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I TATTI, SETTIGNANO, FLORENCE
March 23rd, 1950
DEAr Fosco,

I have just finished your book on the journey to Tibet. I have read
many travellers who have written about the top of the world and its
forbidding approaches of mountain or desert. Even my favourites,
the French Abbé Huc of a hundred years ago and the more recent
Japanese Ekai Kawaguchi, have not succeeded as you have in mak-
ing me forget that I actually was not with you. Only Doughty’s
Arabia Deserta, Freya Stark’s Valley of the Assassins and Mildred
Cable’s Gobi Desert have taken me along with them as you did while
I was reading you. I have been drenched to the skin, frozen stiff, dis-
gusted with smells, nauseated with food, have been dropping with
fatigue, refreshed by the ozone-laden morning air and gladdened by
the warmth of a summer day. Above all I was there with you when
you talked to Tibetans, lay and ecclesiastical, mystics, scholars, theo-
logians, minstrels, shopkeepers, beggars, artisans and artists, pro-
letarian priests and monks, peasants and shepherds. Like you, after
getting used to their gorgeous raiment, their dirt, their rags, their bad
smell, I encountered fellowmen singularly like ourselves.

Culturally this is the best recommendation for travelling. It is so
difficult to get over the deep-rooted conviction, amounting to an
axiom, that we only and alone are rational human beings and that no
foreigner, not even another Westerner, is quite that. It takes readily
sympathetic and continuous contact to bring it home to us that there
are folk as good and true and intelligent as without questioning we
assume that we are.

To achieve as much we must travel as wanderers in the way you
have while in Tibet, and not, as more and more we are doing now,
transported like letters in well-sealed post-bags, by so-called rapides
or worse still by air, neither seeing nor hearing anything beside the
clatter and whizz of the vehicle that is dispatching us from one busi-
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ness or amorous engagement to another in a fake sameness, a same-
ness calculated to ignore, if not to repel, spiritual interest or mere
curiosity of any kind.

One would be tempted to expect travelling in the old sense of the
word to be coming to an end but for the young of the impoverished
heirs to culture, who walk and hike, “enchanted Wanderers,” sleeping
in hostels or in the open, and looking and seeing, and enjoying and
listening and learning.

How well you write! How you succeed in conveying every kind of
information and sensation and evocation! You have managed to
make me eager to flirt with the young Sikkim princess, half West-
ernized yet longing for Lhasa, not as for a Holy City, as it is for
us Europeans, but as for a fashionable and pleasure-loving Paris.
And your return flight from India to Italy, from Calcutta to Rome,
what evocations, the names of the places you pass!

Hitherto distance has lent enchantment to names of countries and
cities, has evoked longing—dahin, thither—for the far away, the
almost unreachable, unattainable, that would demand courage and
skill and ample means and luck as well as cunning to realize. And
time—the Siva, the preserver, the destroyer of all that is—is now
more and more and still more ignored, all but abolished by modern
transport.

Italo Balbo descended from his airplane at Gadames and asked
the sheikhs, who had gathered to do him homage, how long it took
them to go to Tripoli. “Twenty-eight days.” “I have come here in
three hours.” “Then what do you do during the other twenty-seven
days?” They lived while they travelled. He only flew.

There perhaps is a vital difference between past and present. In
the past one lived whatever one did. Now one lives not as a condition
independent of deliberate activities, but only, if ever, in the interstices
of action.

This is not your case as a traveller, and let me thank you, beside
congratulating you yet once again, for all the fascinating observa-
tions and suggestions your book has given me.

Sincerely yours,
BERNARD BERENSON
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FROM NAPLES TO YOGA

Naples harbour: ploughing through books

HERE is a great bustle on the quay, opposite the little ship.

The lorry with the expedition’s baggage has arrived from
Rome, and packing cases, sacks, and boxes are piled all over
the place, all labelled “Professor Tucci’s Expedition to Tibet.” A
crane hoists it all on board, while one of the professor’s assistants,
armed with spectacles, pencil, and notebook, carefully checks it,
with the air of one scrutinizing Tokharian verbs in some ancient
manuscript or deciphering rare Chinese ideograms.

I arrived at the last moment, with my wife, in Piero Mele’s car.
Piero’s mother said good-bye to him at the hotel. How sensible of her!
Saying good-bye at a railway station is supportable, but quayside
farewells can be appalling. When you are leaving people you love it
is far better to say good-bye without waiting for the interminable
departure of a ship. That was how I saw my mother for the last time,
long ago in 1938, when I sailed from Brindisi for Japan, and left her
standing on the quay. The last inquisitive onlookers went away, the
last customs officials went back to their offices, but there she stayed, a
small, thin, lonely figure, standing on the quayside. It grew nearly
dark, and she was still there. I looked at her and looked at her, and
then I couldn’t see her any more. I never saw her again.

Meanwhile they are going to pull up the gangway. All the baggage
is on board. Giuseppe Tucci, the well-known Italian explorer, has
two minutes left. He duly makes his appearance, says good-bye to his
assistants, who have come from Rome to see him off; to his son,
who waves his handkerchief; and to some Neapolitan friends, who
have come down to the harbour for the occasion. He is a little man,
half-way through the fifties, with a strange philosopher’s head of
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hair and a moustache. By rights he should dress in a style more
reminiscent of the eighties, but he doesn’t take much interest in his
appearance. Under his arm he has the inevitable book. I am pre-
pared to swear that within five minutes he will be curled up in some
corner, reading it. Reading it? That’s not the right word. To describe
the process properly you'd need some such phrase as “ploughing”
through it. Yes, Tucci ploughs through books. I've often watched him.
He sprinkles them with pencil notes, underlines passages, reads the
paragraph headings aloud, grows furious if the author says anything
stupid or exclaims “Perdinci!” if a phrase meets with his whole-
hearted approval. Then, when the book has yielded all it can, like a
field of wheat after a huge harvest, it falls worn and exhausted to the
deck.

At sea: Vildo and the beginning of things

Vildo jumps up on me and licks my hands.

This Vildo is the kind of dog that, the uglier it is, the more you are
called on to admire it. Of its colour, which is a kind of faded brownish-
violet, the less said the better; of the abundant hair with which nature
provided it all that has survived the shears is a tuft on its head, a brush
on its tail and spats round its paws. The expression on its face is, in
a way, pathetic; every now and then it seems to exclaim, “Why did
they make me look like this?” But it doesn’t take long to find out that
Vildo is stupid. Now, a stupid dog, unless it is beautiful, is unforgiv-
able. Vildo’s master and mistress are Americans, husband and wife,
very rich and very reserved. They have on board a car as long as a
battleship. They occupy the captain’s cabin. They have the esoteric
air of those who belong to the great world of fashion. They are go-
ing to India.

People keep on going into the bar, as happens on a ship soon after
it has left port. Soon the bell will ring, and they’ll go away, and it
will be quiet again. All the same, it’s curious to note how well one can
concentrate on the most recondite subjects—Tibetan, for instance—
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when there’s movement going on all round one. I've just found a
beautiful and profound expression, kun-shi, which means the pri-
mary origin, the first cause, of all. This is not, as one might expect,
God, but soul, mind, the beginning of awareness. We of the West
have always conceived of the mind as a kind of mirror of a kind of
external world, while the Tibetans (the heirs of India) have from
time immemorial been idealists @ l'outrance. It is the self that creates
the world, and any other proposition is preposterous. The mind is
not a mirror, and the external world is illusion.

While I drink a whisky in the bar with Piero, who comes to keep
me company, Vildo turns up again. With regard to this animal, let
me state that I can accept almost anything as being a projection of
my ego, but not Vildo. For me Vildo is an uncreated, eternal being,
and I refuse to create such monstrosities even from the most uncon-
scious depths of my unconscious. I return to the study of Tibetan.
Passengers walk to and fro, and a number of boys run about noisily.
There is a feeling of excitement in the air. Tibetan is a pleasing lan-
guage; it has no singulars, plurals, genders, or articles, to say
nothing of other complications possessed by the grammars of more
familiar languages. But Tibetan has its honorifics, its terrible hon-
orifics. For instance, in speaking of an ordinary person, “to die”
is shak-pa, but in the case of an important lama it is ku-shing
lashphep-pa, while in the case of the Dalai Lama it is ku-shing-la
chip-gyu nang-wa, which means “to ascend honourably with one’s
own body into paradise.”

Here is Vildo for the third time. It appears that the derivation of
the name is Deauville, turned back to front: Deauville, Villedeau,
Vildo. No, Vildo, we shall never be friends; you're too ugly and
too stupid. Or perhaps we shall be friends, just because you're such
a wretched little beast?

We have definitely left Naples behind. Time has changed its
rhythm. We saw Capri; then night fell. There’s always a special feel-
ing about a first night on board—who has not looked out to see the
last light of evening over the steely sea? Partir, c’est un peu mourir,

5
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etc. The new life hasn’t started yet. On the other hand, when you're
taking part in an “expedition,” it’s the first moment when you can
sit back with a sigh and think, Well, at any rate it’s started.

Still at sea: “How much on the water-measurer?”

During these first few days I've managed to find out one or two
things. I've found out, for instance, who is the most important person
on board—the person most worth cultivating, a Machiavellian would
say. It’s Vildo. The American couple are the king and queen of the
ship, and attention is paid to every word they say; and Vildo is the
king of the Americans, and the least of his desires is instantly ful-
filled. When Vildo sleeps, there is universal quiet. When Vildo wants
play or exercise, there is general commotion. Vildo dislikes fish, and
fish is therefore not served. Vildo’s frightened—keep still, everybody,
please! Vildo’s in a hurry, please get out of the way! Vildo, in short,
is our king. When he plays, how human he is! When he runs, how
swift! And when he stands still, how perfectly divine!

Meanwhile my Tibetan studies have yielded interesting results.
For instance, “what is the time?” in Tibetan is chu-tsé katso, the lit-
eral meaning of which is, “how much on the water-measurer?’—a
reminder of the time when the clepsydra was used to mark the
passage of the hours. At druk-tang-cheka—that is to say, at half-
past six—the first gong sounds. I go down and change, and then re-
turn to the bar for the usual cocktail with Jane and Piero.

The peculiar thing about Jane, Vildo’s mistress, is that though
her hair is white, she has a young face. Her complexion is fresh,
her eyes bright, and her smile is both kind and malicious. She is cer-
tainly nearer fifty than forty, or perhaps her fiftieth birthday is
a memory. The skin of her hands is certainly that of an old woman,
but her cheeks and her expression are those of a girl. She is witty,
has been round the world, admires Thornton Wilder, believes in
the transmigration of souls, knows all the most fashionable Paris
tailors and despises New York café society.

Her husband is Vildo’s complete slave. Jane treats the dog as if

6
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he were a human being. She treats him affectionately, but never slop-
pily. But Mr. Millicent’s behaviour to the dog is never anything but
sloppy. It is sufficient to mention the little beast in his presence to
see him turn to treacle. He is a tall man, of Levantine appearance,
with spindly fingers that look like slender asparagus. Am I mistaken,
or does he wear a gold bracelet? Also he has long, thin, extremely
white legs, with a few black hairs here and there, large hips, and
false teeth, and he carries round an extraordinary number of ciné
and ordinary cameras.

Alexandria: the Greek Gnostic and the
Negroid prostitutes

At first they wouldn’t let us disembark. “Italian passport? Cer-
tainly not!” said an Egyptian policeman, who was as rude as he was
plump. But we were eventually allowed to set foot on ferra firma,
thanks to the intervention of the Italian authorities.

Alexandria is a city which can truly be said to possess a front-
age. Alexandria’s frontage faces the sea and consists of the mag-
nificent Queen Nazleh parade. The appearance of classical Alex-
andria, during the centuries when she was one of the chief cities of
the world, was always, according to the archaeologists, distinctly
Hellenic, and there is a fundamentally European look about the new
Alexandria which has sprung up in the last hundred years, with its
wide, traffic-filled streets, its big modern buildings, fine shops, and
squares in which there is space to breathe. The tall Negro porters
at the Hotel Cecil, with their white shirts and red fezzes, look as if
they are there so that the good traveller may exclaim, “Here be lions!”

There are, however, no lions anywhere in the neighbourhood. The
only exotic thing about Alexandria is the fez, which is worn by prac-
tically every male. It is a most becoming form of headgear, and
must give a lot of poise and self-confidence to those who wear it.
The real fez type is the plump, middle-aged Levantine man-of-the-
world, slightly sinister if you look only at his eyes, but amiable enough
if you look at his lips and cheeks. The fez also sets off to advantage

7
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all the thin young men with a fanatical gleam in their eyes and all
the wise old men with beards and golden spectacles. The aesthetics
of the fez are complicated and full of subtle nuances. Mr. Millicent
bought himself a fez immediately. Levantine as he is in appearance,
it suits him admirably.

We dined last night at Pastroudis, an excellent restaurant fre-
quented by all the best people in Alexandria. The best people in
Alexandria consisted of an extraordinary crowd of Nordic blondes,
looking as sure of themselves as exclamation points, accompanied
by stout, elderly pashas. There were also people from the provinces
who were just fat, and bourgeois families, the members of which
devoured dainty morsels with greed. Jane was all of a quiver with
excitement. “Just look at the girl’s hat over there in the corner!”
she exclaimed; or, “Have you seen Beauty and the Beast?” Mean-
while the meal was exquisite. The tournedos could not have been
bettered.

Beauty and the Beast were sitting next to us. They were a couple
of nouveaux riches. Their riches must have been so recent that hardly
an hour could have elapsed since their acquisition. The man wore
a dark blue suit and a pair of screaming yellow shoes, and the
woman a greenish dress which had obviously been made for a per-
son of normal proportions and not for one of her monumental bulges,
which seemed to be attempting to escape simultaneously in every di-
rection. She had pounds of lipstick on her lips and phalanxes of pearls
on her neck and wrists. It must all have happened so suddenly that
the couple had not yet had time to recover from the shock. They
sat motionless and silent, in a kind of dazed happiness.

After dinner Jane, Piero, and I set out to explore Alexandria. 1
don’t know how, but a Greek, who spoke all languages terrifyingly
quickly and terrifyingly badly, attached himself to us. He was an
educated man, but he was dirty, dribbled continually, and picked
his nose in a most shameless manner. As the evening progressed we
went from respectable places to less respectable places, and finally
to very unrespectable places indeed. Meanwhile the Greek kept talk-
ing to me rapidly, in a low voice, like one hurriedly making a painful
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confession on the point of death. He talked about classical Alex-
andria and the library of the Ptolemies. Then he recited verses from
Callimachus, and told stories showing a refinement of intelligence
and imagination. Finally he ordered some green drinks.

As we descended down the path of evil, passing from streets which
were simply dark to narrow alleys and stairways with stinking gullies
running right down the middle of them, the Greek became more
spiritual and transformed. First he assured me that the distance be-
tween the earth and the sun had been known at Alexandria two
thousand years ago, and then he mounted to the empyreans of Gnos-
ticism. We went into a revolting den, where we were surrounded
by horrible, Negroid prostitutes—Jane explained that she wanted
to see life unsterilized and in the raw, and things that were millions
of years old—but the Greek seemed entirely unaware of his sur-
roundings, so much was he carried away in talking about the Abyss.

“What imagination, what daring was possessed by the Gnostic fa-
thers, Basilides and Valentinus!” he exclaimed. “God, the origin of
all things, the key to the universe, they called the Abyss! Here in
Alexandria even the sand is sanctified by the great things of the spirit.
Madame, messieurs, I am proud to declare myself a Gnostic; my only
wish is to be worthy of the glorious dust on which we tread, the
dust of destroyed masterpieces, of crumbled papyri, of courtesans
and scientists and martyrs, of queens and poets. . . .”

