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The Library of Tibetan Classics is a special series being developed by the Institute of 
Tibetan Classics aimed at making key classical Tibetan texts part of the global literary 
and intellectual heritage. Eventually comprising thirty-two large volumes, the collection 
will contain over two hundred distinct texts by more than a hundred of the best-known 
Tibetan authors. These texts have been selected in consultation with the preeminent lin-
eage holders of all the schools and other senior Tibetan scholars to represent the Tibetan 
literary tradition as a whole. The works included in the series span more than a millen-
nium and cover the vast expanse of classical Tibetan knowledge—from the core teachings 
of the specific schools to such diverse fields as ethics, philosophy, psychology, Buddhist 
teachings and meditative practices, civic and social responsibilities, linguistics, medicine, 
astronomy and astrology, folklore, and historiography.

The Crystal Mirror of Philosophical Systems:  
A Tibetan Study of Asian Religious Thought
Thuken Chökyi Nyima (1737–1802)

The Crystal Mirror of Philosophical Systems (Grub mtha’ shel gyi me long), by Thuken 
Losang Chökyi Nyima (1737–1802), is probably the widest-ranging account of religious 
philosophies ever written in premodern Tibet. Thuken was a cosmopolitan Buddhist 
monk from Amdo, Mongol by heritage, Tibetan in education, and equally comfortable 
in a central Tibetan monastery or at the imperial court in Beijing. Like most texts on 
philosophical systems, his Crystal Mirror covers the major schools of India, both non-
Buddhist and Buddhist, but then goes on to discuss in detail the entire range of Tibetan 
traditions as well, with separate chapters on the Nyingma, Kadam, Kagyü, Shijé, Sakya, 
Jonang, Geluk, and Bön. Not resting there, Thuken goes on to describe the major tra-
ditions of China—Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist—as well as those of Mongolia, 
Khotan, and Shambhala. The Crystal Mirror is unusual, too, in its concern not just to 
describe and analyze doctrines, but to trace the historical development of the various tra-
ditions. In evaluating philosophical systems, Thuken favors his own Geluk school, but he 
generally treats the views of other traditions with sympathy and respect as well—some-
times even defending them against criticisms from his own tradition. All this makes the 
Crystal Mirror an eloquent, erudite, and informative textbook on the religious history 
and philosophical systems of an array of Asian cultures—and provides evidence that seri-
ous and sympathetic study of the history of religions has not been a monopoly of Western 
scholarship.


