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Fig. 1. Tibetan Painting Showing the Chief 
Deities of Lama Buddhism. (Courtesy of the 
Newark Museum.) 
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ACQUIRING MERIT I N  LAMA LANDS 

On a s e r i e s  of tr ips through the  Tibetan  borderlands of B'est China and 
Northern India, some years  ago,  and in Inner F!ongolia a t  the end of the 
war, 1 made a s p e c i a l  s tudy of the Lama religion. In i t s  ~ 0 p u l d r  form th is  
is coricerned mostly with the  problem of Iron, to gain spir i tual  merit. In 
f ac t ,  I got the  impression that  the  chief obses s ion  of monks and laymen 
a l ike  in these  lama l ands  was  the struggle for n:oney and merit. I t  seerneL1 
tha t  even the  r iches t  and the technically most sanctif ied never appeared 
t o  feel  tha t  they had enough of ei ther.  

Tibetan  Huddhism, or "Lamaism" i s  the religion of several  million 
people in T ibe t  and !.longolia, West China ,  and Sorthern India. It s eems  
o n  first  s ight  to  be  an  extraordinarily c o r ~ p l i c a t e d  fai th,  with i t s  hundreds 
of de i t i e s ,  a l l  represented  by images --of arliich the  Ilniversity hluseum 
h a s  a notable collection.  It h a s  Buddhas and bo,.ihisattvas, and god- 
d e s s e s ,  not  to  mention ntirnerous sa in ted  pr ies ts  and monks, converted 
demons,  and heavenly guardians.  (See Fig.  1.) 

Only the most highly educated  of the lamas  could begin to name a l l  
t h e s e  d e i t i e s  correctly,  and te l l  what they stood for. But paradoxically, 
s u c h  men would privately admit that  they  were not  especia l ly  important, 
in themselves ;  for a l l  of them --except perhaps the saints--  are only sym- 
b o l s  of the  one  Supreme Being, and the  form in which he i s  approached 
b y  the worshipper d o e s  not  much matter. However, for the  majority of the 
lamas ,  who a re  not  very well  educated,  and for the laymen, who seldom 
have  any schooling a t  al l ,  the religion i s  a much more primitive thing. It 
i s  t h i s  simpler rel igion,  Tibetan  Buddhism in i t s  everyday form, that  we 
we will cons ider  here. 

T h e  lamas ,  l ike  other Uuddhists ,  have inherited from earl ier  Indian 
re l ig ions  a be l ief  in the  transmigration of souls .  The  ancient  Indians 
thought t ha t  dea th  d id  not put an  end to life. It only  a l te red  the form of 
one ' s  l i fe,  without breaking the  chain of ex i s t ence ,  which would go on 
from death  to rebirth, again  and again ,  in a cons tant  success ion  of chang- 



ing s t a t e s ,  until after  long a g e s  the present  universe  would be  over- 
thrown. The  form of rebirth, they thought, was  deterlnined by the r e su l t s  
of a person's  ac t ions  during l ife,  which they ca l l ed  knrnra. Good karma, 
or  accumulated merit, the result  of k indness  and good d e e d s ,  would insure 
a favorable rebirth, while a person with bad karma a s  the  resul t  of ev i l  
would be reborn as an  animal,  or even a s  a hell-being. 

T h e  historical  Buddha, Sakyamuni, introduced a note  of hope into t h i s  
rather fa ta l i s t ic  belief. He taught that  by following a plan of l ife that  in- 
cluded meditation and self-denial ,  it would be poss ib l e  to  break entirely 
from the end le s s  success ion  of unhappy l ives  and a t t a in  Nirvana, a con- 
dition of eternal  b l i ss .  Later  Buddhis ts ,  and e spec ia l ly  the lamas ,  popu- 
larized the religion unti l ,  a s  usual ly  prac t i sed ,  i t  had very l i t t le  in 
common with their master ' s  teachings .  

They did th is  especia l ly  by sugges t ing  various simple ways  of perform- 
ing good deeds  to  offset  bad karma, s o  tha t  when a n  ordinary person d ied ,  
h i s  store of merit --like good marks in Heaven-- would make a favorable 
impression on the gods.  Then the lat ter  would grant  him a better  rebirth, 
or  even help him to  break from the e n d l e s s  round of ex i s t ence  and enter  
one of the paradises  which had been subs t i t u t ed  for the more abs t r ac t  
Nirvana. 

In most Buddhist  countries,  ordinary people may help  their  karma by 
a c t s  of k indness  toward men and animals,  or  by making pilgrimages to  
sacred  p laces .  Rut the Tibetans ,  while they enjoy pilgrimages a s  much 
a s  picnics,  have developed the  whole concept  of merit-getting to  a very 
high degree,  s o  i t  has  become a highly organized bus iness .  

On visi t ing the main temple-hall in a lama monastery of any  s i z e ,  one  
of the f irst  th ings  we a lways  noticed was  the  la rge  Wheel of Li fe  chart  on 
the  porch. T h i s  expres sed  in graphic forms and gaudy colors,  so tha t  any  
layman could understand, the theory of rebirth and t h e  r easons  why merit 
i s  s o  desirable.  One of the old Buddhist t radi t ions  t e l l s  tha t  the Buddha 
himself ordered s u c h  a wheel t o  b e  s e t  u p  in the  ga teway of a n  Indian 
temple, and the  custom i s  supposed t o  have been brought to  T ibe t  with 
Buddhism in the seventh  century. (See F i g s .  4 and 5.) 

T h e  wheel i s  shown clutched in the grip of Mara, the  Buddhist  Satan,  a 
three-eyed bear-like ogre who symbolizes the  des i r e  t o  c l ing  to worldly 
ex i s t ence  ins tead  of wishing for e ternal  peace.  Around i t s  rim are  shown 



Fig. 2. A Lamasery in Lit- 
tle Tibet. (Photo by the 
miter. ) 

Fig. 3. Two lamasery offi- 
- 

cials and a young novice. 
(Photo by the writer.) - - 
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t h e  crrelve in te r re la t ing  c a u s e s  why u n r e g e n e r a t e  p e o p l e  remain within 
t h e  wheel ;  while  on t h e  hub  in t h e  c e n t e r  a r e  p ic tu red  a wild d o v e ,  a 
s e r p e n t ,  arid n pig,  e a c h  bi t ing t h e  t a i l  of t h e  n e x t  t o  i n d i c a t e  a  rotary 
; ~ c r i o n .  T h e s e  l a t t e r  symbol ize  l u s t ,  h a t r e d ,  and  s t u p i d i t y ,  t h e  t h r e e  v i c e s  
t h a t  k e e p  t h e  w h e e l  revo lv ing  t l ~ r o u g h  T i m e ,  s n d  al thougli  chis  c h o i c e  of 
c r e a t u r e s  may differ  rather  wide ly  from our  o\irn i d e a s  of an imal  synibol- 
i sm,  they  a r e  rea l ly  not i l l -chosen .  ,We O c c i d e n t a l s  a l w a y s  th ink  of " the 
d o v e  of p e a c e , "  but t h e  male bird puffing o u t  h i s  c h e s t  a n d  s c r a p i n g  h i s  
t a i l  f e a t h e r s  in  t h e  d u s t  before h i s  i n t e n d e d  mate  is t h e  e p i t o m e  of 
p a s s i o n .  Similar ly t h c  s n a k e  by t h e  s i d e  of a  p a t h ,  s t r i k i n g  o u t  a t  a 

c a s u a l  p a s s e r b y  i s  nothing if not  mal ic ious ;  a n d  l a s t l y ,  t h e  l a m a s  r e a s o n ,  
is not t h e  h o g ' s  proverbial  g lu t tony  d u e  l a r g e l y  t o  h i s  s t u p i d i t y  i n  not 
knowing what  i s  b e s t  t o  e a t ,  o r  when  t o  s t o p  e a t i n g ?  