Meanwhile two of the wretched women had started dancing, very
badly indeed. They were naked, or nearly naked, and they danced
to the sad and monotonous singing of a huge woman dressed in black,
who beat a drum that she held on her knees. Nobody except this one-
woman band seemed to take the slightest interest in the proceedings.
Her monumental bosom heaved and quivered behind its cover-
ing of black cotton, and in her piglike eyes, which were sunk like
two pins in fat, there were gleams of an increasingly obscene frenzy.
The Greck continued with his monologue as remorselessly as a gram-
ophone record. He said such fine things that I felt compelled to go

over to the window for a moment, to look at the stars and breathe
the night air.
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“The Abyss fertilizes the Eternal Silence, don’t you see,” he said,
“and that is how everything is born. She, you, I, they, the old woman
with the drum, even that creature who is dancing there, all of us
are children of the Abyss and of Silence. The Abyss is our father and
Silence our mother. It is to them that we shall return. . . .”

A sinister-looking Negro flashed a knife, because he thought he
had been inadequately tipped. Jane screamed, and we fled ignomini-
ously. The Greek Gnostic stayed behind with the Negroid prostitutes.

Today Jane, her husband, Piero, Vildo, and I all motored to
Cairo. Where did that brand-new American car come from? It was
not the car that Jane and her husband have on board, which is dark
blue; this one was light grey. Jane and her husband are delightfully
mysterious. I had never thought that Americans could be mysteri-
ous, because mystery is the sign of old civilizations. This, I feel, opens
up new fields for thought and speculation.

After the usual squalid suburbs we emerged into the desert. There
is no country round Alexandria. You pass straight from the built-up
area into the desert, from crowds to solitude. Before us lay 120 miles
or more of asphalt road, as black as a river of pitch, stretching
straight across the yellow sand as far as the eye could see. At sun-
set we stopped for a moment and got out, to stretch our legs and take
photographs. After several days on board ship and then in a crowded
city, it was a precious moment alone with nature. Long, blue shadows
lay across the orange-coloured sand, and there were green trans-
parencies in the sky. The sun, a red ball of fire, settled down on the
horizon without a halo, without the slightest sign of haze.

Cairo: granite, sarcophagi, millenniums, and garlic

We are at Cairo. Before I go on there is something I want to add.
Last night, after the sun had set, when we got into the car again and
went on our way, our Moslem driver turned on the wireless, be-
cause there were some prayers he wanted to hear, on I don’t know
what station. So we crossed the desert to the chanting of an astonish-
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ing, deep bass voice. We travelled for mile after mile listening to
the Koran. Qutside there was a thin, crescent moon.

But to continue. Today we saw the pyramids. It is always curious
to see for the first time something with which you have been familiar
in pictures since childhood. When I first arrived in Japan, for in-
stance, I was astonished to find that Fujiyama, which looked such
a smooth and kindly mountain in illustrations, was rugged, grim, and
rocky. The pyramids were also different from what I had expected.
For one thing, they are coloured. Black-and-white photographs and
the illustrations in school geography books give us an impression
that they are greyish, which is completely false. Actually they are
brown, the colour of baked clay, or even tawny. When first seen
in the distance they are as impressive as mountains, and the light
plays bluish tricks between their summits.

Then they are not smooth; their sides are furrowed, so furrowed
that when one is near them they look as if they were built like steps.
That is because men and time have stripped them of their ancient
outer covering. I climbed the steps to the top of the biggest pyramid,
the great pyramid of Gizeh, without any difficulty.

At the top I sat down and looked about me, as one looks at the
panorama from a mountaintop. I saw the Nile, and other pyramids
in the distance, a whole geology of pyramids. I didn’t know whether
to think about ancient kings or the mysterious forces of nature. But
I was not on a mountain, but on a man-made pile of two million
blocks of stone, each weighing two and a half tons. A mountain can
fill one with marvel or terror at the subterranean forces that lifted it
into the sky. The pyramids fill one with never-ceasing astonishment
at the slow deliberation with which those gigantic edifices were
erected by the hand of man; at the subtle, mathematical, astronomi-
cal, geomantic framework, like a hidden spider’s web, which in its
mute and enduring tracery invisibly supports the colossal weight;
at the buried and forgotten suffering of which these blocks might tell
if they could remember the days when the arms, chests, and shoul-
ders of slaves transported them, hoisted them, and fixed them in
the place which, after thousands of years, they still occupy today.
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I was followed to the top by a filthy and importunate Arab, whose
breath stank of garlic (“me guide pyramids, gentleman give bak-
sheesh?”), and I couldn’t shake him off. He followed me all the
way down again, and into the chamber at the very heart of the pyra-
mid which served as Pharaoh’s tomb. We crept on hands and knees
down dark tunnels until we reached the sepulchral chamber in the
centre of the great edifice. The silence was terrifying. Granite, sar-
cophagi, millenniums, and garlic.

The Red Sea: “I hate science, for instance”

We embarked again at Port Said, and soon afterwards we were in
the Suez Canal, another impressive piece of man’s handiwork—
endless expanses of sand on either side and this streak of blue water
cutting straight across them.

Jane, sitting in a deck chair, was combing Vildo. The conversa-
tion led to a comparison between the Suez and the Panama Canals.

“I prefer Suez,” Jane said. “It’s grander. You’re aware of man’s
handiwork at every step. It’s one long, continuous, breath-taking
gash, tearing Asia and Africa apart. It’s not a canal, but a wound
made by a surgeon’s knife.”

“So the sea is the earth’s blood, is it?” I exclaimed pompously,
with a laugh.

“Yes. Is that a commonplace? Commonplaces are often great
truths. Perhaps you’re too young. In the second half of your life you
go back to commonplaces with affection. . . . Keep still, Vildo
darling!”

Vildo was leaping about like a little dragon, trying to catch a fly
in his mouth; every time he missed his teeth snapped together, sound-
ing like the shutting of the lid of an ivory box.

“I agree about commonplaces,” I answered. “But I prefer Pan-
ama. It has so many curves; you go through real forests. And then
there are all those lakes and islands. In the Panama Canal it’s worth
staying on deck and watching, because the landscape keeps chang-
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ing. Here, after five minutes, you know it’s going to be exactly the
same for the next hundred miles; in fact until next day.”

Next day we emerged into the Red Sea, the blueness of which
was worthy of the Mediterranean. It was still relatively cool; the
real heat would begin only in two days’ time, when we neared
Massawa.

I spent a long time this evening on deck, talking to Giuseppe Tucci.
“I only like things that contain a mystery,” he said to me, while a
fierce, metallic sun rolled along the horizon. Mount Sinai was visible
in the distance, a haunting, violet apparition suggesting divine mani-
festations and infernal terrors in that land of hermits, relics, rocks,
and cypresses. “I'm interested in everything that is inexplicable,
tangled, obscure,” Tucci went on. Then he added, as if he feared
he might have given himself away, “I hate certainty and clarity. I
hate science, for instance!”

Giuseppe Tucci adores paradoxes; they make him happy. But
they are a need of his intellect, not of his whole personality. If
Giuseppe Tucci really hated science, he would not be Giuseppe
Tucci, and he would not have left for posterity a row of standard
works as a monument to his immense labour, study, and researches.
Perhaps he does not want to be believed when he talks; what en-
chants and stimulates him is the sound of his own voice, the linking
of logical propositions into strange syllogisms, the drawing of the
last conclusions from every premiss.

To get to know Giuseppe Tucci properly, you have to see him as
he is now, on a voyage. His cabin is transformed into a library, a
study, a sanctum. The steward who makes his bed every morning
has to move with special care to avoid disturbing his piles of books
and papers. On top of the proofs of a book due to appear shortly
there is probably to be found a Bengali treatise on logic or a German
dissertation on ancient Chinese poetry; elsewhere sheets of type-
script lie mixed with the thick, veined paper of a Tibetan work on

Yoga, while volumes of Valéry or a translation of Huizinga crown
the pile.
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Giuseppe Tucci is an almost unique example in our day of the new
humanism in which Chinese philosophers like Chuang-tse, Tibetan
poets like Milarepa, Japanese dramatists like Chikamatsu, are not
merely exotic ornaments of a distant civilization, but living voices
in the mind, as Plato or Lucretius or Plautus have traditionally been
through the centuries. In this Giuseppe Tucci is two or three cen-
turies ahead of contemporary Europe.

“You believe in science,” the professor concluded. “In other words,
you're the victim of an illusion. Science postulates a self and a non-
self linked in an immutable relationship. What a childish thing!”

The sun had disappeared behind the peaks of Sinai. Tucci rubbed
his hands and went on emptying all content from the non-self.

Massawa and Djibouti

At Massawa there is the infernal heat normal in these parts. The
heavy, humid sultriness of the tropics has now closed down on us.
Here too we had difficulty before we were allowed to disembark. But
when we at last set foot on shore, we found ourselves in an entirely
Italian town, with the usual advertisements for Fiat cars, Peroni
beer, and San Pellegrino orangeade, and people talking with the ac-
cents of Sicily, Piedmont, or Venetia.

Many Italians travelling in our ship disembarked yesterday eve-
ning, and there are now very few passengers left on board—a few
Swedes and Swiss, the American couple, and ourselves. I spoke to
a few inhabitants of the place. They talked sadly, as was natural,
but I thought they also felt that their labour would not turn out to
have been in vain, but that something would remain, was bound
to remain, and that in any case they would pull through, with the
patience and energy characteristic of the Italian countryside. The
liking with which the natives spoke of the Italians was moving.

From Massawa we went on to Djibouti—a short journey, entirely
devoid of interest. At Djibouti there was great excitement. We ar-
rived about midday, and went ashore. When we returned to the ship
for dinner we found everything—at any rate in First Class—in 2
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terrible state of commotion. What had happened, when I was able
to reconstruct the facts, turned out to have been as follows. At
about three o’clock in the afternoon Vildo had apparently left the
cabin alone and gone wandering about the deck. The hold was open,
and the little beast had fallen into it, nobody knew how, and broken
aleg. When Mr. Millicent came back from Djibouti and found Vildo
looking as if he were dead he was so overcome with emotion that
he fainted. Complete panic seems to have reigned for a good ten
minutes. Nobody knew what to do first—whether to look after poor
Vildo or to bring round his unfortunate master. Jane divided her
efforts between blowing in her husband’s face and taking the poor
dog in her arms and cuddling it.

By the time we arrived the worst was over. Mr. Millicent had
almost completely recovered. “What a fright I had!” he exclaimed.
“When I saw Vildo, I thought he was dead! Dead!” Jane had re-
covered her calm and her ready wit. Vildo, covered in bandages,
seemed to be supremely happy.

Later in the evening Piero Mele and I went ashore again. We had
an amusing conversation with a Somali, who talked to us at length
about the time when “the Italians were here.” “Then things very
good,” he said. “With no one else eat like with Italians.” He meant
that when the Italians were here he had enough to eat, while now he
was hungry, poor chap.

Aden: miracles, Mexico, nomads, plaster

During the short crossing from Djibouti in Africa to Aden on the
coast of Arabia the whole ship was mobilized on Vildo’s behalf—the
nurse for injections, the kitchen for special dishes, the dispensary for
ice. Vildo, covered with bandages and with a supremely contented
expression, sat enthroned in a deck chair, with all the majesty of a
gouty old maharajah. At mealtimes Mr. and Mrs. Millicent took
turns at staying with the precious little invalid. Jane would have her
meal first, swallow it hurriedly, and then disappear. A few moments
later her husband would arrive, wearing an expression of acute dis-
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tress. At night they apparently took turns sitting up with Vildo. Even
Jane seemed to be losing her usual sense of humour.

At cocktail time Piero proposed a toast. “Here’s to Vildo’s health!”
he said. “Yes, and to my defeat,” remarked Jane. “Soon, perhaps,
a small miracle will be needed.”

“Or a nurse?”

“My husband would never permit it. Trust Vildo to a nurse! Are
you crazy?”

The word “miracle” started a conversation behind our backs.
Every now and then we caught snatches of it.

“We know so little about things that I take the liberty of believ-
ing in miracles—real miracles, I mean, the suspension of natural
law, or things happening contrary to natural law, or what you will.”

“That’s something I can’t accept. It would mean the complete
abdication of the intellect. The things we don’t yet understand we
call miracles. There are so many things that are miracles for primi-
tive people but no longer miracles for us—thunderbolts, earthquakes,
and comets, for instance. In relation to a future, higher stage of hu-
manity, we are still primitives. Our miracles will form part of their
science.”

Meanwhile Jane was talking to us about Mexico.

“It’s a country you ought to visit,” she said. “It’s the only civilized
country in the Western Hemisphere.”

“Civilized because it’s good at civil war?”

“Perhaps; or perhaps because the people have the courage to have
faith; and also because it's like Alexandria, in the sense that your
Greek friend talked about; full of the dust of artists, emperors, etc.”

We reached Aden in the morning. At seven o’clock Mr. Millicent
was ready and waiting, dressed all in white, though he generally
wore shorts all day long until it was time to change for dinner. He
ordered a motor launch and went ashore to make arrangements for
Vildo to be operated on by the best vet in the place. An hour later
he came back to fetch Vildo and take him ashore. We learned later

that he was not present at the operation. “I should have died if I
had seen him suffer,” he said.
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We went ashore too. The bazaar at Aden provides the most
lively, the most kaleidoscopic spectacle of all the ports of the East.
Shepherds, nomads, and brigands from Yemen and the Hadhra-
maut come down to the city to see, to buy, to satisfy their curi-
osity, and to enjoy themselves, and mingle with the crowd of Somalis,
Hindus, Jews, and Negroes. You often see tall, thin young men with
extraordinarily fine features and long hair, wearing garments of ex-
traordinary colours over skins the colour of old bronze, and carrying
scimitars and daggers.

We were due to leave at midday, and we went back on board. The
ship was ready, and everyone was waiting. Waiting for whom? For
Vildo, of course. The operation must have been more complicated
than had been expected. One o’clock came, and half-past one, and
still no sign of Vildo. The captain was in a black mood. Eventually
a motor boat appeared, making the most appalling din. Mr. Milli-
cent was standing in the bow, with Vildo in his arms, and Jane was
sitting under a green sunshade in the stern.

As soon as all three of them were on board Jane saved the some-
what delicate international situation. With all the charm and natural-
ness in the world, she invited the captain and officers to cocktails.
Who, in the circumstances, could nurse a grudge against a lady like
Mrs. Millicent? Vildo was all covered up in plaster, and obviously
felt more important than ever. Perhaps he did not notice the looks
that were cast at him every now and then. Luckily for him, he’s a
stupid dog. An intelligent dog would have died of embarrassment.

At the gates of India: how to escape from maya

We are nearing Bombay. Up to Aden the distances between one
port and the next were short; after Aden we spent several days cross-
ing the Indian Ocean. At this time of year—it is March—the water
is calm or barely ruffled, an expanse of blue under a clear sky; in a
few months’ time, in the monsoon season, it will be in a state of per-
petual commotion, a horrible greenish or yellowish colour, under a
low, white sky that is both stifling and dazzling.
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Vildo is decidedly better; he runs about the deck, limping because
of his plastered foot, and the Millicents take their meals together
again. I have struck up a friendship with a young Sicilian doctor,
who is on his way to India to act as medical officer to a Catholic
mission; but he tells me that his real object is to study Yoga.

“You see,” he concluded after a long tirade, “I have always been
most interested in the fact that certain states of mind can influence
the state of the body. How is it that the sick can be cured as the
result of a psychological impulse? Yoga may be able to teach me
many things.”

