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Characteristics of Kagyu Monasteries in
Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture of
Qinghai Province

Liu Guo-wei ‘ Associate Research Fellow, National Palace Museum

Abstract

The Kagyu is one of the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism, and one that is
still influential today. Dagpo Kagyu encompasses all the branches of the Kagyu school
of Tibetan Buddhism which trace their lineage back through Gampopa. This is what
sets the Kagyu school apart from all the other schools of Tibetan Buddhism, a fact
which apparently could be attributed to disciples building monasteries and preaching
Tibetan Buddhism in Tibet. This paper aims to explore the following characteristics of
Kagyu monasteries in Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture of Qinghai Province: 1.
All the subschools of the Kagyu, with the exception of Taklung Kagyu, have been able
to prosper in Yushu. Barom Kagyu and Yelpa Kagyu now are practiced only in Yushu.
Also practiced in Yushu are Zurmang Kagyu and Neydo Kagyu, subschools of Karma
Kagyu. 2. Conversion between schools of Tibetan Buddhism is a common practice
among Tibetan Buddhism followers in Yushu. Some converted from one subschool of
Kagyu to the other, for example from Drigung Kagyu to Karma Kagyu, from Barom
Kagyu to Karma Kagyu, from Barom Kagyu to Drigung Kagyu, or from Shangpa
Kagyu to Neydo Kagyu. There were cases of Kagyu monasteries converting to Gelug
school following the latter’s rise in popularity, and there were also cases of monasteries
converting from a Kagyu subschool to Sakya school, or from Nyingma school to Kagyu
school. Such conversions were also seen in monasteries in other Tibetan prefectures,
but not nearly as common or as varied as the cases in Yushu. Conversions such as these
occurred for a number of interesting reasons. I believe these characteristics have much
to do with the historical and geographical background of Yushu.

Key Words: Tibetan Buddhism, Buddhism history, Kagyu, monasteries, Qinghai,
Yushu, Nangqgén, conversion
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