T h e  s i x  compar tments  of t h e  whee l  i t se l f  s h o w  t h e  s i x  wor lds  of re-  
birth. T h e  wor lds  of men, of demi-gods ,  a n d  of g o d s ,  a r e  o n  t h e  upper  
ha l f ,  and  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  super io r  p l a c e s  for rebir th;  whi le  be low a r e  
t h e  worlds  of a n i m a l s ,  or hungry g h o s t s  a n d  of t h e  damned  c r e a t u r e s  i n  
I le l l .  

T h e  larnas r e a l i z e  t h a t  s u c h  a  d iagram i s  bound t o  make  a  g r e a t e r  
impress ion  on t h e  ignorant ,  and  h e n c e  h a v e  more e d u c a t i o n a l  v a l u e ,  i f  i t  
i s  a s  g raphic  a s  p o s s i b l e .  T h u s  t h e y  uswally r e p r e s e n t  e v e n  t h e  s u p e r i o r  
s t a t e s  a s  not t o o  d e s i r a b l e ,  a n d  t h e  lower  half lu r id ly  grim. 

T h e  world of men s h o w s  s c e n e s  from t h e  d a i l y  l i f e  of t h e  p e o p l e  in 
town and  temple ,  whi le  s o m e  more modern o n e s ,  l i k e  o n e  I s a w  i n  t h e  
S t a t e  Lamasery  a t  Gantok  i n  Sikkirn, i n c l u d e  a m u s i n g  c a r i c a t u r e s  of  
E u r o p e a n s  a n d  o ther  A s i a t i c  p e o p l e s  a s  wel l .  T h e  world of t h e  demi-gods  
i s  a t r i f le  more luxur ious ,  but t h e y  a r e  p ic tu red  c o n s t a n t l y  w a s t i n g  the i r  
e n e r g i e s  by  jea lous  e f for t s  t o  invade  t h e  l a n d  of t h e  g o d s ,  be ing  d i s -  
s a t i s f i e d  wi th  the i r  own domain.  E v e n  in t h e  e a r t h l y  p a r a d i s e  a t  t h e  t o p  
o f  t h e  whee l ,  l i f e  i s  not  a l l  t h a t  cou ld  b e  d e s i r e d ,  a s  i t  i s  f requent ly  
n e c e s s a r y  for  t h e  g o d s  t o  l e a v e  the i r  p l e a s u r e s  a n d  p a l a c e s  i n  order  t o  
r e p e l  t h e  invaders .  

Dy c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  world of an in ia l s  i s  a  p l a c e  of unre l ieved  misery.  L a n d  
a n d  wate r  a n i m a l s  a r e  d e p i c t e d  a t t a c k i n g  a n d  e a t i n g  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  w h i l e  
d o m e s t i c  a n i m a l s  a r e  o f ten  shown s u b m i t t i n g  t o  to r tu re  a n d  i l l - t reatment  
a t  the  h a n d s  of men .The  f a c t  t h a t  B u d d h i s t s  b e l i e v e  i n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  



being reborn a s  a n  animal makes it e a s y  to u n i e r s t ~ ~ d  n.hy they are 
s t r ic t  about being vegetarians.  (The T ibe tans  and ~ longo l s  are partial 
except ions ,  a s  they find that sonie meat diet  i s  necessary  in the cold 
c l imate  a t  high a l t i tudes . )  

T h e  hungry or tantal ized ghosts  in the fifth world a re  the sp i r i t s  of 
people who in human life have been miserly,  uncllaritable, or gluttonous. 
They  have  tiny mouths too small  to  take in enough food, and are constant-  
l y  craving water to  s l ake  their  th i rs t ,  which i s  indicated in the pictures 
by  tongues of f lame wreathing out from every orifice. T h e  dar!~ned l ive in 
the  l a s t  compartment a t  the bottom o f  the wheel ,  where there are s ix teen  
he l l s ,  e ight  hot and eight  cold.  Hoth types  seem very vivid to the Tibetans  
and biongols, who each  year must experience in their ordinary life the 
ext remes  of temperature. l 'here are punishments to fit every crime. Liars ,  
s landerers  and goss ips ,  for example,  are pictured with vastly enlarged 
tongues  which are  continually being plowed over by ac t ive  l i t t le  demons 
driving teams of oxen; while butchers must undergo especia l ly  unpleasant  
treatment to a tone  for what they have done to he lp l e s s  catt le .  The  more 
philosophic lamas  will some t in~es  s a y  that  t h e s e  tortures are not to be 
considered a s  ac tual ,  but a re  only the morbid crea t ions  of the individ- 
ua l ' s  own morbid thoughts,  a n  infernal nightmare in the conscience .  
However, most lamas  and practically a l l  laymen believe that they really 
ex i s t .  I s  i t  any  wonder, then, that  they are so anxious  to gain  merit to 
he lp  them e s c a p e  a l l  t h i s ?  

For tunate ly ,  none of t h e s e  ex i s t ences ,  not even  the pains of Hell a re  
thought to  be  permanent; and in th i s  respect  Buddhism i s  l e s s  severe  
than the many forms of Christ ianity which preach e ternal  damnation. For 
Chenrezig ,  the Lord of hlercy, i s  ever on hand to r e scue  los t  sou l s  and 
he lp  them to  a favorable rebirth. Frequent prayers to Chenrezig a re  a l s o  
cons idered  more effective than any other form of merit-gaining to  he lp  
people to  break from the  wheel entirely. For  th is  reason,  he i s  usually 
pictured outs ide  the wheel  with the Buddha, who i s  shown ~ o i n t i n g  to  
mankind the  way to salvation which he found for himself. (See F igs .  4 
and 7.) 

T h e  common, s ix-syl lable  prayer t o  Chenrezig,  "Om mani   ad me hum," 
i s  merely a repeti t ion of h i s  t i t le ,  the Jewe l  in the 1-otus. As such  it i s  
rea l ly  more of a mystic formula or spe l l ,  than a prayer in our usual  s e n s e  
o f  the  word. Educated  lamas g ive  various reasons  to  explain i t s  u se  and 
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Fig. 4. A wheel of life painting. (Courtesy 
of the late Quentin Roosevelt.) 
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Fig .  5. A wheel of life painting showing 
variations. (Courtesy of the Newark Museum,) 



value.  One explanation i s  that  the  phrase i s  the  e s s e n c e  of a l l  happ iness ,  
prosperity, and knowledge, and the grea t  means of de l iverance ,  because  
each  syl lable  s h u t s  off a world of rebirth. Other lama author i t ies  s a y  that  
i t  is repeated in the hope of gaining a n  ent rance  to  the Western P a r a d i s e ,  
presided over by Chenrezig 's  spir i tual  father,  the  Buddha of Boundless  
Light. For,  what father,  they a sk ,  c a n  r e s i s t  the p l e a s  of those  who have  
been continually praising h i s  favored s o n ?  In a n y  c a s e ,  t h e s e  a re  a l l  
merely rat ionalizations of a time-honored magic charm that  h a s  become 
associa ted  with Chenrezig. 