Remarks that at home would appear wild or fantastic are already
beginning to make sense. In fact the outline of the Ghat mountains,
which rise behind Bombay, is already visible on the horizon; we are
really at the gates of India. Nothing could express better than Yoga
the inner spirit of the country we are approaching. Yoga stands for
India in all her philosophical profundity, her metaphysical flights,
her moral daring, her perennial sense of man as an inseparable iden-
tity of mind and body, her self-assurance in the midst of the mys-
terious, the confidential terms she is on with death, and her admira-
ble symbolism.

Yoga offers the sage a way of escape from maya (the illusion of
transient things, designed to perish) into a fullness of being that
transcends becoming. Long and sustained effort enables him to pass
one by one through the eight stages that lead to liberation. During
the process he can have no rest; there can be no truce for any part
of his being. His body must slowly be trained by prolonged ascetic
practices to become like a musical instrument, able to vibrate to the
hidden impulses that govern the breath of the universe. His intel-
lectual faculties must be purified by progressive renunciation of all
false aspirations until they attain awareness of a life beyond forms
and ideas; and his subconscious must undergo a prolonged educa-
tion until the thinking individual is able really to annihilate himself,
disappear into the object of his thought, into the eternal, the infinite,
the One.

Jane joined our group with Vildo in her arms. We all observed
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with pleasure that there was in the dog’s appearance a certain look
of philosophical profundity. So, little beast, it does you good to suffer?
At least you're human in that!

Bombay is now just visible, a white streak on the sun-beaten shore
of India. In an hour we shall be in port.

19



I1

(CACA R EA CACACA B S EA CACA KR B CARA A

INDO-GOTHIC AND INVISIBLE
JUNGLES

Bombay: knowing the world with one’s nose

HE British have always been very proud of Bombay, on the

whole with good reason. It is still the Indian city in which one is
most aware of Western influence. It has wide streets, tree-lined
squares, parks, and walks along the seashore. Also it has certain fea-
tures that movingly reveal the homesickness for London felt by the
Victorian architects who built the greater part of it.

Certainly it is a town without a history. From that point of view,
compared with Delhi or Benares it is devoid of interest. In 1661
Charles II of England received the island on which the city now
stands as part of the dowry of Catherine of Braganza. All it had to
offer was a few huts, and perhaps one or two Portuguese trading
stations. Bombay sprang into prominence only about a century ago,
when British banks started opening branches there, and the first
railway lines were built into the interior. The population quickly
increased from two hundred thousand to a million, and then to a
million and a half.

For a hundred years Bombay was the fagade of the British Indian
Empire. When you approach from the sea one of the first buildings
you see is the Gateway of India, a kind of triumphal arch in which
twenty different styles are unhappily united. Actually the whole of
Bombay is ugly, but its ugliness is of a kind that may soon become
interesting. It is not entirely improbable that a century hence tour-
ists may seriously consider this city to be a gem of the fantastic Indo-
Gothic style. Our generation is still too near that which created these
hybrid monsters, born of a union between Reims, Cologne, and
Uppsala on the one band, and Gwalior, Jodhpur, and Tanjore on
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the other. But our grandchildren may contemplate the telephone-
company and bank palaces, the Protestant churches, the stations and
the hotels, all the temples of the Biblical-industrial-railway civiliza-
tion of the nineteenth century, with the same sophisticated and
slightly perverse pleasure with which we visit the Doric-baroque
cathedral of Syracuse or the Tuscan-Moorish Panciatichi villa in
the Val d’Arno.

We stayed at the Taj Mahal, the big hotel made famous by Louis
Bromfield’s novel A Night in Bombay. Calling a hotel by that name
in India is rather like calling an Italian hotel the Ca d’Oro or the
Villa d’Este. It recalls one of the most perfect architectural gems
of India, the tomb that the Mogul Emperor Shah Jahan built at
Agra for his beloved wife, Mumtaz Mahal. The architecture of the
hotel appears to have been due in great part to an Italian, Geronimo
Veroneo. Colonel Moise, finding himself surrounded in a mere
hotel with all these famous and romantic things, all these exotic
words and moving and imperial memories, was most impressed, and
would talk of nothing else. When we went down to dinner we passed
a Parsee lady of most uncommon beauty, draped like a goddess in a
lamé dress, and the good, enchanted colonel kept on muttering,
“Just like in a novel, just like in a novel!”

The Taj Mahal is a vast edifice built to make an insupportable
climate less insupportable. Not only is the climate of Bombay in-
tensely hot, it is extremely humid, and therefore debilitating. It used
to be said that the life of 2 man in Bombay was two monsoons. That
was when tropical diseases reigned unchecked. Nowadays, with im-
proved methods of building and improved hygiene, the saying is no
longer true. But the heat remains the same—oppressive to the
point of prostration. That is why innumerable fans in the Taj Mahal
continually stir the air in the spacious corridors. Everything is open
and ventilated, so that the most fleeting draught may find encourage-
ment to evaporate an extra milligram of moisture from the perspir-
ing skin of the guest.

The ventilation also circulates perfumes, to say nothing of smells.
Some of them are aggressive smells, to which one is not accustomed;
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they are disturbing to the nose as Oriental music is disturbing to
the ear. I maintain that it is primarily through the nose that an
alert sensibility is able to detect Bombay’s greatness as a continental
metropolis. It is outside the Taj Mahal, along Hornby Street, at the
Boran bazaar, or in the bewildering alleys of Kamatipura, that you
have the liveliest sense of this phenomenon. You find yourself sur-
rounded by Afghans and Bengalis, peasants from the Deccan and
mountaineers from the Himalayas, Parsees and Hindus, mysterious,
small, dark Tamils and big, turbaned Sikhs with long beards and a
spirited look in their eyes. There too you are assaulted by smells
—a confusing, overwhelming ocean of smells. But in the Taj Mahal
it is different. Here, comfortably seated in an armchair, with half-
shut eyes, you can detect in all their olfactory splendour ten differ-
ent civilizations in half an hour, each one perfectly distinct, and you
can study the characteristics of each and make subtle classifica-
tions.

An Indian girl passes in white trousers, wearing high heels and a
sari. Her fingernails are scarlet and she carries a bag—European
influence. She leaves in her wake a scent of cheap eau-de-Cologne,
but underneath it is a suggestion of sandalwood and indefin-
able spices, and perhaps of garlic. Next there comes a tall and
emaciated Hindu, a longitudinal caricature of Mr. Nehru. He sug-
gests pure spirit, refined by thousands of years of ablutions and vege-
tarian diet, but he too leaves something in his wake—a faint sug-
gestion of cloves. For a time nothing else happens. Then a North
European passes, identifiable by his cigar, his perspiration, and a
whiff of hair oil. Next comes a group of Moslem business men, with
moustaches, pomaded hair, and a confident, potentially martial,

crypto-aggressive air, but, strangely enough, with a sweetish, effem-
inate scent.

Bombay: making oneself understood

What real basis for unity can there be among four hundred mil-
lion people, varying in race, culture, and religion, some of them
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incredibly remote from one another? The subcontinent is a geo-
graphical unity,’ but there is no unity whatever about its popula-
tion. For the overwhelming majority of its inhabitants the very idea
of India is a relatively new thing. So fragile is it that when the Brit-
ish departed it promptly split into two: India and Pakistan.

The most serious problem is that of language. The fact that in
India alone there are fifty million people who speak Bengali—a
highly developed language with a notable literature, sixty million
who speak Hindi, twenty million who speak Marathi, twelve mil-
lion who speak Oriya, and more than sixty million who speak the
Dravidian languages, gives a faint idea of the problem facing the
government.

A linguistic map of India gives the most significant clue to its
age-long history. To the north there extends the compact group of
languages associated with the latest invaders—Aryans, speaking
languages akin to those spoken in Europe. While in the West Latin
developed into Italian, French, Spanish, etc., in the East there de-
veloped out of Sanskrit, and parallel with Sanskrit, Hindi, Bengali,
Gujurati, Pathani, and many other languages and dialects. For
thousands of years this group has been expanding southwards at
the expense of the southern languages belonging to the Dravidian
group, which has nothing in common with the Indo-European group.
That Dravidian languages were once spoken throughout India is
proved by the fact that there are still people, such as the Brahui, for
example, in isolated and backward areas in the north who speak
Dravidian dialects.

In India men have always come down from the north. Successive
waves have pushed on one another’s heels at intervals of centuries.
Hence the south represents the most ancient and indigenous level,
the substratum underlying all the rest. The really autochthonous
level, or the level older than all the rest, the Munda-Polynesian level,
has been completely pulverized. First the Dravidian invasion and

! Compare Italy. The Himalayas correspond to the Alps, the plain of the Ganges
to the Po valley, the Ghat mountains to the Apennines, Ceylon to Sicily, Bombay
and Calcutta to Genoa and Venice.
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then the Aryan have left only small groups of people scattered
about in the Deccan who still speak its dialects.

India claims in all more than two hundred more or less distinct
languages; in Europe there are barely fifty. Also India is faced with
a difficulty that Europe does not share. In addition to all these differ-
ent languages, she has several different alphabets. The speakers of
Urdu and the languages of the northwest use characters of Persian
origin. Speakers of Hindi and the related group use Devanagari
characters; and the languages of the south are written in the Tamil
alphabet.

Today I have been busy all day arranging for the unloading of the
expedition’s baggage and its transport to Calcutta. It consists of one
hundred and sixty-eight separate pieces, including packing cases,
boxes and packages of various sorts. Giuseppe Tucci’s diplomatic
technique is admirable. He knows exactly when to lift the thing to
the national level and talk of “the Italian expedition,” and when
to reduce it to the level of a mere private scholar’s journey in search
of self-improvement and talk of “Professor Tucci’s expedition to
Tibet.” It is worth pointing out, without implying any reproach, that
one of the chief difficulties which has faced all explorers, from Marco
Polo to Stanley, has been their relations with governments and other
authorities, all jealous and suspicious of one another. In this respect
the good explorer represents the triumph of individualism over the
inevitable pettiness of the constituted powers. He is often the cham-
pion of science and humanity against superstition and reaction.

The Bombay stations are interesting places in which to observe
Indian everyday life. People from all parts of the huge peninsula
are to be seen in the bustle. To return to the language question. I
noticed that clerks and travellers used English a great deal. At a
certain level of education English has really become a koiné, a com-
mon language. At lower levels of education everyone gets along as
best as he can by using his own language, eking it out, if necessary,
with expressive gestures.
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Elephanta: a face, the all

The sea is like the human body. It can be the most beautiful thing
in the world, or the most dreadful. The Mediterranean, with its clear
water, its rocky promontories plunging down from the blue sky to
the blue, clear depths, reminds one of the bronzed flesh of young
men or women used to the open air and the breath of the wind on
their healthy bodies. But the sea of Bombay is an old sea, in a state
of putrefaction, yellow, evil-smelling, and covered with filth. The
idea of falling into it is disgusting. It smells of refuse, drains, and
excrement.

Such was the septic stretch of water that we crossed, beneath a
white and dazzling sky, in a broken-down old boat with a broken-
down old engine, oozing oil from every pore, towards the island and
caves of Elephanta. But an ugly beginning often enhances one’s sub-
sequent pleasure. When we landed on the wooded islet it at once
struck us as very beautiful. We slowly climbed the stairs—it was
very hot—and walked up an avenue of flowering trees. Many-
coloured birds looked at us inquisitively from the branches. The
hill became steeper and eventually precipitous. We had reached the
caves.

These caves were carved with immense labour out of the living
rock; it is impossible to contemplate them without astonishment.
Superficially they can be compared with some of the pietra serena
caves at Monte Ceceri, near Florence, or with the Cordari caves at
Syracuse, but the caves of Elephanta are completely regular, far
deeper, and much more mysterious. Moreover, they are not natural,
but a man-made church of the spirit. For centuries they were used
as a temple. Pilgrims still gather there every year in February; and
the memorable sculptures that adorn the walls speak of great hu-
man things—myths, cosmologies, life, sacrifice, poetry, beauty, and
death.

We advanced between the monolithic columns towards the end of
the biggest cave, where there stands a colossal bust of Siva, with
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three heads, feebly lit by distant reflection. The precise meaning of
this magnificent statue of the Hindu god has been the subject of pro-
longed discussion. The face on the onlooker’s left is probably in-
tended to represent the god in his fierce aspect as a destroyer, that
on the right his aspect as creator, while the middle one represents him
as the Absolute. One thing is certain; no statue of such vast size
anywhere in the world is infused with so much spiritual greatness.
I think it was James Joyce who said that what mattered about a
work of art was the depth from which it sprang. Contemplating this
statue, you feel a depth that in our civilization only a few have
attained (one of them was Leonardo). In its consummate beauty
of outline, its deliberate, cosmic, slightly ironic tranquillity, as is
appropriate, for the universe is primarily terrible—fire and ice, pain
and destruction—it is an imaginative conception of the Absolute in
terms of man’s own features that has never been exceeded by the
human mind.

Elephanta: the world as cathedral and the world as womb

India is the Greece of Asia. India was for the East what Greece
was for the West, for us; that is to say, the birthplace of all the
philosophical ideas and all the influences in art and poetry which
for thousands of years determined, and to an extent still determine,
the intellectual life of millions of men. Moreover, India was some-
thing else as well. Greece did not give to Western civilization the
religion that subsequently became its very life blood, but in Bud-
dhism India gave to the Asiatic continent its most tremendous civ-
ilizing influence.

In connection with the parallel between Greece and India, and to
underline the different character of the two civilizations, let me re-
call Grousset's phrase—/'Inde, cette Gréce excessive. In Greece
everything tends to harmony. The Parthenon is a symbol for the
arts, and the Phaedo and the Ptolemaic theory can be said to be
the same for thought. Greek mathematics and geometry also con-
centrated on the finite and the measurable, shunning, as if it were
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intellectual sin, investigations that led in the direction of the in-
finite or the infinitesimal.

With India, certe Gréce excessive, it is different. Everything is
immoderate, gigantic, teeming, sublime, and terrible. Counterparts
to the lliad and the Odyssey are to be found in the form of poetic
continents, with tens of thousands of verses, in the Mahabharata and
the Ramayana. Indian architecture offers us Tanjore (the jungle in
stone), Indian painting the caves of Ajanta, Indian sculpture its
wealth of fantastic symbolism. Indian philosophy with sublime mad-
ness investigates subjective universals, and Indian mathematics suc-
cumbs to a special fascination for the immensely big and the im-
mensely small. In India you sometimes know what you are starting
out from, but you can never tell where you will arrive. In Greece the
world was always brought back to the measure of man; the Greek
tended to make of the universe a comfortable home—a warm, wel-
coming, reasonable, intelligible, human home. In India man strives
to adapt himself to a phantasmagoria of universes fleeing away from
him in spirals beyond the horizons of the mind, towards the mys-
terious horizons of the unconscious, with its unknown powers.

The cult of Siva is one of the most vivid and original products of
the Indian mind. It fuses Aryan India, with its insistence on logic, sys-
tem, and light, and nocturnal, feminine, subterranean Dravidian In-
dia, with its intuitions, its language of symbols, its fantasy, its magic,
and its sensuality. The cult of Siva presents us with the world as
cathedral and the world as womb at the same time. We find in it
simultaneously the crystalline, mineral vastness of a great stone nave,
shaped subtly in accordance with mathematical lines of force, and
the twilight of the alcove, the fertile, mysterious, warm, incompre-
hensible, and desirable obscurity of the womb.

