, Ming Shih, Vol. 155.
6. Biography of Hu Ying, Ming shih, Vol. 169.

7. Only the Erdeni-yin Tobli recorded that, in the year 1566
the Khutukhtu Sechen Khung Taiji of the Ordos tribe invaded Tibet, and
that on his way home he brought back three teachers of the Law of
Buddha and promoted their activities among the Mongol people.

8. The Chinese translation of ongghon and chelig is tu-shen
(*7‘? ), the 'lords of earth' which means "local deities.”

v 9. See Meng-gu y'l'xan—liu ch'ien-cheng Vol. 7, 9a and Altan
toboi (Nova), Scripta Mongolica I, Harvard-Yenching Institute, 2nd Sect.,
180-185. ’

10. Kb&dén was son of Ogbdei Khan and was dispatched as commander-
in-chief to West China and Tibet by his father. See Yiian shih, Vol.

107, 7r. T'u Chi (& ) in his Meng-wu-erh shih-chi ( - &8
Vol. 37, wrote a brief biography of him. ilﬁ)

“ v
11. Makha or Magha Gurgis, see Altan tobci (Nova). 2nd Sect.
151, and Chinggis-khaghan-u chidagh, 45.

12. This young khan is found in the Ta-tan chuan, Ming shih 327,
9b. and 10b. in different names as Ma-erh-k'e-erh (ﬁ%i 1;{)) and

Ma-ku-k'e-erh-chi-ssu ( ‘5 z q ‘g z_ ).
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13. Bulletin of the Institute of China Border Area Studies
No. 1. Chengchi University, Taipei, 1970.

14. Entry for Chia-chen ('? Fi\ ) of the 11th month of the 12th
year of Cheng-t'ung (Jf. W‘u 1447) Ying-tsung (¥ )a-’\ ) 160, Ming
shih-1lu.

15. See Chinggis khaghan-u chidagh 49v., and Ta-tan chuan of
the Ming shih 327, 13b - l4a.
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