The  commonest way to  ga in  merit,  then i s  by simply rec i t ing  the prayer 
to  the Lord of Mercy. P a s s i n g  the Tibetan  pack t r a ins ,  day  or night, we 
a lways  heard some of the muleteers droning monotonously in their  deep  
b a s s  voices ,  repeating the sacred  phrase a s  they s l ipped through their 
f ingers  the worn beads  of their rosar ies .  The re  .is an  e a s i e r  method than 
that ,  though, a mechanical  shortcut  that  must be  familiar  t o  anyone who 
h a s  read about Tibet .  T h i s  i s  the device  of a spinning prayer wheel. 
In i t s  s imples t  form, th i s  i s  a cylindrical  box of copper,  s i lver ,  or bone, 
inside of which i s  a. long roll  of coa r se  paper, printed with a seemingly 
end le s s  success ion  of Om-n~ani -padme-hum~s ,  revolving around a thin 
metal sha f t  s e t  into a wooden handle.  A smal l  weight a t  the end of a cord 
or chain a t tached to one  s i d e  of the container g ives  the wheel  enough 
momentum after  a couple o f  swings  for i t  to  continue spinning by i tself  
for many revolutions. I t  must sp in  c lockwise  to be ef fec t ive ,  a s  the  words 
then theoretically p a s s  before the e y e s  of the holder,  even  though they 
are  unseen within the box, and e a c h  revolution coun t s  in merit a s  though 
one had s a i d  or read many hundred prayers. Spun the  wrong way, i t  i s  
not only unlucky but subt rac ts  from previously acquired merit --unless 
one belongs to  the pre-Buddhist Bon rel igion,  whose fo!lowers l ike  to  be  
different. (See Fig .  6 .) 

While the  prayer wheels  of the poorer people a r e  usual ly  severe ly  
plain,  the  better  examples  have  written, in r a i sed  Sanskri t  le t te rs ,  around 
the  outer cylinder,  the  s i x  sy l l ab le s  tha t  a r e  repeated  so many t imes  
inside.  Some of the  f ines t  a r e  often stamped or carved with e labora te  
f igures,  or  even s e t  with b i t s  of  cora l  and turquoise,  t he  favorite s t o n e s  
of the  Tibetans .  

Travel lers  whirl t h e s e  prayer wheels  a s  they s t r ide  along the  mountain 
roads ,  or a s  they s i t  precariously a top  the  bulky loads  on  their  pack- 
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animals ,  and elderly people absent-mindedly twirl them as  they stroll 
around t o  g o s s i p  in the  evenings.  No one can  get  enough merit. It may 
seem s t range  tha t  when foreign travelers or explorers a s k  the people who 
a re  using t h e s e  wheels  --even lamas-- what the prayer ins ide  means, the 
majority frankly admit they don't know, or e l s e  they merely simper with 
embarrassment and evade  answering. The  prayer wheel for then1 i s  merely 
a merit machine,  and they never s top  to  ques t ion  i t s  workings. 

For  merchants or s tudious  lamas who spend a good deal  of rheir time 
sea t ed  a t  writing t ab le s ,  there are  stat ionary prayer wheels ,  shaped liked 
a miniature Ch inese  pavilion, with an  elaborate base  and an  upcurved 
roof. (See Fig.  8.) Through the  open s i d e s  one, can  s e e  the  prayer cylin- 
der ,  which in t h i s  c a s e  i s  fas tened to  a slender axle  that  juts above the 
lid. A simple twis t  of the f ingers c a n  s e t  t h i s  rapidly in motion l ike a 
ch i ld ' s  top. S ince  t h i s  form t akes  even l e s s  effort and concentrat ion than 
the  type on the  handle ,  it  i s  very popular with elderly people in second 
childhood. 

Since  the  revolutions of a small  wheel can  accumulate s o  much merit, 
i t  s e e m s  perfectly logical  to  the  l amas  to a s sume  that  larger ones  would 
produce even  more, in proportion t o  their s i ze .  Consequently,  many lama- 
s e r i e s  have,  e i ther  on the  outer  porch of the  main temple, or in a spec ia l  
building of i t s  own, a n  enormous prayer barrel. T h e s e  a re  arranged to  re- 
volve o n  a s t rong ver t ica l  axle  of metal, with a metal  bar as a handle 
projecting a t  one  s ide .  Some of t hese  contain thousands  of prayer pages. 

I s a w  one  of t h e s e  prayer-barrels in a West China lamasery near Li- 
k iang,  t ha t  w a s  e ight  feet  high and four in diameter, ye t  s o  de l ica te ly  
ba lanced tha t  it turned e a s i l y  with only a s l ight  pressure on the bar- 
handle. It w a s  very gaudy, painted bright red with the s ix  sy l lables  of 
t h e  prayer, in o ld  Sanskri t  le t te rs ,  in other colors  around the s ides ,  and 
had  a s i l ken  canopy hanging over it. A s  I s tood in  the small building 
examining i t ,  a shifty-looking young novice-monk came in, pushed it 
around once  with the  minimum of effort, and left with the sa t i s f ied  ex- 
press ion  of a Boy Scout who h a s  done h i s  good deed for the  day. 

While t ravel l ing  in Ladakh (Lit t le  Tibet) ,  I noticed tha t  both lama- 
s e r i e s  and family homes often had prayer wheels  ingeniously rigged t o  
labor-saving dev ices ,  s o  they could revolve by themselves  and only had 
t o  b e  looked a t  once  in a while to make su re  tha t  the  ax le s  were not 
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wearing out too rapidly. In fact  the only s i g n s  of mass-production methods 
I s a w  in the  whole culture were these ,  for speeding up the  never-ending 
process  of manufacturing merit. 

T h e  most common agenc ie s  for merit-storing in i t s  "industrial" phase  
a re  wind and water. Atop one  Ladakhi farmhouse,  among fluttering prayer 
f l a g s  --in themselves  purveyors of merit, I s a w  a row of ingenious l i t t le  
devices ,  e a c h  cons is t ing  of a pinwheel made of lea ther ,  with cup-shaped 
vanes ,  a t tached to one  end of an  axle ,  with a leather-bound prayer-cylin- 
de r  on the other. Some were spinning madly in a s t rong wind tha t  roared 
ac ross  the  va l ley  from the neighboring peaks ,  while a couple  with da- 
maged vanes  revolved half-heartedly, s ca rce ly  doing their  share  in earn- 
ing merit for the person who had s e t  them up. 

In the same dis t r ic t ,  Hemis monastery h a s  a large prayer barrel s e t  
vert ical ly on a heavy wooden shaf t  provided with paddles  below, s o  a s  to  
make the  type of water wheel found in Oriental  r i ce  mills .  T h e  barrel i s  
kept constantly in motion by a smal l  mountain s t ream that  ru shes  down 
the  s lope  behind the main temple and  h a s  been def lec ted  through a chan- 
ne l  into the building. As the water s t r ikes  the  paddles ,  the heavy barrel 
revolves with a grea t  clanking and groaning of t imbers,  grinding out 
prayers a t  a tremendous pace for the whole monast ic  community. 

In the Nepalese  lamasery a t  Darjeeling,  in Northern India, I found a 
s t i l l  more novel  method of saying prayers vicariously.  Before the  main 
a l t a r  they had a large butter lamp, more than a foot  in diameter,  which 
w a s  supposed to  burn with a n  undying flame l ike  a vigil  l ight  i n  a Cathol ic  
church. Suspended over th i s ,  l ike a giant  lampshade,  w a s  a paper cylin- 
der  of about the  same  diameter. T h i s  w a s  inscribed with a thousand 
repeti t ions of the  ever-present  Om-mani-padme-hum, and a s  t h e  warm a i r  
from the  melting butter  rose ,  i t  pas sed  out  through thin s l i t s  between 
pinwheel-like v a n e s  a t  the enc losed  top of the  cylinder,  caus ing  the  
whole thing to  keep revolving s lowly a s  long a s  the  lamp remained lit.  