How can one briefly summarize the philosophy associated with
Siva? In the world of our experience we are aware, on the one hand,
of light, beauty, happiness—all that we mean by good; on the other
there is darkness, ugliness, suffering, and death—all that we mean
by evil. Thus there are two aspects to life, and every religion and
every philosophy is definable in terms of the position it takes towards
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this dichotomy. The universe can, for example, be conceived of as
an eternal struggle between the opposing principles of good and evil;
alternatively it can be conceived of as being fundamentally good.
If the latter position is adopted a formidable problem arises—that
of the origin of evil. Epicurus succinctly expressed the difficulty
more than two thousand years ago. If, he said, God desires to over-
come evil without being able to, He is impotent; if He is able to over-
come evil and does not wish to, He is evil. Finally, if He has both
the power and the wish to overcome evil, how is it that we can be
aware of the existence of evil? The Indian school of thought of which
we are speaking solves the problem by attributing to the Supreme
Being (Siva) a total personality not only beyond both good and
evil, but intrinsically both good and evil. He is both Siva (the Benevo-
lent) and Bhava (the Prosperous), but he can also be Kala (Time),
the great destroyer, or Bhairava, the personification of terror and
death.

Siva thus represents the wild and untameable forces of nature,
simultaneously pitiless and beautiful, destructive of life and fecund
with life at the same time; he is the cruelty and ferocity of the laws
that govern life, but at the same time he represents the indomitable
impulse which causes life always to spring phoenixlike from the
ashes and the ruins. Siva haunts cemeteries, the abode of death and
dissolution, like an ungirdled ascetic, but wherever youth blossoms
and flourishes he is also to be found. The lingam, the phallus, sig-
nifies his presence, as does a flower or a happy child. Destruction and
creation, life and death, good and evil, extreme suffering, serenity
and extreme pleasure, all find their final reconciliation in him. Every
apparent contradiction is resolved in the compassionate and terrible.
ferocious and loving, cruel and tender, but above all eternally mys-
terious Absolute.

The words with which Siva is invoked in the Harivamsa express
a profound inspiration: “I adore thee, father of this universe, through
which thou wanderest along invisible paths, terrible god of thou-
sands of eyes and a hundred armours. I implore thee, being of the

28



INDO-GOTHIC AND INVISIBLE JUNGLES

various aspects, now perfect and just, now false and unjust. Pro-
tect me, thou only god, escorted by wild beasts, thou who art also
delight, the past and the future . . . who owest thy birth to thyself
alone, oh universal essence!”

The gigantic bust of Siva at Elephanta is the artistic expression
of this philosophy. The three heads do not represent three persons,
but the three diverse aspects of a single being; he appears sibylline
and august as Siva (the Absolute); fierce and implacable as Bhairava
(evil, destruction, and death); serene and smiling as Vishnu (life,
beauty, serenity, joy). The artistic catharsis is complete; the features
of the separate faces convey their inner world of feeling by the barest
suggestion.

Another notable piece of sculpture in these caves represents Siva
in the dance of Tandava, the dance in which Indian thought has tried
to symbolize the eternal process of the universe’s creation, conserva-
tion, and destruction. The great relief has been sadly mutilated;
all that remains is a torso, and the sculptor’s intention can barely
be made out. It is sad to recall that the vandalism that damaged this
and other sculptures at Elephanta was mainly the work of white
men. The isle of caves is, alas! too near Bombay. Unlike other monu-
ments of Indian art, discovered by the West in less troubled times, we
have information about Elephanta from as early as the end of the
sixteenth century, and only a few years later the Portuguese Diogo
de Couto wrote his work, Do muito notavel e espantoso Pagode do
Elefante.

The attitude of rude and bigoted European traders when con-
fronted with these colossal monuments of a civilization profoundly
different from their own is easy to imagine. Some must have felt
contempt; others must have had a confused idea that they were
carrying out an act of purification of some sort in destroying what
they no doubt took to be idols. Others may have been moved by
sheer whim. No doubt there were also other impulses that combined
with these to impel them to smash and shatter these ancient stone
figures. In any case there is no need to go so far back to find ex-
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amples of fanatical short-sightedness. Up to a few years ago the
official guide book of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London,
speaking of Indian art, said: “The monstrous shapes of the Puranic
deities are unsuitable for the higher forms of artistic representation.”
Anyone with even the most superficial acquaintance with Indian art
can see the incredible absurdity of such a statement.

On the other hand, one must admit that learning to appreciate
the art of a foreign civilization is a long and difficult task. I had the
opportunity for several years of observing the difficulties experienced
by Japanese students in trying to understand Western painting and
sculpture. Then I shared with them the opposite experience, gradu-
ally penetrating in my turn the atmosphere of a civilization different
from my own. It is an experience for which one must prepare oneself
with an open mind and with humility, and with confidence in the
common essence of all mankind.

Besides, until a few decades ago it would have been practically
impossible to penetrate beyond the outer forms into the minds of
these peoples who created artistic idioms different from our own.
All the elements for understanding were lacking. Little was known
of their history or of the interior life expressed in their literatures,
religions, and songs. In three generations orientalists have quietly
opened up whole continents for our edification, revealed whole realms
of thought and aspiration, and demonstrated that European civili-
zation is not the only civilization, aped by a variety of deviation-
ary and exotic quasi-civilizations, as our fathers used complacently
to believe, but merely one civilization among many. It is now possible
to approach arts different from our own from the inside, following
the path taken by those who created them, and thus to arrive at any
rate at a partial understanding of them.

In the future we shall perhaps attain a new, truly universal hu-
manism, and talk of Assisi and Elephanta, Botticelli and Li Lung-
mien, of the dance of Tandava and the Deposition, as of temples,
personalities, and motives all alike profoundly significant in the life
of the human spirit.
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In the train between Bombay and Calcutta:
masculine trains and eunuch trains

According to the psychoanalysts, dreaming of speeding trains in-
dicates an unconscious concern with virility. No great imaginative
effort was required for this discovery. What could be mcre virile,
more youthful and crazy than a train hurtling through stations and
plunging through mountains in a headlong, exciting clatter of metal,
with the sensation of irresistible power and will? The most virile rail-
way journey in this sense is undoubtedly that along the Ligurian
coast; the train, hurtling along the escarpments of the Apennines and
the rocky seashore, massacres houses, hills, cliffs, bridges, walls,
trees, roads, unexpected crowds, churches and markets, and the re-
sult is a sense of exhilaration bordering on intoxication.

But the least virile train I have ever travelled in is this one, trans-
porting us across the plains of India. It moves slowly, pants, stops,
and then ambles on again a little way, but the landscape is so vast,
the world so huge, that you don’t have the impression of any real
movement. Meanwhile the compartment is filled with dust and
smoke. Tucci manages to read, but he is a hero of the printed word,
and is an exception. The three others, including myself, look out
of the window in astonishment at an endless landscape of shrivelled
trees, black rocks (the basalt covering of the Deccan), peasants’
hovels, and cows.

Calcutta: “Perhaps want boy for massage?”

Bengal is two-thirds the size of Italy and has a bigger population.
You get a vague impression of this immense mass of humanity, this
dense population, on the train journey to Calcutta. Since early morn-
ing brushwood has given way to rice fields. It is obvious at once
that every square inch of land is exploited to the utmost, and sup-
ports the maximum possible population. The warm, humid air, the
water flowing everywhere, guarantee that the only limitations to
vitality and reproduction are those imposed by space.
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As our train proceeds the whole life of the countryside is revealed
before our eyes. We see work being started in one village and com-
pleted in the next. Here we see a man coming out of a house with two
buffaloes; in the next village we see a man exactly like him, again
with two buffaloes, on his way towards the rice fields; in the third
village a similar man has already started work. It’s the same with
the women going down to the canal to do their washing, with the
boys with their fishing nets, the girls with their boxes, and the
youths cycling along the canal banks. One great plain stretches all
the way to the horizon, with endlessly repeated rice fields, canals, vil-
lages, and palm trees; and so it continues beyond our horizon to
the next, and so on for thousands of villages and thousands of miles.
Humanity is like a close-knit tissue; lifelike sand; an anonymous
thing. But if the train stopped and we got out and spent only a few
days in the first village we came to, how many individualities we
should discover, what stories and intrigues! (Meanwhile to the man
at the plough looking at us we are a trainload of humanity, only one
of many that pass every day—humanity flowing like a river, an
anonymous river of faces.)

Calcutta was always the really serious thing about the British
Indian Empire. Englishmen went to Calcutta to make their pile.
Bombay offered a quiet life to not excessively ambitious adminis-
trators, but Calcutta always had something dramatic up its sleeve.
Moreover, the history of the two cities is entirely different. Bombay
rose and flourished as a prosperous port, in which business thrived.
Its only enemies were microscopic; bacilli and the viruses of tropical
diseases. But Calcutta can be said to have been born as a fortress,
was many times assaulted, sacked (in 1756) and recaptured, and
had many bloodthirsty changes of fortune. “Calcutta was the true
centre of government and Bengal the base from which the English
between 1757 and 1859 expanded their dominion by wars with In-
dian powers,” wrote the historian Dunbar. Calcutta has known plot-
ting and treachery and corruption without end. Even the British,
often cruel in their colonial wars and hard in their administration,
but not given to double-dealing, succumbed to the influence of the
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place, and Clive prepared two different copies of his treaty with
Mir Jafar, one true and one false, to use in his complicated intrigues
with the local potentates.

Physically Calcutta came into existence gradually, emerging more
or less concentrically from the marshes of the Ganges delta. In re-
mote times the whole area must have been covered with tropical
forest, a green tangle of rank vegetation battening on continual
death and decomposition. A tree falls and rots; thousands of plants
and animals immediately invest, assault, and occupy it, prospering
in their turn. The cycle is frantic, fierce, voracious, and it is in-
fused with an all-pervading carnality expressed in the rich colour
of animal life and the triumphant, magnificent, perverse luxuri-
ance of fruit and flower. Today the jungle has disappeared, but it
has not been conquered.

From the union of physical surroundings such as these with a peo-
ple as intelligent, as sensitive to beauty and imagination, as sensual,
speculative, and versatile as the Bengalis, there emerged the most
baroque features of late Hinduism; the adoration of the feminine
energies, the codification of magic and the occult in erotic forms,
cruel sacrifices to the evil forces in the universe. Thus the ancient
jungle, gradually eliminated by the hand of man, reappeared in an
intangible but a thousand times more luxuriant form. I do not be-
lieve that there is any great city which is more of a jungle than Cal-
cutta—the metropolis of tooth and claw, tyranny and blackmail,
suffering, evil, and asceticism. You feel it in the air, something in-
tangible but very definite. The lianas, the orchids, the snakes, the
forest with its blood-curdling screams and dripping green mysteries,
survive invisibly under the wood, the concrete, and the asphalt and
between the railway lines.

This morning Piero and I went out to buy various things needed
for the journey. The main entrance of the Great Eastern, the princi-
pal Calcutta hotel—it’s certainly very Eastern, but it's not very great
—leads out onto a dirty, crowded street, full of noisy trams and
crowded with people of every type. No sooner were we outside than
a boy approached us. We knew what he wanted to offer us, but there
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was no point in chasing him away, because another and more per-
sistent one immediately attached himself to us. (“No want girl?
Perhaps want boy, for massage?”) The only way to get rid of them
was to jump into a taxi driven by a venerable, bearded Sikh.

I don’t know why, but all the taxi drivers in Calcutta are Sikhs.
Even in the face of the phenomena of modern life, the various
groups in India tend to keep together rather than to disperse. The
Sikhs come from the Punjab, in northwest India. In the reeking
jungle of Calcutta they are as solid and comforting as rocks. Un-
like the Bengalis, they always wear turbans, often in delicate pastel
shades a la Boucher or Marie Laurencin. As they look like Old
Testament prophets or old men of the mountains, the pastel shades
strike a curiously incongruous note. The Sikhs are forbidden to shave,
and consequently have enormous beards, which are pitch-black in
their youth but in old age turn perfectly white.

Our prophet took us to the Kodak shop in Park Street. Park Street
is a small, orderly oasis in the teeming metropolis. It has some fine
shops, and you see nurses pushing white children in prams. There is a
certain sense of spaciousness and well being about Park Street, at
any rate on the surface. But you only have to walk a few yards,
towards the New Market, for instance, to plunge once more into the
depths of the jungle. You see the most shameless riches side by side
with the most abject poverty and squalor. Every few yards you come
upon the victim of some horrible disease, or a beggar trying to at-
tract the attention of passers-by in the most dramatic manner pos-
sible. This morning in Chowringee, the principal street, we saw a
nearly naked, armless man, with legs which were presumably par-
alysed, rolling along the pavement, thus imprinting on his chest,
stomach, legs, and back the stains of the red spittle spat out by all
the betel-chewers. From a distance this made him look as if he
were lacerated and covered with blood. He was accompanied by a
naked and indescribably dirty little girl of eight or nine, who fol-
lowed or preceded him, carrying a tin for alms. The two were sing-
ing, or rather shouting, a kind of duet. The man sang one verse, and
the girl the next. All the verses were the same, slow and inexora-
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ble. It was appalling music, not without a certain beauty of its own.
A tall, smartly dressed, fair woman, carrying a painted wooden
horse under her arm, suddenly emerged from a shop and nearly
stumbled over the body of the man rolling on the pavement and
singing.

In the midst of all this squalor and vice, wealth and destitution,
orgiastic cults and cruel sacrifices, in the midst of this world of
death, dances, and epidemics, there survives, as is appropriate, I
might even say inevitable, a fine tradition of learning. I shall not
deal here with the museum (which is incidentally extremely inter-
esting), the various universities, the hospitals, and the botanical gar-
den; I shall mention only the lunch we had with Chatterji. Chatterji
is a Bengali, an old friend of Tucci’s, and he teaches philology at
Calcutta University. He’s a man of about fifty, of average height,
sturdy without being stout, dark-skinned and dark-haired. He dresses
in Indian style and wears spectacles. One is immediately struck by
his wide forehead and intelligent eyes. He has the pleasing appear-
ance of the scholar. He arrived at the hotel today while Tucci was
out, so I received him; we sat in the lounge and talked.

Chatterji has an excellent knowledge of English. As often hap-
pens with men who have devoted their whole lives to humane studies,
he started talking immediately, as if we were old friends, recalling
persons, books, places, and events.

“Yes, yes, Rome,” Chatterji said. “I had a friend at Rome once;
his wife was a Pole, I think, or something of the sort. He started a
literary review called—I can’t remember what it was called, but
the name’s of no importance. On the cover it had a star and a wave.
I liked that very much. When I was in Rome I told my friend that
they were very fine symbols indeed. The star reminded me of Emer-
son: ‘Hitch your cart to a star.” . . . There’s a poem of Tagore’s,
you know—it moves me every time I read it—I can’t remember at
the moment what it's called, but the title’s of no importance, but
what it’s about is this. It's a conversation between a star in the sky
and a little oil lamp in an ordinary Indian house. ‘You, little lamp,
are the star of the house. I, little star, am a lamp in the sky,” and so
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on. That sort of thing may strike you as slightly rhetorical, but
Indians find it very moving.”

Beside us, sitting at the next table in the lounge, were some fat,
suave, suspicious-looking individuals, with smiling faces and evasive
eyes. They wore European clothes, and leaned forward in their
armchairs when they spoke, to avoid being overheard. What were
they? Foreign-exchange smugglers? White-slave traffickers? Dope
dealers?

“In every Indian home,” Chatterji continued, “a lamp is lit by the
woman of the house as soon as she awakens every morning. It’s a
beautiful rite, ancient and full of poetry. The lamp is taken into the
family chapel, and is then used to light other lamps. It’s an intimate
little domestic ceremony that greatly appealed to my Italian friend—
what was his name? Oh, well, it’s of no importance. . . . Itold him
all about it in English, and he liked it so much that he said he
would translate it into your language.”

There was movement at the next table. An individual who seemed
to be the gang leader had arrived. He was a little man, getting on in
life, very carefully dressed, and Chinese-looking. The fat men all
got up when he appeared, and then sat down again. Nobody spoke.
It seemed as if some sort of plot were being hatched. Finally one of
the men produced a packet of photographs from his wallet and started
passing them round.

“Symbols are a very important thing in life,” Chatterji went on,
wiping his spectacles with a corner of his dhoti. “The star and the
wave! But man is more important than symbols, just as the living
are more important than the dead. I remember a dinner party to
which I went once in Florence. I sat next to an American lady, who
kept going into ecstasies about old Italian music and old Italian
poetry. In the end a young man of your country said with a laugh,
‘My dear lady, modern Italians exist as well!’ I recalled that little
incident some time ago when I was asked to go to Udaipur, in Rajpu-
tana, to give a lecture. Udaipur, you know, is rather like Florence,
a city famous for its great artists and warriors, and for all the heroes
who defended our country against the Moslem invaders five hun-
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dred years ago. At Udaipur there are sacred memories of memora-
ble events at every step—"

Our neighbours had lit cigarettes and ordered drinks (lemonade
and soda, as today was one of the prohibition days). The photographs
continued to circulate. The little Chinese-looking man seemed to be
particularly interested in one photograph, which he kept looking at.
Every now and then he murmured something into the ear of one
of the others. The remainder of the gang kept whispering and plot-
ting, looking around them and drinking lemonade and soda.

“My dear Chatterji!” said a well-known voice behind my back.
It was Professor Tucci, who had arrived at last. After they had
greeted each other, we sat down again and the conversation was re-
sumed for several minutes. Then Colonel Moise and Piero arrived,
and we could go in to lunch. Meanwhile our neighbours had de-
parted. As we rose I noticed that they had dropped a photograph. I
could not resist the temptation of picking it up and looking at it. It
was the photograph of a model of a lady’s shoe. (This evening I
told Piero the story. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “They obviously
dropped the photograph on purpose. It’s an alibi!” On reconsider-
ing the matter I decided to adopt the Mele interpretation as being
in harmony with the spirit of the place.)

Our lunch, in the big, air-conditioned restaurant attached to the
hotel, resolved itself, after a few minutes’ general conversation, into
a dialogue between the two lions of learning. It was an intellectual
feast of the kind one rarely has the opportunity of attending, and I
tried hard not to miss anything that was said. A remark about words
in everyday use brought up the subject of the Munda languages, and
from there it was but a step to the Dravidian languages. They men-
tioned works written by their colleagues. “I agree with Schmidt, but
only on general lines—” Tucci was the more scientific, in the Ger-
man tradition, Chatterji more of a humanist, in the classical sense.
When he recalled some colleague, he always produced some visible
and picturesque image that made him vivid to the mind. “So-and-so
passced through Calcutta two or three years ago,” he would say. “He’s
a tall, fair, silent man, with a little round wife, always dressed in
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white, just like a tennis-ball, bouncing round him all the time!” Then
he would revert to quoting Kalidasa or the Kangyur in the course of
comparing remote and present-day literatures and drawing conclu-
sions that served to reconstruct the history of Asia.

The restaurant waiters numbered about fifty. They wore white,
caliphlike uniforms, with a kind of little red fez turban perched
on top of their heads. They moved silently, on bare feet. The whole
thing was less like a meal than a ceremony—a coronation, or some-
thing of the sort. A solemn-looking doge with a little white mous-
tache placed before me a tureen containing an almost invisible soup,
in which there floated (or flew?) a small green leaf. At the next
table was a party of Parsees, the women rather beautiful and the
men rather fat. A few tables away sat a family of Europeans, all of
them looking washed and dried out in the witches’ cauldron of the
monsoons. The husband, who looked like a decent, professional man
of about thirty-five, looked washed out; the wife, with her almost
repellently whitish skin, looked washed out; so did their daughter,
a little girl of seven or eight. How sad white children look in this
part of the world!

The lions of learning continued. Both of them were in magnificent
form. They were terrific. From the Munda languages they passed to
Tibet, the Uigurs, and the Nestorian Christianity of Central Asia.
They mentioned Sir Aurel Stein, Marco Polo, and von Le Cog, made
excursions into Bactria and Persia, taking in Manichaeism, ancient
coinages and unpublished texts found in Himalayan monasteries.
They followed Greek motifs across the steppes and oases of Central
Asia. They laid the whole of Asia bare before us, took it to pieces,
dissected it, and put it together again in space and time. They re-
vealed links and affinities, unexpected relationships, facts that threw
light on whole orders of other facts. They filled the map of Asia
with life and movement and turned history into a luminous fountain.
With the eyes of gods, playing with ages and peoples like toys held
in their omnipotent fingers, we watched the unrolling of the im-
mense pageant of the past.

Chatterji traced the name of Rome in its passage across Asia. “In
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Syria,” he told us, “it was known as Hrim. Chinese merchants, ven-
turing to the extreme west of the Asian world, met merchants ven-
turing to the extreme east of the Mediterranean world. They spoke
of the empire of Hrim, but the Chinese could not pronounce the
name correctly; the ‘H’ became ‘Fu,” and Hrim was transformed first
into Fu-rim and then, undergoing still further adaptation to the
Chinese mouth (which can pronounce ‘I’ but not ‘r’), it became Fulin.
That is the name the Chinese still use for Rome.”

Chatterji was delightful. He talked and talked, forgot to eat, then
hurried frantically to consume the invisible soup. Whenever any-
thing fascinates him he becomes completely oblivious to his sur-
roundings. But he is by no means blind. When the beautiful Parsee
woman at the next table got up, he caressed her with the look of a
connoisseur and lost the thread of his argument. He’s altogether
simpler and more human than Tucci, but certainly no less learned.
His intellectual equipment is of the first rank, and Tucci listened to
him with great attention. Every now and then he produced from
beneath his white cotton dhoti a copy of the Acts of the Asiatic So-
ciety of Bengal and noted in pencil on the cover the titles of books
or articles quoted in the conversation. When he put the document
back in its place again he revealed the primitive landscape of a vast,
hairy belly just at the height of the ethereal soup.

Siliguri: at the foot of the Himalayas

We left Calcutta for Siliguri last night. We travelled all night on
the Darjeeling Mail, the express to the north which runs with a
great clatter of metal through innumerable stations. We crossed two
frontiers: from India into Pakistan, and from Pakistan into India
again. Now that the world is tending to unite, is not this division of
the subcontinent a retrograde step? But it must be admitted that,
accustomed as we are to seeing the world in political categories, we
are not in a good position to judge peoples who still see the world
almost exclusively in religious categories.

39



ITX

[CARA CATA E CA R EA T EA CA R CA R CA CATA

FROM FERN TO GLACIER

Sikkim: from fern to glacier

E have arrived at Siliguri, and are now very near the Hi-

malayas, which loom steeply and commandingly over the
plains of Bengal. In a few days’ marches, in less than a week,
you can travel from a land of palms and tree ferns to a land of snow
and ice. In the pages that follow I have gathered together notes writ-
ten at various times in the state of Sikkim, between India and Tibet,
to give some idea of one of the most beautiful journeys in the world;
from valleys sunk in mist and rain to mountaintops glittering in bril-
liant sunshine.

Between Dikchu and Mangen. We are following the course of a
tremendous ravine through which the Tista runs. In quality the Tista
is a mountain torrent; in size it is a big river. Imagine the Adige or
the Po in flood plunging through a twisting gorge, carrying uprooted
tree-trunks and whirling them along as if they were twigs. We are
several hundred feet above sea level, and the heat is stifling. The air
sweats and weeps; everything seems to be liquefying. But for the
leeches and mosquitoes, we could walk naked, but because of them
we have to keep well covered up, and our clothes stick to our skin.
We are hemmed in all round by the green and dripping forest, and
the mist dissolves everything we see—the slippery, rotting earth,
the leaves, the tree-trunks, the trees, both near and distant—into a
uniform, mysterious grey, which takes away the individuality of
everything and suffuses a vague carnality over everything. Green
tendrils and canopies, stretching up to the dense foliage of the trees,
conceal sinister vegetable hollows, into which I look in the way a
layman searches a wound with his eyes. Every now and then you
come across masses of white orchids hanging from the boughs. They
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are beautiful but sinister—flowers with poisonous scent, the kind of
flowers to send to an enemy. Then there are the snakes, which stop
and glide silently away, and pulpy fruits, which drop in the dripping
silence with a squelch. The forest is alive; individually and col-
lectively it is alive. It is alive in the tree-trunks covered in lichen and
moss and clothed with ferns, in the butterflies, in the constant squeaks
and pipings, in every sudden and inexplicable rustle. You feel that
the forest has its own personality, its own desires and whims, its own
hates, its own hunger and weariness and languors, its own hidden
eyes. Once you have penetrated into it, you cannot escape it. Its green
tentacles enclose you in an agonizing embrace.

How shall one describe the strange excitement induced by the
luxuriant vegetation, the monstrous tree-trunks covered with drip-
ping lichen, the caress on one’s hand of those huge, shiny leaves, the
feel of the bark, the intoxication of the smells and perfumes? At the
same time, how express the revulsion provoked by so much teeming,
gliding, creeping, turgid vitality? Who could put into words the fear
of death that lurks everywhere? Not of death because of any specific
danger, but of death in a subtle, all-pervading sense. Nowhere else
are life and death so intimately united and intertwined. Here a fallen
tree provides nourishment for the thousands of living things that
batten on its decomposing fibre; a whole population of fungi, insects,
worms, ferns, moss, lichens, and moulds; there a snake glides noise-
lessly between carnivorous flowers; there a butterfly flies solemnly
and capriciously, finally settling on the yellow carcass of an animal;
here is an ambush, a trap—secret, stabbing, evil; here are both
splendour and horror. Baudelaire would have been delighted with it.

Serré, fourmillant, comme un million de’hlminthes
Dans nos cerveaux ribote un peuple de Démons . . .

and he would at once have drawn the great parallel between the
tropical forest and the heart of man.

Mangen. Glory and liberation this morning? For a moment the
clouds lifted, and after many days we saw the blue sky again, and
there, at an incredible height, nearly 24,000 feet above our heads,
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frighteningly far away and near at the same time, we saw that di-
vinely pure and unsubstantial thing consisting only of shape and light,
the sparkling pyramid of Kanchenjunga.

Nearing Sing-hik. Yesterday’s unforgettable vision lasted only for
a moment. Then the mists closed down again, plunging us back into
our stifling, subterranean world of green, drizzling semi-darkness,
pregnant with the aggressive smells of the forest. Trees, trees, mil-
lions of trees. This evening, while day was slowly turning into night,
I heard some blue pigeons singing in the distance. Their chirping is
musical and exquisitely sad, with strange transpositions into a minor
key of a motif that they repeat at long intervals in a delicate tone
which would have delighted Debussy.

Between Sing-hik and Tong. The people that live in these valleys,
the Lepchas, are small, furtive, and silent. The excesses of nature
in these parts—the terrifying rivers, the destroying, devouring for-
ests, the ice-bound peaks vanishing into the sky—seem to have com-
pletely overwhelmed and subdued those who came to live here in
ancient times. Or was it only by creeping, hiding, evading, that adap-
tation was possible? Today I heard a barely perceptible rustle behind
my back, and two barefooted men emerged from the dense green
undergrowth. One was aged about fifty; the other was his son. Both
had long hair, as is still the custom in these parts, but neither had the
trace of a beard. The boy, whose name was Gu-lung, was nineteen
years old, but he behaved like a girl of thirteen or fourteen, full of
shyness, timidity, and blushes. The Lepchas now number only a few
thousand, and most of them are to be found in the neighbourhood
of Mangen, Sing-hik, and along the valley of Talung.

The government of Sikkim is in the hands of a small ruling class
of Tibetans who invaded the territory from the north some centuries
ago. On the whole they are vigorous, enterprising people. The ma-
jority of the population of Sikkim, however, consists of recently
immigrated Nepalese. Like the Lepchas, they are little men, but they
are extremely active, and spread all over the place like human ants.
There is some resemblance between them and the Japanese. (Nepal,
the Japan of India!) They are gradually spreading east and west. They

42



FROM FERN TO GLACIER

work hard, cooperate with each other, organize themselves, multiply,
and always talk Nepalese. In the country they always go about armed
with a curved blade called a kukuri. I bought one yesterday from two
Nepalese who looked at me unpleasantly. I thought that buying their
weapon from them was the one means of enabling me to rest really
peacefully. The kukuri, complete with sheath, subsidiary dagger,
flint and steel, etc., weighs about five pounds.

Following our stony mule track we come across Lepcha dwell-
ings every now and then. They live in huts, of the kind typical of all
southeastern Asia, built on piles of varying height. From Japan to
Java, from Burma to Bengal, the details vary but the structure is
the same.

At one point we met some Tibetans by the side of a stream. They
had erected a tent, had been bathing, and were eating and drinking.
When I greeted them in Tibetan they insisted on my joining them to
drink some chang. The differences in character between the human
groups that inhabit these valleys are most marked. The Lepchas are
small, shy, silent, childish; they are always concealing themselves
and know all the secrets of the forest. The Nepalese are small and
silent, too, but they are active and vigorous, continually bestirring
themselves like ants. The Tibetans are big, noisy, expansive, the least
Oriental of Orientals, men made to stride like giants over their end-
less plateaux, always ready to drink, sing, or believe in a miracle;
merchants, bandits, monks, and shepherds.

Near Tsungtang. The world seems to consist of nothing but water
and vegetation. Stones and rocks are so completely covered by the
forest that you never see them. Only where there is flowing water
is the mountain rock laid bare. Today we had a little sunshine, and I
went down to the Tista for a bathe. The air is still very hot, but the
water, which comes strai ght down from the glaciers, is freezing. The
strength of the current was frightening, and it was impossible to
swim. All one could do was to take a dip between some huge boul-
ders near the bank where the waters were less swift. Not far away
a rope bridge, of the kind used in these parts, was suspended over
the ravine. It danced about in an alarming manner, and only the
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Lepchas are able to use it with confidence. The abundance of water
in the valleys of the eastern Himalayas is a terrifying thing. Every-
where there are waterfalls, torrents, whirlpools, springs. You have
the distinct impression that these mountains are still fabulously
young, that the levelling-out processes are still extremely active, that
everything is moving, plunging, slipping, and sliding downhill. Ac-
tually the water carries away fantastic quantities of earth and sand
and rolls down masses of rock, thus destroying the colossal moun-
tains bit by bit every day.

Lachung. The last mists and the first fir trees. Suddenly we are in
another, a more familiar world, in surroundings that recall the Alps,
Italy, beautiful and distant Europe. Even the huts are no longer built
on piles and covered with straw. But for some typical signs which
show that we are in a Buddhist country, the cottages in front of us
might be in the Bernese Oberland or the Val d’Aosta.

Beyond Lachung. Once more we are in the midst of a thick and
apparently endless forest, but how different it is from the forest we
were in only two or three days ago! We have now reached a height
of 9,000 feet, and instead of being surrounded by the alien and
exotic, the stupendous and the horrifying, we are now among vege-
tation consisting of conifers and rhododendrons. The contrast could
not be more complete. The only obstacle that confronts the teeming
life in the never-ending heat and humidity down below is the lack of
physical space. Every form of life has to make its way at the expense
of other forms of life; life thrives on death, and the thief and the para-
site, the blood-sucker and the crafty, fatten and multiply. Up here
the struggle for life is different. It is less a struggle of the species
among themselves than a struggle of all against the elements—wind,
frost, rock, avalanches, storms. The consequence is that the essential
character of the two forests is diametrically different. The forest we
are in now is tall and dry. Here craft and cunning no longer count for
anything, because what is needed for survival is strength, toughness,
innate vigour. In human terms the forest down below is like a big
city in which craft and racketeering prosper, but up here we are
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among life lived in the sun and the wind, the big things in the face
of which it is useless to lie.