But, what might b e  ca l l ed  the  simple handicraft  method of merit-storing 
h a s  by no  means d ied  out. Daily in t h e  lamaser ies ,  rows of monks s i t  
cross-legged on low benches ,  reading off pages  of t he  Tibetan  Buddhist  
scr ip tures  in deep  b a s s  voices .  T h i s  i s  a l s o  to gain  merit for the ent i re  
community. However, a s  their principal holy book, t h e  Kangyw,  i s  usual-  
l y  printed in one  hundred and  e ight  bulky volumes,  and i t s  s ca rce ly  l e s s  





sac red  commentary, the  'lXangyur, i s  in two hundred and five more, it  
would take years  for one  monk to  read e i ther  "book" a l l  the way through. 
T h u s  there must be a division of labor. Each  moderately l i terate man in 
the  monastic community t akes  a sheaf of pages  --they a re  not  bound to- 
gether,  but merely s tacked between board covers--  and r eads  h i s  own s e t .  
The  droning din i s  frightful, a s  a l l  read their s e p a r a t e  pages  aloud a t  the 
same  time; but in th is  way a lamasery of the  larger type ,  which may have 
severa l  hundred monks in res idence ,  c a n  g e t  through both books in a 
comparatively short  time. 

Except  for the h ighes t  lamas ,  who have  undergone a rigorous training 
from the tinie their parents presented them to the Church in boyhood, few 
monks know or ca re  about the meaning of the words they read.  They mere- 
l y  pronounce the sounds  a s  recorded in the  thirty-odd sy l l ab le s  of the  
Tibetan  alphabet .  A s  in te l lec t  p lays  no part in most of the reading,  it i s  
not surprising to  find that  some of the larger prayer barre ls  mentioned 
above,  including a number I have s e e n  in blongolia, contain many volumes 
of the scr ip tures ,  which are  cheerfully assumed a s  having been "read" 
with e a c h  revolution of the barrel. A famous one  in the  lamasery a t  
Labrang in Northwest China ,  f i l l s  a building two s to r i e s  high and conta ins  
complete s e t s  of both the Kangyur and the Tangyur, making scripture-  
reading an  e a s y  job even for the i l l i terate.  

In the  monasteries,  the making of pa in t ings  and images,  or the copying 
o f  holy books,  a re  a l l  considered a s  spec ia l i zed  ways  of gaining merit. 
Some of the  simpler images are merely stamped out of c l a y  with b ra s s  
molds. But the metal ones ,  which often d i sp lay  cons iderable  a r t i s t i c  re- 
finement ( a s  shown in Fig .  7.) a re  not made by amateurs.  After serving 
a long apprenticeship under a master  sculptor,  a monk may devote  h i s  
entire l i fe to this .  

When a new lamasery i s  being decora ted ,  or the f r e scoes  renewed in an  
old one,  the master painter ske tches  the d e t a i l s  on the wal l  in charcoal ,  
often using a previously prepared cartoon.  hieanwhile h i s  apprent ices  
grind and mix pain ts ,  f i l l  in the simpler out l ines ,  and later  d o  the back- 
grounds. Throughout the painting process ,  a chorus of monks chant the  
pas sage  of the holy book that  refers to  the sub jec t  of the painting, s o  
the a r t i s t  will be su re  to keep  in the proper re l ig ious  mood, and a t  the 
same time avoid omitting any de ta i l s  mentioned in the original  text .  In 
th is  way they a l s o  take their part in t h i s  part icular  a c t  of merit. 



There  a re  a number of ways in which the laymen, too, can  Rain merit in 
big d o s e s .  In a l l  Buddhist  countries,  a s  in Chr is t ian  ones ,  the well-to-do 
c a n  ga in  merit in Heaven and prest ige with their fellow men by donating 
money or goods  to  the Church, ei ther for chari ty or to be used toward 
building holy s t ruc tures .  In Tibet ,  the  lat ter  are temples,  monasteries,  or 
s tupas .  A s tupa  i s  a bottle-shaped tower built to  contain the a s h e s  or 
o ther  r e l i c s  o f  holy monks, prominent princes of the  Church, or sa in ts .  
T h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e s e  repositories were traditionally made in Iu'orthern India 
t o  preserve the r e l i c s  of the historical  Buddha, and became important cen- 
t e r s  o f  pilgrimage. When t h i s  inst i tut ion was  brought t o  Tibet ,  where the 
s t u p a s  a r e  ca l led  chorten, the architecture was  sl ightly al tered to make a 
d i s t inc t ive  Tibetan  s ty l e  that  i s  now found a l l  over Tibet  and in the more 
se t t l ed  d i s t r i c t s  of hlongolia. (See Figs.  9 and 11.)  

In ancient  India they a l s o  had a r i te  for acquiring merit ca l led  pruduk- 
sh ina .  T h i s  cons i s t ed  of merely walking around a temple, shrine,  or 
s tupa ,  "in the direction of the  sun" --we would say  clockwise.  (Th i s ,  
you will remember was  the direction in which the  prayer wheels  have to 
turn in order t o  be  effective).  T h e  custom was  carried to Tibet  with the 
introduction of Buddhism, and in time, the Tibetans  came to believe that  
by merely pas s ing  a'.stupa on the left ,  merit could be acquired with much 
l e s s  trouble. 

Accordingly, chor tens  and "mani-piles" ( l i t t le  heaps  of stone s l a b s  
e a c h  carved with Om-mani-pa~!rne-hurn by s e e k e r s  after merit) were placed 
in the middle of a l l  roads  leading to lamaser ies  or important towns,  s o  
tha t  t ravel lers  would inevitably p a s s  them, and in pass ing  acquire grace.  
P a s s i n g  o n  the  wrong s ide  i s  considered,  l ike spinning a prayer wheel 
backwards,  a s  a dangerous  thing l iable to  undo a great  dea l  of hard-earned 
merit. But there i s  smal l  chance  of this .  Even the pack animals are  
trained to p a s s  sac red  monuments on the left ,  and if a man should ever 
absent-mindedly forget, h i s  mount would automatically take  him the 
proper way. 

T h e  mani-stone custom i s  carried to extremes near large centers  of 
t rade  and pilgrimage, s u c h  a s  Leh,  in Li t t le  Tibet .  On entering that c i ty  
from the sou theas t ,  I had to  skir t  one  mani-wall over three-quarters of  a 
mile long, wi th  a huge chorten a t  e a c h  end. T h e  top of the wall was  cover- 
e d  with thousands  of s l a t e  s l a b s , e a c h  carved to  show the  familiar prayer, 
or a s ac red  symbol,  in bold relief. The  mere production of t hese  must 
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have taken many yea r s  of many peoples '  time, but the net result  was  
worth it by T ibe tan  s t anda rds ,  a s  the amount of merit to be gained by 
merely pas s ing  it would be beyond human calculat ion.  