Up a lateral valley. Rhododendrons! In the Himalayas the rhodo-
dendrons are trees as tall as lime or walnut trees. Instead of being
humble little plants, as in the Alps, they form thickets that cover
whole mountainsides. From May to July they bear superb pink, pale
violet, or bright yellow flowers, flowers delicate almost to the point
of decadence. This morning I left the mule track, the paths, the last
traces of the passage of man, and spent hours climbing a lateral
valley lost in the forest. At this distance from any inhabited place
nature is intact, wild and full of mystery. I had to climb over the
trunks of some trees that had recently been struck down by a storm,
and others that had been lying there for years, covered with lichen
and moss. Every now and then a frightened bird emerged from the
foliage and flew away. The dry leaves, the pine needles, the fallen
branches, crackled when I walked on them. Finally, in these recesses
of the primeval forest, suitable for battles between bears and giants
or for the yells of savages, I came upon whole gardens of sumptuous
rhododendrons, rich, infinitely refined and languorous, having a tex-
ture that was something between flesh and silk, tinted with delicate
colours—a festival that has been quietly prepared every year for
ages, for nobody at all.

Beyond Yumtang. We are among the last trees, and the first snow
is visible in the distance. This morning we set out at dawn. Strange
lichens, pearly with dew in the early morning light, hung from the
plants in the forest.

Nearing Samdong. The trees suddenly disappeared. Thickets of
rhododendrons accompanied us for a time, and then we came to
the open spaces, the high mountains. But who were those sulphur-
coloured personages climbing up the mountainside? They looked
like flamens on the way to a solemn reunion on some remote sum-
mit. They were chu-kar, strange plants belonging to the Poligonaceae,
which grow in isolation up to incredible heights, up to 15,000
feet and more, in the moraines, beyond the last meagre pastures
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in which only grass, sedge, and tiny alpines can survive. The porters
told me that the pith of the chu-kar could be eaten raw. I tried it,
and it was refreshing. Whoever brought you up here, superb, exotic
plant worthy of a greenhouse? Perhaps you are a last greeting from
India.

Sebu-la (17,224 feet). Our first real meeting with Central Asia
was with a yak, the great, hairy, tame, slow, abstemious, and agree-
able beast of burden of Tibet. It was grazing peacefully at the foot
of a colossus 21,000 feet high and was perfectly at home. Then we
came to the first snow, and we camped for the first time in frost. We
set out for the Sebu pass yesterday at dawn, and soon the sun was
illuminating the ice palaces of Chombu, the last important mountain
in these parts still unconquered by the feet of man. Last night we
camped beside a little lake, in the still waters of which unknown and
unnamed peaks were beautifully reflected. It was strange that the
lake did not freeze; perhaps it is fed from warm springs. At Sam-
dong, not far away, there are several such lakes.

We are only a few miles from the valley of the Tista, which we
spent the last few days climbing, but how infinitely remote seems
the world that we left down below! There we were oppressed by the
enormous overhanging mountains, the exuberance of the vegetation,
the low ceiling of clouds that weighed down on us like a horrible
penance. Here we breathe the open sky and see the giants of the
eastern Himalayas—Kanchenjunga (28,146 feet), Kangchenjhau
(22,700 feet), Pauhunri (23,180 feet), Chomolhari (23,930 feet),
and, in the extreme distance, Everest (29,002 feet), shining like sub-
lime and brilliant islands in a boundless sea of space. We can turn
round and say: There is Tibet, there is Nepal, and over there is the
huge expanse of India. We are on terms of intimacy with the breath
of the continents.

The valleys down below were hot and wet, full of a voracious, im-
perious or cunning, aggressive or insinuating vitality. Up here we
are in a realm of ice and clarity, of ultimate and primordial purity.
How great is the difference between night and death here and down
below! Down below night is even more alive than day. Night turns
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the valley into a huge maw. You seem to be surrounded by strange
secretions; you feel the touch of strange breath upon you; invisible
desires and terrors entwine themselves into the dense tissue of
branches, leaves, and soil. But up here the night is nothing but light
and space. Everything lies motionless in the great frost, with only the
stars shining, or the moon gliding along channels of ice or sheets of
blue brightness. Time and matter seem no longer to exist. Hence here
death immediately suggests eternity. Down below death is decom-
position, a minor, unimportant phase in the cycle of living; it is the
state which permanently gives nourishment to the vortex of new lives.
Up here night has the solemn, crystalline dignity of the great truths;
it is mind, God.

The porters accompanying us are Bhutias (Tibetans) from La-
chung. They are strong, simple, cheerful fellows, perfectly attuned
to these places. They face the climb without complaint; on the
contrary, they regard the enterprise and its difficulties as a personal
challenge, which they cheerfully accept. In the evening they sing
round the camp fire, and they sing on the passes, loudly, in chorus.
The valleys far below are buried in mists, which from above are
seas of cloud. How sudden was the transition! A few days ago we
could stop to admire the reflection of a ray of light on a butterfly’s
wing. This evening one of the porters picked up a handful of snow
and let it drop bit by bit to the ground. The crystals flew lightly
away, reflecting the light of the sun setting between the peaks in
gleams of green, pink, and gold.

Gangtok: dinner with the maharajah

In this Himalayan landscape, with its dizzy extremes and excesses,
it is appropriate that by way of contrast there should be a toy capital,
with a toy bazaar, toy gardens, and toy houses, set among tree ferns
and wild orchids on a hillside among the clouds. Such, indeed, is
Gangtok, the capital of Sikkim. We reached Gangtok several days
ago. It is connected with the rest of the world by telegraph line, it
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is at the end of a motor road (70 miles from Siliguri), it has a post
office, a hospital, and the maharajah’s palace. All the same, you
feel out of the world. The whole thing is a fairy tale.

Yesterday we were invited to the palace. We were received with-
out any formality, and it was a very agreeable occasion. This eve-
ning we were invited again, this time to dinner. We were twenty-six
at table. I watched the maharajah, small, thin, and elderly, as delicate
as a little bird and as noble as a coat of arms, draped magnificently
in his brown silk Tibetan robe, bend over his plate, peering through
his thick spectacles, and follow up—with notable skill, it cannot
be denied—some peas which tried to escape the points of his fork.

All Gangtok was present at the dinner in honour of Professor
Tucci and his companions: the Political Officer and his wife, the
maharajah’s private secretary, and the heads of the various noble
families who hold the reins of government of the tiny state of Sikkim.
Every now and then the maharajah turned and spoke to Mrs.
Hopkinson, the wife of the Political Officer of the Indian govern-
ment. I think the subject of their conversation was butterflies. The
butterflies of Sikkim are extremely beautiful and incredibly varied.
His Highness Sir Tashi Namgyal, Maharajah of Sikkim, though of
Tibetan origin like the whole ruling caste of Sikkim, is a perfect
representative of the small, secretive type of humanity that peoples
the valleys at the feet of the giants of the Himalayas. He loves fine
things, rare stones, lacquer, and jade, which he caresses with the
thin fingers of a refined ascetic, and he passes as quietly from room to
room of his palace as if he moved by levitation. I could not take my
eyes off him as he tackled his peas; it was an exquisite, microscopic
struggle; something between a game of chess and the infinite pains
of the miniaturist; something between a secret rite and a piece of
court ceremonial. But now the struggle was finished. The last pea,
defeated and impaled on the fork, was raised to the royal lips, which
opened delicately to receive it, as if about to give, or receive, a kiss.

The dining room was a small one. The big oval table and its
twenty-six diners practically filled it. On the walls were tang-ka
(Tibetan pictures on cloth), depicting scenes from the legend of the
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Buddha. They belonged to a series called the Tse-pa chu-ni (The
Twelve Episodes of the Life), and were of notable, but not excep-
tional, beauty. The magnificent Tibetan sense of colour was re-
flected not only in our hosts’ pictures, but also in their clothes. The
maharajah, besides his brown silk robe, which was held round his
waist by an orange sash, wore black velvet Mongolian slippers with
green flourishes. The princesses Peméa Choki and Sonam Pal-den, to
say nothing of the wife of the Lachag Taring, were dressed in Ti-
betan style and wore rich golden kau (boxes for amulets) on their
necks. The men all wore silk robes of various colours, and all had
red, orange, or yellow silk sashes round their waists.

Among all this splendour and delight for the eye we Europeans
looked like penguins. When will Western taste revert to expressing
itself in the richness and colour of the people painted by a Bronzino
or a Holbein? The black and white evening clothes of the twentieth
century are a grim and horrible thing. In the company of intelligent
Asians who stick to their magnificent costumes one can feel only
an acute sense of shame at our stupid abdication. It is said that
colour is stupid and effeminate. One might as well say that love is
effeminate.

Tibetan is the language of the palace, and to a large extent life
is lived in the Tibetan manner. The title of maharajah attributed to
the Dren-jon-gi Gyal-po (“king of Sikkim” in Tibetan) is one of
the few concessions to Indian usage. Lhasa, the Tibetan capital, is
undoubtedly the local Paris from which fashion, etiquette, and cus-
toms emanate.

Opposite the maharajah was seated the Princess Pem4 Chdki, his
second daughter (the eldest is married to a high Tibetan functionary
and lives in Lhasa). As the maharajah is separated from the maha-
rani, Pema Choki acted as hostess. She is twenty-two, her name
means “lotus of the happy faith,” and she is as pretty as her mythical
name. She is intelligent, proud, and high-strung. Her black hair,
gathered into a plait in the Tibetan style, provides the frame for a
slender, pale face, and eyes that are now intense and penetrating,
now unexpectedly languorous. Her mouth is small and expressive,
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passing from smiles to disappointment, from the seriousness of a
thoughtful moment to Jaughter at a misunderstanding, with the
quick changes of mood of an alert and active mind.

When dinner was over Pemé Choki rose, and one noticed that she
was small. But her Asian dress made her look taller. Besides, she is
so well-proportioned that it is only when standing close to her that
you can tell her real height. She wore a robe of violet silk, with a
sash round her waist and an apron of brilliant, electric colours. The
golden kau she wore was thickly studded with diamonds. Pem4
Choki’s personality was tastefully expressed in a few innovations
immediately perceptible to an experienced observer. Instead of the
traditional lham (coloured cloth slippers), for instance, she wore
elegant black leather French sandals, and her fingernails were
painted red.

After dinner we went into the drawing room, and I found myself
next to Pema Choki, who talks excellent English. She knows about
the West from books and study but has never been outside Asia. At
school she learned English stories and poems by heart (she went to
school at Kalimpong), and now reads Life, Vogue, and the Reader’s
Digest. She confused Colbert (Claudette) with Flaubert (Gustave)
and Aristotle with Mephistopheles. But of Tibetan culture she knows
every aspect. She adores Buddhist ceremonies and has a special
veneration for Milarepa.

“Just imagine,” she said, as if talking about some catastrophe
that had happened only yesterday, “Milarepa [who incidentally lived
a thousand years ago] dwelt in a cave in the Himalayas, among snow
and ice, winter and summer. I go into the mountains sometimes my-
self, but I shouldn’t like to stay there always! Milarepa had one
single possession: a pitcher for water. One day the pitcher fell and
broke into a hundred fragments. Instead of complaining or despair-
ing, Milarepa sang. He said to the pitcher, ‘You were the only thing
that T had. Now that you’re broken, you have become a lama and
preached an admirable sermon on the impermanence of things!” . . .
Rather divine, isn’t it?”

A servant dressed like a genie of the woods passed with a tray.
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1. India, the Greece of Asia
“The Marriage of Siva and Parvati” at Elephanta



2. The forest has its own personality, its own desires, whims, and hatreds (Sikkim)




3. The forest absorbs (Sikkim)



4. Pandim(?) from Mangen



5. Walls scale the mountains (Gyantse)



6. The Tibet of mystery, secrets, and death (Dung-kar monastery)




7. Lama of the Kar-gyu sect
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9. Princess Pema Choki Namgyal: “Am I foolish to think that a lama must be
handsome to lead the mind to faith?”






11. Habitual thief (Gyantse)
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15. The body is like a garment which one puts on and takes off.
The living Bodhisattva of the Dung-kar monastery




16. The gesture of reasoning.
Statue in a temple at Rinchengang
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The princess invited me to take a drink and continued, “In a few
days’ time there’s going to be a wonderful ceremony at the monas-
tery; you simply must come! A new lama has arrived from Tibet. He
has such a beautiful voice! And then he’s really handsome. Am I
foolish if I suggest that a lama should be handsome, to help him to
lead the mind to faith?”

Pema raised the glass containing the liqueur that we had brought
with us as a gift from Italy and laughed. She was well aware that her
last remark had been delightfully frivolous. Without knowing it, she
had repeated a question asked a thousand years before by Sei
Shonagon in the journal she kept as a lady at the court of the Fuji-
wara in Japan.

The princess then talked about her visit to Lhasa two years ago—
the gorgeous processions of lamaist archbishops and abbots, the sing-
ing, the incense, and the music. “Imagine an important ceremony in a
big temple,” she said. “Imagine a gathering of all the highest dig-
nitaries of the Church and all the principal families of Lhasa. Well,
right in the middle of the blessing a servant came and fetched me,
or rather I suddenly noticed him making signs to me from the other
end of the temple. As I was sitting nearly in the front row, I almost
died at the thought of getting up and treading on the feet of all the
grandest ladies of Tibet. The wives of several sha-pes (ministers)
were there, and several relatives of the Dalai Lama. Terrible, wasn’t
it? Also I wasn’t sure that my hair was tidy. But the servant kept on
making urgent signs to me, and I thought that something terrible
must be happening at home—perhaps the house was burning down

or thieves were trying to break in. Heaven knows what it might have
been!”

“And what did it turn out to be?”

“All it turned out to be, after I had trampled on the toes of a large
number of important people, was my puppy, which was bringing up
all the rice she had been given an hour before. I expect there were
dogfish fins in it, which she detests! What a predicament! All T could
do was to shut her up in the only place available at the moment, the
gon-kang!”
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The word gon-kang struck a discordant note. As I listened to the
princess’s description I had been imagining the scene in the lamp-
filled temple, with the gold brocade, the psalm singing, the silk-
robed lamas, the clouds of incense, the gilded statues, the crowd
of dignitaries in all the splendour of ecclesiastical and feudal Tibet,
the Tibet that still belongs to the Asia of Marco Polo. A gon-kang,
however, is a dark, crypt-chapel such as is to be found in every
monastery; it is the abode of the yi-dam, the tutelary deities—a
mysterious recess, where the stink of the rancid butter of the offer-
ings on the altars is even more sickening than usual. At the entrance
are hung the decomposing bodies of bears, wild dogs, yaks, and
snakes, stuffed with straw, to frighten away the evil spirits who
might desire to pass the threshold. The carcasses fall to pieces, and
the whole place is as disgusting as a space under a flight of stairs with
us would be if it were full of rubbish covered with cobwebs, ancient
umbrellas that belonged to great-grandfather, and fragments of
bedraggled fur that had been worn by a dead aunt. On top of all,
of course, there is the rancid butter. Pictures of the gods are painted
on the walls. At first sight you would say they were demons, mon-
sters, infernal beings. They are, however, good spirits, protectors,
who assume these terrifying shapes to combat the invisible forces
of evil.

The association of Pema Choki with a gén-kang struck me as a
criminal offence. It was impossible to imagine anything lovelier
than the princess at that moment, with her colour, her jewels, and
her youth, and impossible to imagine anything more revolting than
a gon-kang, a dark, dusty pocket of stale air, stinking of rancid
butter, containing skinless, greasy carcasses, with terrifying gods
painted on the walls, riding monsters, wearing diadems of skulls and
necklaces of human heads, and holding blood-filled skulls in their
hands as cups.

The princess once more raised the transparent glass to her lips,
sipped, smiled, and continued, “But you don’t even know what a
gon-kang is!” She then gave me a full description. She spoke of
bones and dances, of dri-dug, the sacred knife, of dorje, the thunder-
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bolt, of garlands of skulls, of sceptres of impaled men. In her was
Tibet, the secret and untranslated Tibet; Tibet, the land of exalta-
tion, beauty, and horror, the land of open sky and stony wastes and
fetid gon-kangs, of lofty peaks sparkling in the sun and of places
where dead bodies are hacked to pieces to provide meals for the
vultures; land of simplicity and cruelty, of purity and orgy.

Changu: Verlaine and the wind-men

Pema Choki and her brother, Prince Thondup, decided to accom-
pany us towards Tibet to do some skiing in the mountains. Climbing
up to Changu with Pema Choki was a continuous process of discov-
ery, both charming and exhilarating. She was no longer a fairy-tale
princess in her toy palace, surrounded by Tibetan pictures painted
on precious cloth, surrounded by jade and chairs in the worst Eng-
lish colonial taste. Now she was a simple and sturdy companion,
breathing the thin air of a 12,000-foot altitude and laughing in the
sun, her head covered with a fur cap of the kind worn in the high
plateaux in winter. Who would have suspected that there was so
much strength and determination in her pearl-and-porcelain body?

Today there was snow all the way up to the mountaintops, from
whence the wind kept carrying away minute crystals that glistened
in the sun. I was still haunted every now and then by the gon-kang
story. How reconcile the divine purity and serenity of these moun-
tains, the infinite sweetness of sky and space, with the stinking, blood-
thirsty horror of the lamaist phantasmagoria? Yet both were Tibet.
How reconcile those monstrous tutelary deities with the grace of
Pemaé Choki? Perhaps the mystery of Pema Choki was to some extent
the mystery of Tibet, and perhaps she could give me the clue to its
solution.

This evening we spent hours round the camp fire sipping chang,
the Sikkim beer brewed from millet, from tall bamboo cups called
paip. We talked of Verlaine and Keats. I admired the princess'’s
knowledge of Western culture, though laughing with her every now
and then at some mistake. Is not a temple containing a Greek statue
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the same sort of thing to her that a Chinese pavilion, or a pagoda,
is to us—namely, the extreme of the exotic?

Next, I don’t know how, Pem4 Choki started talking about things
more truly her own; about lung-pa (wind-men), for instance—
monks who, after years of extreme asceticism and strenuous prepara-
tion, succeed in freeing themselves almost completely from the
weight of the human frame and are therefore able to travel hun-
dreds of miles in a single day.

“In fact, they can make a complete circuit of Tibet in a week,”
Pema assured me.

She also told me how a storm arose if you threw a stone into cer-
tain lakes, and about a witch who was buried near a Lhasa mon-
astery.

“Though she died such a long time ago,” the princess said, “the
top of her head sticks a little way out of the ground every day. Just
imagine, she actually has fleas in her hair! The lamas exorcize her
every day, but she is stronger than they!”

This, and not little temples with imitation Greek statues or
cardboard-and-paste gardens painted by English governesses, is the
soil in which Pema Choki’s mind has its real roots; a soil honey-
combed with ancient dead, where esoteric poems and thaumaturgic
revelations can come to light any day, where there are gods who
make love in the midst of fire.

It was natural that the conversation should come round to poisons.
“Be careful on your travels,” the princess said. “In Tibet you never
know. There are poisons that kill without anybody’s noticing them.
In Tibet it is believed that poisoning a person who is fortunate ot
rich or powerful means that his fortune or wealth or power accrues
to the poisoner. Sometimes poisoning is done for still more subtle
reasons. People try to inherit sanctity that way. A great sage runs
the risk that some madman may try to poison him in the hope of
getting for himself the sage’s priceless advantage over ordinary peo-
ple—his superior position in the cycle of birth and death. Several
attempts were made to poison my uncle for that reason!”
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“What? The famous thaumaturge whom I've heard so much
about?”

“Yes.”

I poked the fire, and we drank more chang.

Peméa Choki continued, “Poisons, you know, are almost living
things. You smile? You don’t believe it? Ah, but you don’t know
what strange things happen in these parts! I know a wizard who had
prepared some poison to kill a rival. But, as it happened, this rival
was taken ill and died a natural death just a day or two before the
stars said the poison would be ready and effective. Well, there was
no way out. When a poison is ready, it has to be used. The wizard
had either to give the poison to somebody, or die himself. The
poison was ready and waiting. It was hungry, don’t you see? So
the wizard gave it to his daughter. Poison is like a living thing. It’s
alive, and has a will of its own. Terrible? But everything’s terrible in
Tibet!”

Everything’s terrible in Tibet! The phrase used by pretty Pema
Choki awakened memories and echoes in my mind. It was true, true.
The silence, the space, the temples crowded with gods, like ships
crowded with crazy people stranded on a crazy coast. . . . But the
mystery of Tibet now started taking on a new light. Because of this
new friendship I began to see things, no longer from the outside, but
from within. I began to be able to feel them, and when one begins
feeling, is one not nearer to understanding?

Pema talked about her uncle again. “He was the most extraor-
dinary man I have ever met. I remember that when I was a little girl
he lived in a completely empty room and flew—"

“Weren't you afraid? Did you actually see him?”

“Yes. He did what you would call exercises in levitation. I used to
take him in a little rice. He would be motionless in mid-air. Every
day he rose a little higher. In the end he rose so high that I found it
difficult to hand the rice up to him. I was a little girl, and I had to
stand on tip-toe. . . . There are certain things you don’t forget!”

The chowdikar of the shelter had thrown a lot of wood onto the
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fire, which blazed up. Warm and still full of light, we all went out for
a moment to breathe the night air. A huge, dazzling moon rode in
the night sky. All round us was nothing but the starry silver of the
snow. As we walked the ice on the path crackled beneath our feet. It
seemed to be a scream in the silence.
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THE METAPHYSICAL ADVENTURES
OF PRINCE GAUTAMA

The Natu Pass: the entry to Tibet

NE of the passes by which one can gain entry to Tibet is
O the Natu-la, a few miles from Changu. It takes you across a
grim, stony saddle surrounded by gloomy, ragged mountains. At the
top of the pass is a big cairn, some stakes, and hundreds of little
coloured flags on which Buddhist prayers are printed by woodcut.
When a caravan goes by everyone adds a new stone to the pile, cry-
ing, “So-ya-la-so!”

When we reached the cairn the sky had darkened a little and sun-
set was approaching. Pink and brown snatches of cloud floated above
us, as in seventeenth-century paintings. The air was cold. Ahead,
in the direction of Tibet, was the clear sky normal in those parts,
now distant from Bengal; it is the wind coming up from India that
brings damp, clouds, rain, and snow to these mountains. Piero Mele
had reached the top before me, and was already putting on his skis.
It was April, there was still snow about, and we wanted to make our
entrance into Central Asia in a solemn and sporting manner. Be-
fore going on I turned for a moment to look back on the valleys
from which we had come. They were already hidden by the violet
mists of evening. Good-bye, Sikkim! Good-bye, pretty Pema Choki!

I cannot say I enjoyed the descent. I was suffering from an at-
tack of mount~in sickness, and every now and then I had to stop.
Piero kept making fun of me, but as soon as the snow came to an
end he helped me by carrying my skis. We walked for a good stretch
along the muddy, stony mule track, and then it grew dark. The first
small thickets were succeeded by bigger ones, and then we came
upon the black outlines of some fir trees; we were down to tree level
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again. We reached Chubitang, our destination for the night, very
late. Tucci and Colonel Moise were there already, warming them-
selves by a magnificent fire of dried branches.

Every time I cross the Natu-la I think of Paljor and his standing
corpses, an incident that served as a most appropriate introduction
to these remote parts of Asia. It happened several years ago. We had
reached the pass in a thick mist. The air was full of obscure menace.
The contorted, weather-worn rocks loomed out of the grey mists
like the shapes of mysterious beings who had stopped and were
waiting for us. It was most disagreeable.

“They look like ro-lang,” said Paljor, who was carrying the sack
containing my cameras. He smiled knowingly, wanting me to be-
lieve that he did not really believe in ro-lang, but I'm sure that at
heart he did believe in them. Ro-lang are “standing corpses”—a
horrible idea, a characteristic product of the diseased and sinister
Tibetan imagination, which revels in bones, blood, and death—all
the pleasures of the slaughterhouse. Nothing pleases it more than
the thought of troops of demons engaged in liturgical rites among
dismembered parts of the human body, skeletons and entrails, dis-
porting themselves in lakes of blood, using skulls as sacred symbols.
The Tibetan imagination enjoys the macabre, delights in the revolt-
ing, intoxicates itself with tortures described with voluptuous relish
and realism. In a way the ro-lang incident was an appropriate wel-
come extended to us by secret Tibet.

On the other hand, how surprising and unexpected all this was!
Travelling in Tibet, over those wind-swept plateaux, where the sun,
with his escort of light and happy clouds, is the lord of space, where
everything is clear, limpid, and crystalline, where there are no mys-
terious forests or long-drawn-out northern twilights, you would
expect to find a people whose interior world was in more apparent
harmony with their natural surroundings. You would expect to find
the serene reasoning of the Greeks, a cult of beauty of Doric sim-
plicity, a courageous spirit of luminous analysis, southern, sunny
empyreans, mythologies in which gods as august as the Himalayas
revelled in metaphysical harmonies the essence of which was ex-
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treme abstraction. You would expect Tibet to generate in the human
mind the daring of the highest flights of Western mathematics.

There is a theory, as ancient as man’s first reasoning about his
own environment, according to which a country’s landscape and
climate in some way explain not only its inhabitants’ physical ap-
pearance, but also their character, philosophy, religion, and art.
From Hippocrates (wepi aépov, U0arev kar témov) to Ritzel, from
Polybius to Taine, it has been regarded as a self-evident proposition,
not even worthy of discussion.

That man must be influenced by his environment is undeniable,
but to define its influence is another matter. “Une vie d’analyse pour
une heure de synthése!” exclaimed Fustel de Coulanges. The time
for synthesis is still a long way off, though no one seems to be aware
of it. I open a volume of history at random and find the phrase: “It
seems reasonable to say that the Parthenon could have arisen only
on the soil and beneath the sky of Attica.” (H. Berr.) The proposi-
tion could be interpreted as follows: Given a people of great intel-
ligence, living in a country endowed with clear and brilliant sunshine
and a much-indented coast, a climate in which everything appears
in sharp outline, where everything is clear-cut and the whole atmos-
phere encourages objectivity and discourages vague dreaminess and
the unbridled flow of the imagination, the natural result is the Par-
thenon. The Parthenon is the result of the spontaneous flowering of
a civilization guided by clear and luminous ideas to harmonious and
simple goals. Should we not expect from the same environment a
cult of the rational in philosophy, of the nude in art, of the measura-
ble in geometry? And as for the gods, it is only natural that they
should be comprehensible, reasonable, anthropomorphous. . . .
The argument is perfect, too perfect.

The difficulty is that the whole argument could be applied to Tibet.
Tibet is a vast, rocky country, a kingdom of the sky and the sun,
where the wind blows for days with no obstacle other than the ice-
bound, deserted crests of the kang-ri, the “snow mountains,” where
rain is rare, and mist exceptional, where there are no forests, where
everything seems a glorious symbol of the most crystalline ration-
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ality, of serene and harmonious thought. Will not the interior life
of the inhabitants of such a country resemble the nature that sur-
rounds them? Ingenious and deluded theorist, your logical castles
in the air will receive blow after blow from each successive contact
with the Tibetan soul, and will end by being mercilessly demolished.

“How do you become a ro-lang? And who becomes a ro-lang?”
I asked Paljor.

“If you are struck by lightning and killed, sometimes you become
a ro-lang,” the young man replied. “Your body stands upright, with
its eyes closed, and walks. It walks straight ahead, and nobody can
stop it, or make it change direction. In any case anyone who touches
a ro-lang falls sick and dies. Ro-lang wander about the mountains.
They stop only if someone throws a shoe at them. . . .”

This last remark broke the tension, and I laughed heartily. But
that too was characteristic of the country. The sudden transition from
the macabre, the grotesque, the obscene, to the comic, the sudden
burst of laughter, was something essentially Tibetan. Paljor, how-
ever, remained serious. For him the throwing of the shoe was a magi-
cal act, an act of exorcism, a rite, and not a ridiculous anticlimax as
it seems to us.

At Chubitang: implication and explanation

At every stage along the caravan route to Lhasa you find a visitors’
book. At Chubitang, when I turned over the pages, I found the
names of many people I had met in Tibet or Sikkim—Granger, for
instance, a huge Englishman, as vast as a peninsula. I met him ten
years ago at Gyantse, where he was in command of the company of
Indian soldiers which the British government obtained the right to
station there in 1904 to guard the caravan route. (The right passed
to the Indian government on August 15, 1947.) T made his ac-
quaintance one morning, and at about three o’clock the same after-
noon I found two horses outside my house. One of the horses was
ridden by an impressive, black-bearded Sikh, wearing a violet turban
(just like the prophets who drive the Calcutta taxicabs); the other
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horse was for me. “Mr. Granger say you come play polo.” Play polo?
I had never done such a thing in my life. Naturally I plunged head-
long into this new experience. True, at 12,000 feet even horses start
panting quickly, and we had to have frequent rests. But it was an
exhilarating game.

Granger had been overcome with a sudden and immense admira-
tion for Giuseppe Tucci. “That professor of yours, he’s rather for-
midable, isn’t he?” he exclaimed. He had spent two years in Tibet
without taking any interest in the country, but he now suddenly
developed a passionate interest in Buddhism. In the middle of a game
of polo, whenever our horses brought us close together, he would
shout questions at me. “I say, what is a Bodhisattva, old boy?” or
“Hullo! How much would a copy of the Kangyur cost?”

The Kangyur is the scripture of Tibetan Buddhism, and normally
consists of one hundred and eight volumes. The Tangyur, which
consists of the commentary on the scriptures, consists of two hun-
dred and twenty-five volumes. The two together represent a small
cartload of printed matter. That reminds me of the occasion, ten
years ago, when Professor Tucci and I climbed the Natu pass with I
don’t remember how many mules loaded with learning. The poor
beasts, used to carrying wool, tamely climbed the hill with all those
stories of myriads of gods, magic formulae for initiates, subtle dis-
quisitions, and visions of fire and bloodshed on their backs. The
Tangyur, after being buried for some time in the belly of a ship,
between boxes of spices and bales of cotton, eventually arrived in
Rome. Who of the million of inhabitants of the capital of Italy knows
that there lies, mute and dumb in the heart of that city, this fantastic
universe of unexampled imaginative wealth? But what is a book
wl‘lich hardly anyone ever reads? Paper—the beautiful, fascinating,
primitive paper of Tibet, with irregular fibres as big as veins.

Mr. and Mrs. Nalanda must have passed this way a few days ago.
What a strange couple! He is a ceremonious German Jew, getting on
in years, who came to the East about twenty years ago. He adopted
a Buddhist name and the Buddhist faith, and he wears a kind of
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generalized Indo-Tibetan robe, very distinctly yellow in colour. He
wears a rosary on his wrist, and his grey hair is slightly wild, sug-
gesting a modest music master who had not allowed himself to be
entirely subdued by convention. His wife is much younger than he;
she is by no means unattractive and sometimes actually rather pretty,
with a white skin and black eyes and hair, just like the Parsees of
Bombay. She too dresses in Tibetan style. They wander from monas-
tery to monastery, copying pictures and living on roasted barley flour.
They are rather heroic, rather ridiculous, and rather extraordinary.
They do not seck excessive publicity for themselves, which means
they are sincere, but fundamentally they are disloyal to the West,
which is sad.