By far the most eff icient  method of merit-storing that  I ever found, 
though, was  in a lamasery near Likiang,  on  the Chinese-Tibetan  border. 
I lere seve ra l  of  the  most approved rnethods could be practised a t  one and 
the same time. T h e  main temple was  surrounded by an  enclosed passage-  
way, in which a hundred leather-bound prayer cylinders were s e t  into the 
inner wal l ,  e a c h  containing a volume of the Rangyur (one version of which 
h a s  only one  hundred volumes). As the monks walked around the passage  
repeat ing  their prayers,  they would automatically be performing the rite of 
pradakshina in enci rc l ing  the  holy building. At the same time their shoul- 
de r s ,  grazing the  leather cyl inders ,  would s e t  them in motion and keep 
them revolving, thereby "reading" the scriptures.  There  was  barely room 
t o  swing a hand prayer wheel ,  but some monks found th is  possible,  too. 
In shor t ,  with a l l  the  merit thus  accumulated,  the whole community must 
have  fe l t  quite a s su red  of being able  to  break the chain  of rebirths,  to 
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A PRINCE OF THE LAMA CHURCH 

Our brief gl impse a t  the more popular a s p e c t s  of Tibetan  Buddhism 
may have  made i t  seem a very simple faith. The real  complexity of the 
religion begins  t o  appear  when we look into the organization of the 
Church,  with i t s  coun t l e s s  dignitaries and off ic ia ls .  T h i s  forms a pyra- 
mid, a t  t he  top of which a r e  the  Lord Abbots, Grand Lamas,  and Living 
Buddhas. Toward the  end of the  recent  war I w a s  s e n t  to Shanpa, the war- 
time cap i t a l  of Suiyuan Province in Inner hlongolia, where I found the 
opportunity t o  revive a long-standing in teres t  in the Mongols and their 
form of Tibetan  Buddhism, and to  meet personally one  of the great  fig- 
ures  of t h i s  Lama hierarchy. 

We had not been in Shanpa very long before 1 heard of Shandagu Temple,  
tlie home o f  a "Living Buddha," who w a s  the  reincarnation of a grea t  
Lama s a i n t  and the  spir i tual  ruler of a l l  the local  hlongols. T h e  Chinese  
genera l  who told me about  it explained that  it was  not far away, a t  the  
b a s e  of t he  mountains that  separa ted  the Shanpa plain from the Gobi De- 
ser t .  Soon after ,  the  Japanese  unexpectedly surrendered and my spec ia l  
job ended.  I immediately planned a tr ip to Shandagu lamasery,  arranging 
t o  take  a n  American chapla in  who had come to  Shanpa on a tour of Ameri- 
c a n  ou tpos t s ,  and who shared  my in teres t  in comparative religions. 

R'e s e t  ou t  on  horseback after  lunch the following Sunday, and rode for 
s eve ra l  hours a c r o s s  country, toward the mountains. It had been raining 
heavily for s eve ra l  days ,  a rare thing in tha t  semi-desert ,  and the irri- 
ga t ion  d i t ches  dug by immigrant Chinese  farmers, who had recently moved 
in from south  of t he  Great  Wall, were flooding over into the surrounding 
fields.  It was  hard going for our l i t t l e  hlongol ponies,  and we ourse lves  
go t  badly soaked in fording the  swollen creeks.  T o  make matters worse, 
the  change of wind tha t  hadc lea red  the weather came toward u s  out of the 
northwest ,  from Outer Mongolia, bringing icy  g u s t s  that  might have  come 
di rec t  from Siberia.  

W e  broke our journey a t  Manhui, a small  v i l lage  built up around a Del- 
g ian  mission.  Here we met a n  old missionary from Brusse l s  who had 
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made quite a s tudy  o f  Lamaism, the r ival  faith. t l e  was  much interested 
t o  hear tha t  we  were bound for Shandagu to s e e  the  Living l juddha,  and 
a t  my companion's  reques t ,  he expla ined just what a "Living Buddha" 
was .  

Vhen the  hlongols were converted to  Lamaism by the T ibe tans  about 
three  cen tu r i e s  ago,  h e  told u s ,  they wanted some holy men to  correspond 
t o  the  Dala i  and P a n c h e n  Lamas ,  and the  other grea t  re incarnat ions  of 
Tibet .  Accordingly,  their  Tibetan  t eache r s  proclaimed tha t  the  s o u l s  of 
severa l  T ibe tan  s a i n t s ,  long s i n c e  dead ,  had found new homes in the  
bod ies  of var ious  i\~on,qolian monks. T h e s e  men were g iven s p e c i a l  hon- 
o r s ,  and whole monastery conlniunities grew up around them. Thei r  fol- 
lowers  told everyone that  they had powers of foreknowledge and g i f t s  of 
heal ing ,  and their  reputa t ions  struck the comn:on people with such  awe 
tha t  they spoke  of them a s  "Living Llucidhas." 

\\'henever one  of t hese  reincarnations d ied ,  t he  lamas  of h i s  ternple 
began looking for children who had been born a t  the time of h i s  death .  If 
they found one  who had unusual  birthmarkings or who w a s  ab le  to recog- 
n ize  solile of the  dead  man's  p o s s e s s i o n s  a s  "his  own," he  w a s  immedi- 
a te ly  hailed a s  being the new bodily home for t he  s a i n t ' s  soul ,  and was  
brought back in pomp to  f i l l  the throne of t he  Living Uuddha. While s t i l l  
s o  young, the boy would naturally be in the  c a r e  of a regent and tutor, 
but he  would s t i l l  be treated a s  a living god. 

Our hos t  told u s  that  t he  present  Living Buddha of Shandagu was  s t i l l  
in t h i s  minority s t a g e ,  having only been "discovered" some ten yea r s  
ago. Then,  i t  was  a tremendous honor to be the  Lord of Shandagu, h e  
s a i d ,  but now the  monastery had fal len on ev i l  days .  

T h e  chapla in  a sked  what had happened to  it. 

"You will s e e , "  replied our hos t  in a solemn voice.  Then  he  changed 
the  subjec t  to the confused s t a t e  of Chinese  border pol i t ics ,  and the  
plight o f  the  hlongols being squeezed out  of their  g ra s s l ands  by the in- 
conling Chinese  immigrants. 

1-ater in the  evening,  he  sen t  for a Chinese-h,longolian neighbor, named 
Ho, who had formerly been a trader with the people of Outer hlongolia, and 
had been an intimate friend of the  previous incarnation of the  Living 
Buddha of Shandagu. After a brief conversation,  h e  agreed to  come a long 
with us  a s  Mongol-interpreter and guide. 
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We s e t  out  again  next  morning a t  dawn, riding first  through a marginal 
farming a rea  recently reclaimed by Chinese  se t t l e r s ,  then across  waste-  
land returned to  grazing after  greedy farming methods had exhausted the 
so i l  for a l l  but c o a r s e  grass .  

After two hours of rough riding, we came to  a sniall but deep river, the 
Wu-chia Ho, and on c ross ing  th i s  by a primitive ferryboat, we entered the 
true deser t .  Low dunes  dotted with clumps of sagebrush gave way to  
s t r e t c h e s  of bare gravel  and soft  s and ,  until the vegetation vanished 31- 
together,  leaving only sand.  h o t  winds a s  from a b las t  furnace rose from 
the  sun-baked ground, making a sharp  cont ras t  t o  the cold of yesterday. 
We fel t  oppressed  by the heat  and the s e n s e  of desolat ion.  

Then  suddenly we caught  s ight  of a c lus ter  of great  white buildings 
looming in the  d i s t a n c e  aga ins t  the dark, reddish mountains. They shim- 
mered in the haze  above the hot sand,  and seemed to be changing in 
shape .  T h e  nearer we got,  the larger they became, though their outl ines 
s t i l l  wavered through the  hot  air. Sometinles for a moment we could almost 
s e e  them clear ly ,  then  another heat  wave moving ac ross  the  deser t  would 
blur their l ines .  I t  seemed l ike the  mirage of an enchanted city, certainly 
a f i t t ing home for a grea t  s a in t  and prince of the Church. 

W e  rode up a gradual  s lope  of sand and gravel to  the main buildings, 
which s tood on a terrace a t  the base  of the  c l i f fs ,  and were met a t  the 
g a t e  by the  host-monk. A s tout ,  jovial hlongol in sca r l e t  robes,  he wel- 
comed u s  --through Ho--, then led u s  into the guest-courtyard, and helped 
t o  te ther  our ho r ses ,  before ushering u s  into a small ,  square building o f  
purely T ibe tan  archi tec ture  a t  the  rear. (Obviously the hlongols had bor- 
rowed their  formal archi tec ture ,  a s  well as their religion, from Tibet.) 

Here,  the  host-monk announced, we were to  be received in audience by 
the  present  Living Buddha of Shandagu, Tobdung Vl'anchuk, the Hambu 
Gegen,  tenth reincarnation of the Tibetan  poet-saint  hlilaraspa. 

While pondering these  high-sounding t i t les ,  relayed to u s  by h!r. Ho, 
we  sea t ed  ou r se lves  cross-legged on s i lken  rugs on a s ide  d a i s  below 
the  empty throne. Before e a c h  of u s  a lama attendant placed a small 
individual  table  of carved and gilded wood. Others brougl1t u s  large 
wooden boxes  of parched millet, and some clarif ied butter in silver-riln- 
med porcelain cups .  All t h e s e  things we were supposed t o  mix with our 
t e a ,  which they served u s  in si lver-l ined bonrls of sonle richly-grained 
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dark  wood. When we had e a c h  mixed a brew to  our t a s t e ,  we s a t  back and 
looked around u s ,  admiring the magnificent furnishings  of the room. 

T h e  throne i t se l f  was  r ichly carved and gilded and had the  three cush-  
i o n s  of yellow s i l k  appropriate to Along01 royalty. Above it hung a temple 
banner mounted in heavy brocade, depict ing T s o n  Kapa,  the Iounder of the 
Yellow s e c t  ( to which t h i s  temple belonged), surrounded by the  nine for- 
mer re incarnat ions  tha t  had preceded the  present  Living Buddha. T h e s e  
were s o  idea l i zed  tha t  it was  impossible to g u e s s  what manner of men 
they had been. T h e  a r t i s t  had concentrated on the golden yellow ha t s  
and c a p e s  which indicated their exal ted  pos i t ion ,  and had made no at-  
tempt ac ac tua l  portraiture. 

O n  each s i d e  of cent ra l  banner hung s i x  more Tibetan-s ty le  paintings,  
showing hli laraspa,  the  "first  ex is tence"  of the Shandagu incarnations 
back in the  11th century.  Each  one  had a cent ra l  portrait of the  poet- 
saint in a nonchalant  pose ,  inviting inspi ra t ion ,  s e t  aga ins t  a mosaic of 

brightly-colored s c e n e s  i l lustrat ing h i s  life and writ ings.  Through a l l  
t h e s e  paintings the  s p i r i t s  of the  Living Buddha's  predecessors  dom- 
inated the room, impressing u s  with the long tradition. 

On a ledge below the paintings the monks had d isplayed various g i f t s  
presented by previous v i s i to r s  to  the sp i r i tua l  lords  of Shandagu. Among 
them we s a w  foreign c locks ,  rare v a s e s  full of fading art if icial  flowers 
( the  Alongols seldom s a w  rea l  ones) ,  a jade-studded scepter  in a g l a s s  
c a s e ,  and some t eacups  and bowls of de l i ca t e  china.  

At s ight  of a l l  t hese ,  we hes i ta ted  to present  our own meager g i f t s ,  a 
a roll of s i l k ,  a smal l  porcelain figure of the Buddha-of Wisdom, and some 
hard cand ies  wrapped in cellophane --included a t  the  l a s t  minute when 
Fa the r  Schramm told u s  the Living Buddha was  s t i l l  just  a boy. Knowing 
the  mercenary reputat ion of the lamas ,  I wondered if the  former offerings 
had been del ibera te ly  s e t  out  to shame g u e s t s  into giving more. 

Our random gazing was  suddenly interrupted by a flurry of maroon and 
crimson robes  a s  a new group of inquisi t ive monks gathered around us ,  
firing ques t ions  a t  u s  through Ho. Some of t h e s e  l a t e  comers could speak  
a l i t t l e  Chinese ,  and when they found I could too, they spoke to me di- 
rectly.  Everyone seemed to  be talking a t  once.  I t  sounded l ike  a flock of 
magpies.  Many o f  them could never have s e e n  a foreigner, they  were s o  
curious about us. Our cameras puzzled them, and our s t range  c lo thes  in- 
te res ted  them, but our fea tures  amused them very much. 
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Suddenly the chattering s topped,  and the  monks s t epped  reverently 
a s i d e  a s  Tobdung Wanchuk, the  Living Buddha,  entered  with h i s  guardian,  
carrying a black and white pekinese  under h i s  arm. I le  w a s  a shor t ,  s len-  
der ,  rather vapid-looking boy of twelve,  bareheaded,  but wearing a splen- 
did ves t  of s ca r l e t  and gold brocade,  with outer  robes  and skirt  of crimson 
se rge ,  and a pair of handsomely-worked tartar  boots with upturned toes .  
H i s  d r e s s  rather than  h i s  manner identif ied him a s  a prince of the Church. 
We were not part icularly impressed.  Pr iva te ly  we concluded that  h e  looked 
very ineffective,  and was  probably merely a tool  i n  the  hand of h i s  sharp- 
looking regent.  

&hen he had sea t ed  himself informally on a cushion below the  throne,  
with h i s  l i t t le  dog bes ide  him, we presented  our g i f t s ,  and  a s k e d  Ho to 
expres s  our p leasure  a t  meeting him. He just  s t a r ed  a t  u s  with an  empty 
express ion  and made no reply. 

While h i s  guardian and the  other monks poli tely pra ised  the buddha 
figure, which to them w a s  part icularly va luable  b e c a u s e  of the rari ty of 
porcelain in hlongolia, the boy picked up some of the cand ies ,  and with a 
half smi le  o n  h i s  dul l  face ,  held them up to  the  l ight  t o  examine their 
bright colors .  The  crackle  of the ce l lophane wrappings seemed  to delight  
him especia l ly .  We fe l t  sorry for him. Even  if h e  were more intel l igent  
than  he  looked,  he  w a s  l i t t le  more than a chi ld ,  and we hated  to  think of 
him doomed to spend a l ife of ceremonial  and ri tual  appearances ,  without 
any opportunity for games  or normal companionship with children of h i s  
own age.  

When the audience  --such a s  it was-- was  completed,  the Living Buddha 
came down from h i s  d a i s  and was  escor ted  out  by seve ra l  a t tendants  to  
prepare for s e rv i ces  in  the  main temple. 'Ye followed more le isure ly ,  with 
some of the Chinese-speaking monks, while Ho, having fulfilled h i s  pur- 
pose ,  went t o  v i s i t  a friend in another building. 

T h e  main temple was  a two-story, block-like s t ruc ture ,  a l s o  in Tibetan  
s ty le .  I t  was  severe ly  plain externally,  except  for a dark red s t r ip ,  s e t  
with round ornaments in rea l  gold,  around the top of the  whitewashed 
wall. It s tood on a terrace faced in s tone ,  with s tone  s t e p s  leading up to  
the  r eces sed  porch. On e i ther  s i d e  of the grea t  doorway huge f r e s c o e s  of 
the Four Kings of Heaven were bri l l iantly painted in  red and yellow, 
blue and green,  with d e t a i l s  in gold, making a t rans i t ion  to the color-rich 
interior. 
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Fig. 14. (top), Scene in a mamastery courtyard: two 
lamas bring water to the temple. 

Fig. 15. (center). The writer borrows a camel for a 
ride in the Gobi. 

Fig. 16. (right). Uruk, the host-lama, a yaung Mon- 
gol nobleman, standing in front of the entrance to 
a yurt. (Photos by W. E. Hill.) 



We entered  the building to find a large main ha l l  l ined with columns of 
bright red lacquer. T h e  four cent ra l  o n e s ,  larger than  the  r e s t ,  r o s e  to the 
four corners of a wel l  in the  roof, which admitted l ight  t o  the  windowless 
interior. From the  ce i l ing  between two of t hese ,  hung the temple ' s  name- 
board. Pa in t ed  in gold,  o n  blue,  th is  showed i t s  t i t le ,  "Monastery of the  
Completed Reincarnation" (referring to i t s  Liv ing Buddhas) ,  written in 
three  languages -- Mongolian, Ch inese  and Tibetan .  We thought the l a s t  
of t hese ,  "Gundul Ling," the r iches t  sounding.  Pronounced in d e e p  b a s s  
by the  Living Buddha's  aged  tutor, i t  sounded l ike the  rumble of d is tant  
thunder. 

A s  we s t ro l led  around examining the f ine brocade-mounted pain t ings  on 
the  wal ls ,  the  Living Buddha entered with h i s  a t t endan t s .  He walked rath- 
e r  proudly under an  enormously ta l l ,  broad ha t  of yellow s i lk ,  l ike those  
worn by h i s  p redecesso r s  in the  painting in the throne-room, and for the 
f i r s t  time he  had a n  almost  regal  look. Ascending another gi lded throne, 
a t  the far end of the  ha l l ,  where one  would normally expec t  to s e e  an 
a l ta r ,  h e  s e a t e d  himself cross-legged on the  yellow cush ions  and non- 
chalant ly  picked up h i s  be l l  and ri tual  scepter  ( d o r j e ) ,  to pres ide  over 
the se rv ice  in the  dua l  role of officiant  and chief  deity.  

hleanwhile the other lamas  f i led in ,  taking their s e a t s  on the long 
prayer benches  tha t  extended the  length of the ha l l ,  fac ing  e a c h  other 
a c r o s s  the cen te r  a i s l e .  E a c h  had  h i s  tea-bowl, which was  cons tant ly  
ref i l led  by boy a t tendants  who walked up and down the  a i s l e  carrying 
huge jugs, a s  well  a s  a sheaf  of pages  from their holy scr ip tures ,  in 
Tibetan.  (One of the  monks confided to me tha t  they could only read  th is  
foreign scr ip t  phonetically and could not understand i t ,  but they s t i l l  got 
merit by reading it.) 

T h e  older monks chanted  while the  younger o n e s  kept  up a weird, but 
--at  first-- not unpleas ing  din, with seve ra l  types  of musica l  instruments.  
Some brayed o n  conch s h e l l s ,  o r  on small  trumpets of b ra s s ,  shaped l ike 
dragons;  o r  burst  their  lungs over much larger, t e l e scop ic  o n e s  of copper 
trimmed in s i lver ,  which extended fully twelve f ee t  in length.  Others 
blew whining f lageole ts ,  o r  piped on shri l l  wooden whis t les ;  while an 
undercurrent c lashing of cymbals and booming of heavy drums maintained 
the  rhythm, accen ted  by sharper sounds  from the  skul l  r a t t l e s  and hand- 
bells .  As  a masterpiece  of ingenuity, one  young lama had rigged up 
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Fig. 17. A great prayer-wheel in the porch of a lama temple. (Photo by W. E. Hil l . )  



seven  of t hese  hand-bells  on a womlen frame suspended from the  rafters,  
s o  that  he could ring them al l  s imultaneously,  giving a sha rp  c l a s h  with 
every pull on the long cord. Altogether the no i se  w a s  deafening.  We won- 
dered how the boy-god's e a r s  could s tand it. 

Refore the  din drove u s  out ,  we went on into the  sanctuary  through a 
door behind the Living Buddha's throne. Here we found a huge a l ta r  with 
a large gilded Buddha at tended by d i sc ip l e s ,  and a s l ~ g h t l y  smaller  fig- 
ure of T s o n  Kapa with a pair of lama a t tendants .  Behind t h e s e  two s e t s  
of images s tood l e s s e r  ones ,  placed in n i ches  of a r t i f ica l  rock which 
formed a sort  of reredos.  The  rich gilding on the  f igures  of the  s a i n t s  and 
goddesses  gleamed impress ive ly  from the blue-painted grottoes;  while 
dark f igures of the demon-gods, a t  the s i d e s ,  blended with the  background 
s o  we saw sca rce ly  more than their crowns of s k u l l s  and blood-dripping 
tongues.  T h e  chapla in ,  who had never s e e n  a lama temple,  was  amazed 
a t  the way the sublime and the horrible were s o  grotesquely  blended. 

Returning to  the front of the building, we cl imbed a s t e e p  flight of 
r ickety s t a i r s  to  the second story.  T h i s  cons i s t ed  of a s e r i e s  of small ,  
shed-l ike meditation rooms opening out  on  a cent ra l  court. In the  middle 
s tood a smal l  square  structure resembling a pagoda,  placed over t he  well 
in the  ce i l ing  of the  prayer ha l l ;  i t s  handsome la t t ice  windows now 
swung open to  l e t  in the l ight  below. 

We glanced down on the  service ,  which from here w a s  sl ightly e a s i e r  
on our eardrums. The  l i t t le  Living Buddha s t i l l  dominated the s c e n e  in 
h i s  brilliant robes ,  which s tood out among the shadows a t  the end of t he  
ha l l ,  but he  looked rather pathetic,  smaller  than ever  under h i s  grea t  
ceremonial hat. He w a s  idly leaf ing  through the  book s e t  before him, with 
a dazed  and unhappy look. At the moment he w a s  taking no rea l  part ex- 
cept  a s  a n  object  of veneration. 

Resuming our explorations,  we examined a ta l l  s t ruc ture  a t  the  back,  
composed of a lower sec t ion  faced with la t t ice  windows t o  admit l ight  to  
the sanctuary,  and a n  upper chapel  for the  Living Buddha. Our guide 
ca l led  th is  a "holy of holies" and refused to open i t  for us .  Opposite 
th is  a t  the  front of the  building, was  another sanctuary ,  which we entered  
through a low, carved doorway. It w a s  rather dark in s ide ,  but in the heavy 
shrine-cabinet  over i t s  a l ta r ,  we dimly glimpsed a large image of the 
temple 's  guardian, Yamantaka, "the Conqueror of Death." T h i s  demoniac 
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figure with h i s  grea t  bul l ' s  head and thirty-six arms,  silhouetteli againsr 

a n  aura  of f lames ,  was  c lasping h i s  screaming consort  to  hirrl ip  an  
embrace of rage  and e c s t a s y .  T h e  chapla in  shuddered.  

From liere we returned to quieter a s p e c t s  of Lamaisrn in the snlaller 

h a l l s  on the  h i l l s ide  above the main temple. T h e s e  were dedicated to  
calm, resigned-looking Buddhas,  and lush ,  ful l-breasted 
Handsome Tibetan-s ty le  temple banners,  s e t  in r i t h  borders of Chinese 
s i l k s  and brocades ,  l ined their  wal ls ,  but I w a s  s t ruck by the absence  of 
the smal l  bronze images which are usually s o  numerous in lama slirines. 

I remarked about t h i s  l ack ,  and one  of the Chinese-speaking hlongols 
who w a s  ac t ing  a s  opener of temples --they are  kept locked in th is  ban- 
dit-ridden region when not in use-- pointed down to  the plain below the 
monastery,  where a n  abandoned campsite of a hundred or nlore quonset- 
hut-shaped adobe s h a c k s  straddled the road. 

"Chinese so ld i e r s , "  he  sa id  simply. Then he went on to  explain in a 

res igned but faintly bit ter  voice how the border troops quartered there 
recently had looted a lmost  everything that  could be carried,  from most of 
t he  temples.  He showed u s  how even their officers,  living in some of the 
outer  buildings of t he  monastery, shrine ha l l s  a s  well a s  dormitories, had 
de faced  the  c l e a n  white compound wal ls  with fine-sounding Nationalist 
s logans ,  and reduced the buildings themselves  to empty shel l s .  

Now we knew what the  Belgian priest had meant when he sa id  that  
Shandagu had grea t ly  changed.  

Quartering troops in temples has  been an accepte:] practice in modern 
China,  where rel igion i s  taken lightly and temples are considered a s  
public property, but I had noticed that  the inevitable destruction i s  al-  
ways  much worse in the  hlongol and Tibetan  temples of the frontier re- 
gions.  T h e  border Ch inese ,  desp i s ing  the a l ien  peoples  they have s o  
largely d i s p o s s e s s e d ,  seem t o  take  pleasure in wanton breakage and 
looting. T h e  very f ac t  tha t  t hese  shr ines  are  reverenced to  an extent  
incomprehensible t o  them, and s t i l l  play a n  imporcant part in the l i fe  of 
t hese  other folk,  appea r s  to  inspire then1 to  greater  e x c e s s e s ,  and the 
presence  of protest ing but de fence le s s  monks and pr ies ts  only arouses  
their la tent  sadism.  

La te r  the Second Grand Lama, ac t ing  temporal head of the lamasery in 
the absence  of the  abbot ,  was  bitter but resigned when we  passed  a gut- 
ted temple building a s  h e  led u s  up to v is i t  h i s  private quarters. 
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"Chinese soldiers!" he muttered, with a shrug of h i s  shoulders .  T h i s  
time the words had a deeper  emphasis .  He explained to u s ,  however, that  
in sp i t e  of t h e s e  depredat ions  by the Ch inese  so ld i e r s ,  and in s p i t e  of a 
J apanese  at tempt to win them over by presenting a f i n e  German police clog 
to  the Living Buddha a t  the  time they raided Shanpa,  the  monks of Shan- 
dagu had remained loyal  to  the Governor of Suiyuan and the Centra l  Gov- 
ernment of Chiang Kai-shek,  throughout the war. They  fe l t  t ha t  the only 
hope for the hiongol people was  t o  s t a y  on good terms with the  Ch inese ,  
though tha t  of ten  meant humiliation. They had no rea l  choice .  

T h e  hospitable monks tried t o  persuade u s  to  s t a y  a day  or two, but the  
chapla in  had to ge t  back to camp, having a l ready rece ived orders to go 
e lsewhere .  We left  rather reluctantly,  and by hard riding got  back to  camp 
a t  sunset .  

When I returned to Shandagu a month la ter ,  while on another trip with 
two friends from camp, the  monks told u s  tha t  the  Living Buddha was  
away. K'e heard that  he w a s  spending a few d a y s  a t  h i s  mother 's  camp in 
a nearby val ley ,  and decided to make a s p e c i a l  t r ip to  s e e  him. T h e  tent  
of a Living Buddha, we thought, must be something of a spec tac l e .  It was  
already la te  in the  evening,  s o  we spen t  the night in the  monastery,  and 
next morning a t  breakfas t  we were lucky enough t o  f ind a young hlongol of 

the Living Buddha's  tr ibe ( the Dalat  Banner), who offered to t ake  u s  out  
t o  see him. 

Riding back along the range for about  a mile, we came t o  a deep,  nar- 
row gorge,  and turned up it.  Around the  second turn, we found a smal l  s t r ip  
of ra ised  ground with three smal l  and rather dirty Mongol t en t s  of coa r se  
fe l t ,  with a flock of goa t s  grazing on the  s lope  above them. It looked l ike 
any other hlongol camp, but our guide in s i s t ed  i t  w a s  the  Living Buddha's. 
We were d isappointed ,  to  s a y  the leas t .  

We dismounted, tethered our ho r ses  to  a forked s t i ck ,  and entered the 
center  tent ,  while some children s a t  on the f ie rce  dogs .  At the  back s a t  
the  Living Buddha's  old tutor, with a sheaf  of scr ip ture  pages  on  h i s  l ap ,  
while h i s  exal ted  pupil sat below him, l i s tening to some long-winded 
theological  explanation.  Both looked up cur ious ly  a s  we  entered ,  and the  
old man se t t i ng  down h i s  book, half ro se  to  offer me the  s e a t  of honor be- 
s ide  him, while a smal l  a t tendant  scurried out  for some t ea  and cheese .  

I bowed t o  e a c h ,  presenting them with the  usual  blue s i l k  scar f ,  or 
khatag, t he  hlongolian equivalent  of a v is i t ing  ca rd ,  and gave  a sma l l  
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Fig .  18. The great golden image at Shandagu. (Photo by W. S. La SM.) 



package of g i f t s  to  the Living Buddha. 

I was  agreeably surpriseti to  find that  our f i r s t  impression of the  la t te r  
had been mistaken. T h e  l i t t le  Living Buddha proved quick  and intel l igent ,  
taking particular in teres t  in the poss ib i l i t ies  of a magnet we had given 
him anlong our presents.  In h i s  plain gray robe with a twisted purple s a s h  
for a belt ,  and well-worn boots,  he  looked l ike a n y  ordinary hlongol youth 
from a family of moderate means. 

He spoke freely to me in rather good Ch inese ,  though h e  had not even  
admitted knowing tha t  language on my previous 'visi t .  He w a s  a lways  
very respectful  to  h i s  tutor, and to u s  a s  h i s  g u e s t s ,  when I w a s  speak ing  
t o  him directly;  but when we three Americans ta lked together,  or took time 
out to drink t e a ,  he  laughed and joked a t  our expense  with h i s  l i t t l e  

brothers, who ran in a n  out  of the tent ,  shyly giggling. 

It was  amusing to s e e  h i s  express ion  when he smiled.  H i s  very natural 
grin seemed to .accentuate the sharp  angle  of h i s  chin,  and th i s  with h i s  
pointed ea r s  made him look l ike a n  e l f ,  or imp of mischief .  I concluded 
that  h i s  apparent  du l lnes s  on the previous occas ion  had been largely due  
to shyness ;  perhaps h e  fe l t  r idiculous at d re s s ing  with s u c h  pomp to 
preside over a half-looted monastery, or e l s e  he was  just bored a t  being 
made to d r e s s  up formally t o  rece ive  a couple of s tupid  foreigners. At any  
ra te ,  he was  very human. 

As  we rode away again ,  after  receiving khatag s c a r f s  and farewell  
presents  of c h e e s e ,  we decided tha t  t h i s  interlude away from the  temple 
must have been l ike  a summer vacation for the boy-god, even if he had to  
spend part of i t  a t  h i s  books. W e  hoped for h i s  s a k e  tha t  he could enjoy 
i t  a s  long a s  poss ib le ,  before returning to the  soul-crushing pomp of 
Shandagu Temple. 



Fig .  19. Hand prayer-wheel in action. (Photo by 
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7. Use of room with projectors for motion pictures and s l ides  avail- 

able during Museum hours for meetings of cultural groups. 
8. Twenty per cent discount on s a l e s  material. (No resale of dis- 

counted material permitted.) 

Institutional Memberships 

Include regular privileges and a ser ies  of rotating exhibits in the 
Institution with special follow-up programs in the Museum. 

a. 4 Short-term Loans. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $ 15.00 
b. 8 Short-term Loans. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25.00 

c. 1 Long-term Loan (1 Year). . . . . . . . . . . . .  25.00 
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