Studying the East and loving it does not involve being converted
to it and renouncing one's own civilization. The glory of the West
is science, not just science in the ordinary meaning of the word, but
in a deeper sense—knowledge of the world that surrounds us. It is
right that the West should dissect the East, as it dissects the concepts
of right, good, and time, or the structure of plants and the chemistry
of the stars, and in doing these things it is perfectly loyal to and
consistent with itself. Europe is Leonardo, Descartes, Leibniz, Bach
—the world as thought and cathedral; it is Cervantes, Titian, Shake-
speare—the world as activity, colour, and passion. But in all its
aspects the Western world is a world of explanation, while the East-
ern world is that of implication. The West is centrifugal, living in an
unstable, dynamic equilibrium; the East is centripetal, drawing into
itself. It will therefore probably survive us for a long time. But the
true European should not leave his place in his own civilization, in
spite of the crazy, meteoric course to which it is committed.

A year ago Pema Choki passed this way, through Chubitang, on
her way back from Lhasa. She travelled alone, with five servants.
What a tiny caravan! She told me about her journey the other night,
sitting by the fire, in the Changu refuge. It would have been delightful
to have met her for the first time in real Tibet, on the Tang-pun-sum,
for example, that endless plateau, exposed like a great bowl to the
sky at the foot of Chomolhari, its greenish peaks of ice standing out
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against the bright purple of the rocks. First I should have seen the
caravan like tiny dots in the distance; gradually the dots would have
transformed themselves into men, horses and yaks. Then I should
have heard the animals’ bells and the servants’ voices; finally I should
have seen Pemé Choki, Lotus of the Happy Faith, for the first time,
riding a horse, her eyes fixed on the distance, her head in the sun;
beautiful, strong, and as fragile as jade. Then she would have disap-
peared into the immensity of the plain. Last of all I should have
heard the voices of the men, for whom she was a delicate and pre-
cious thing to protect and defend and guide over the Himalayas.

Approaching the Kar-gyu monastery:
the symbolism of chortens

Coming down from the Natu pass into Tibet, we descended upon
the Kar-gyu monastery. “Descended upon” is the right expression.
The track suddenly grew steep, and, coming round a spur of the
mountain, we saw, many hundreds of feet below us, the monastery
roof, crowned by its gilded pavilion (kenchira) sparkling in the sun.
Still farther below we saw the Amo-chu, a huge Himalayan torrent,
flowing swiftly and white with foam.

It is a lovely spot, in its Alpine fashion—different from the sad,
misty solitude of the first outposts of the Himalayas, and different
again from the yellow, sunny, heroic Tibet of the high plateaux. This
Tro-mo valley, like many similar spots in Bhutan, Upper Sikkim, and
Nepal, is a delightful reminder of the Italian Alps. Torrents wind their
way between steep, wooded mountainsides, and every now and then
the ground is broken by precipices on which an experienced eye can
detect the traces left by the passage of ancient glaciers. But we are
not in the Alps. Even in its minor outposts the proportions of the
Himalayan world are on a fantastic scale. There is something pri-
mordial, fabulous, and excessive even about this ordinary, fir-covered
slope. One is aware, as if it were whispered or suggested, of the close
presence of giants 24,000 feet high.

A little way above the monastery there are some chortens (Plate
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58) which give a typically Tibetan aspect to the place. Chorten is the
name given to the walled towers, anywhere from 6 to 50 feet high,
which are as typical of Tibet as torii are of Japan or big crucifixes
are of many Alpine valleys. All three are of religious origin and
poetical significance. Small and insignificant though they may be in
the face of the grandiose nature which surrounds them, they suffice
to give form and atmosphere to a whole landscape.

In the Alps in Christian Europe a crucifix where two paths meet
gives a meaning to the mountains and serves to place them in history.
The crucifix speaks for a whole vision of life; it recalls the cosmic
drama on which the West has been nurtured for two thousand years—
the drama of God’s creation of man, man’s rebellion and fall, God’s
sacrifice of His Son to redeem His creatures by suffering.

Similarly a rorii, the simple structure of wood and stone that
stands over the entrance of a jinja park, a Japanese Shinto shrine,
suffices with its few roughly hewn beams and its stone columns to
give a poetic note to what would otherwise be no more than a clump
of trees in the plain or a small wood in the mountains. A torii sug-
gests by implication and remote association the vague and mysterious
world, ill-defined to the intellect but full of emotional content, of the
Kami, the Higher Ones; it also recalls the world of ancestors (who
are Higher Ones too). It stands for continuity, union with the in-
visible, the archaic, the remote, with myth and the very soul of the
world, which is revealed above all in trees, in the lofty foliage of the
cryptomerias, where the wind murmurs secrets and the stars stop at
night.

Similarly in Tibet a chorten gives life to a whole mountainside,
to a recess in the rocks, or to a waste at the foot of an ice-covered
peak, swept by the winds that blow at an altitude of 15,000 feet.
Very exceptionally a chorten is the last resting place of a venerated
lama, sometimes it contains ashes and bones, but generally its con-
tents are sacred pictures or writings. To Tibetans the chortens that
they pass on their travels—they are always careful to pass them on
the left—stand for their religion itself. They remind them of an-
other grandiose cosmic drama, so different from the Christian one—
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the drama of myriads of beings who, passing through the cycle of
birth and rebirth, travelling down the tormented and troublesome
river of life and death, turn their steps, first doubtfully and hesitantly,
groping in the dark, and then consciously and deliberately, in the
direction of enlightenment, the state of Buddhahood. The chorten
is primarily a symbol, something that fills a valley with serenity, as
the presence of a loved person spiritually illuminates a house.

In Tibet you find chortens of all ages; new ones still freshly white-
washed, and old ones falling to pieces, ravaged and twisted by the
passage of centuries. An old, wind-worn chorten, rising against the
endless background of ochre, yellow, and red mountains fading away
into the blue distances and sparkling with snow, is a thing of pure
poetry. Perhaps it is the poetry which always resides in works of man
which embody a dream or myth; in temples (dreams of the gods),
fortifications (dreams of glory), in palaces and gardens (dreams of
beauty and pleasure). In these Himalayan valleys the chortens have
a special charm that they do not possess in the sterile climate of the
high plateaux. With the passing of the years they become covered
with plants and flowers; a bush often finds a home between the
stones. They thus become delightfully romantic places, worthy of an
Asian Piranesi, endowed with the subtle vein of melancholy always
found when the work of man is being silently taken over again by
nature,

But what exactly is a chorten? The Tibetan word means literally
“receptacle for offerings”; it is the Tibetan equivalent of the Sanskrit
dhatugarbha, which was corrupted to dagaba, from which our own
word “pagoda” derives. Thus its origin, like the origin of practically
every spiritual motif in Tibetan civilization, is to be sought in India.
It was the custom in India from time immemorial to bury the bodies
of particularly venerated Buddhists, or important relics, in stone
mausoleums called stupas. In Tibet the stupa underwent a process
of lengthening and gradually assumed the shape that is now char-
acteristic. Its purpose and its meaning also underwent a transforma-
tion. It became less of a tomb or reliquary and more of a cenotaph,
and was built “to recall some special fact, or for the salvation of him

65



SECRET TIBET

who erected it or of his relatives, or as a votive offering or expression
of gratitude” (G. Tucci).

In addition, a chorten is a symbolic structure accurately repre-
senting in miniature the whole lamaist cosmology. Each part of it
represents one of the elements of which everything consists, and into
which bodies are resolved again after death. The base of the struc-
ture represents earth, the tower water, and so on. At the top are two
objects that look like a sun and a crescent moon, but the crescent
moon stands for air, the atmosphere (the inverted vault of heaven),
and the sun is a flame, symbolizing space, the ether, the last and most
subtle of the elements.

The Oriental love of symbolism—or rather the indispensable Ori-
ental need of symbolism-—means that other things can be, and often
have to be, read into a chorten. It is thus not just a straightforward
ideogram, but an esoteric one, from which knowledge is to be derived
in the form of mystery and rite, an abstruse process transmitted from
master to disciple within a restricted circle of privileged initiates.
Moreover, interpretations vary according to the different schools,
and there is always the possibility of still more difficult and recondite
interpretations; the esoteric of the esoteric. What one mind has con-
ceived (or has received by revelation) is passed on to a few adepts, a
few chosen disciples, in the course of centuries. Such is the East; a
world which is a constellation of secluded and exquisite gardens for
the élite; an élite that lives on a few roots or a handful of flour roasted
in a cup formed of the hollow of a skull; an élite covered in rags, liv-
ing in freezing cells, surrounded by perilous mountains and grim
precipices.

The Kar-gyu monastery: some notes on
Tibetan Buddhism

I should like at this point to describe the Kar-gyu gompa (monas-
tery). Itis neither very big, nor very old, nor is it a celebrated goal of
pilgrims, nor is its abbot politically important (there are monasteries
in Tibet whose abbots are politically important). But the fact that
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it is an ordinary, average monastery, just like hundreds of others in
Tibet, perhaps makes it the more interesting. About sixty monks live
in it, including about thirty student-monks. It is not very rich, though
it enjoys various sources of income (investments, flocks, donations);
and the walls of its temples and chapels are adorned with frescoes
or carvings of about two hundred and eighty different divinities.

To describe that celestial multitude, so extraordinary in appear-
ance and yet so much alike, would create intolerable confusion in
the reader’s mind. I shall therefore suspend my narrative and give
instead some details about the religion of Tibet.

Lamaism represents an important philosophic and religious com-
plex within the far vaster orbit of Buddhism. From one point of
view, because of its rites and its institutions culminating in a pope,
the Dalai Lama, it could be said to correspond with Roman Ca-
tholicism in the Christian world. But in other respects it has greater
affinities with the Protestant Churches. Lamaism, unlike Catholi-
cism, is a relatively recent development among the various Buddhist
sects, dating from the seventh and subsequent centuries of our era;
also it is to a great extent a “reformed” variety of Buddhism. How-
ever, all such comparisons, however external and superficial, are
inexact, and no real parallel can be drawn.

Buddhism, as a historical phenomenon, represents one of the most
grandiose edifices of the human spirit. It is sufficient to point to the
influence that it has exercised in the course of twenty-five hundred
years in countries as diverse as India, Ceylon, the Indo-Greek king-
doms of the generals of Alexander the Great, Central Asia, China,
Japan, Tibet, Mongolia, Indo-China, Siam, the East Indies, and
parts of Siberia. It has inspired whole literatures, and an art to
which we owe some of the most noble and inspired works of man.
Consider what a vast and complicated task it would be to write a
general and all-embracing history of Christianity, tracing its in-
fluence in every form of human activity, following all its mystical
and philosophical developments, the growth and development of
its religious communities and organizations, its influence on the art,
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the political and social history, the ordinary life of the people of a
whole continent. The material offered by a study of Buddhism is no
less vast, either quantitatively or in its universal implications.

If, therefore, we wish to understand Lamaism, we must start with
him who initiated the great movement of which Lamaism is only a
part; that is to say, with Gautama Buddha, the Enlightened One. He
was born in northern India in the sixth century B.C., and lived,
preached, and died at the foot of the Himalayas, in what is now
border territory between Nepal and Bihar. The most ancient docu-
ments, written in Pali, enable his life story to be reconstructed in rea-
sonably detailed fashion. This is not the place to discuss the
controversies among orientalists as to which episodes in his life are
historical, which are imaginary, and which are merely probable. In
certain cases legend has special rights which no one will wish to deny.
I shall therefore follow the story of his life as preserved by Tibetan
tradition, adding some information established by modern research.

The Twelve Episodes of the Life (of the Buddha) provide one of
the themes which have most frequently inspired Tibetan artists.
They deal with this theme in twelve scenes, often divided into two big
frescoes or grouped into one big one, in which the following incidents
can be observed:

(1) The future Buddha resolves temporarily to abandon his
celestial abode to be incarnated on earth.

We are thus at the outset plunged into myth. We shall see later that
as Buddhism developed it was unable to resist the temptation to deify
its founder. Here he is presented as a supernatural being from the
start.

(2) Queen Maya sees in dream a white elephant descending from
heaven.

A little white elephant is the emblem of gentleness, and for many
centuries the child Buddha was represented exclusively by this
charming symbol. According to the biographies Queen Maya (the
name means “admirable virtue”), who was then aged forty-five and
had previously had no children, conceived miraculously. Her vision
of the little white elephant was a kind of Annunciation. Gautama was
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now about to begin his terrestrial life. Where, how, in what stratum
of society was he to be born? His father, according to legend, was a
great king. But it seems much more probable that he was a small
rajah (the word is the same as rex) belonging to the Sakya clan
(Sakya means “the powerful”), who occupied a limited area of land
at the foot of the Nepalese Himalayas. His name was Suddhodana,
and he lived at Kapilavastu. Maya, the Buddha’s future mother, and
one of her sisters became Suddhodana’s wives. They were the
daughters of a feudal lord whose home was not far distant from
Kapilavastu. When Queen Maya felt that her time was approaching
she left for her parents’ house, but when she reached the park of
Lumbini her son was born.

(3) Sakya-muni (in Tibetan, Sakya-thupa, “the ascetic of the
Sakyas™) is born while his mother is in the act of picking an olive
branch.

The new-born child, according to the legend, immediately rose
to his feet and walked seven paces towards each point of the compass,
exclaiming, “This is my last reincarnation!” He was given the name
of Siddhartha (He Who Has Attained the Goal). Queen Maya died
barely seven days after giving him birth, so he was suckled with his lit-
tle cousins by his aunt and foster-mother, Prajapati. Legend describes
how it was prophesied to his father that the little Siddhartha was
destined for great things: to be a conqueror of empires or a Buddha.
King Suddhodana, fearing the latter alternative, had his son brought
up isolated from life in the refined, luxurious, gilded cage of the
palace.

With the birth of Prince Siddhartha we reach an important point
in the story, at which tradition, historical documents, and archaeo-
logical research confirm one another. In 1895 there was discovered
at Lumbini (now Rummindei) the commemorative pillar erected
by the Emperor Asoka in 249 B.c,, i.e., little more than two hun-
dred years after the Buddha's death, when the traditions must have
been very much alive. An inscription on the column records that the
emperor exempted the village of Lumbini from taxation, because
“here the Buddha was born.”
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(4) The young Siddhartha confounds his masters by the excep-
tional knowledge he displays for his age, and he defeats his con-
temporaries at wrestling and athletics.

5) Prince Siddhartha marries Yasodhara.

Gautama was then aged nineteen. Yasodhara was his cousin, the
daughter of a maternal uncle. After several years a child was born,
Rahula. The biographers all speak of the retired and luxurious life
lived by the young prince, who, free from every care, passed his
days in the tranquillity of shady gardens or in the pleasures of love.
But a profound dissatisfaction with the uselessness of such an exist-
ence, and the feeling that reality must be very different from what it
might appear from inside the palace walls, seem gradually to have
made headway in Siddhartha’s mind. Tradition has synthesized what
must have been a long inner struggle into three episodes, which con-
stitute the sixth picture.

(6) Prince Siddhartha, during his walks in the park, sees a
wretched old man on the point of death, a corpse, a sick man, and a
mendicant ascetic.

These experiences bore fruit in a mind of exquisite sensibility,
inclined by nature to observe the world as a philosopher. Life, he
discovered, was not as it seemed to be in the gilded cage of the palace,
in the shade of the trees, among the perfume of the flowers in the big
garden, or in Yasodhara’s jewelled arms. Beyond the precincts was
a world of tears and pain, of ugliness and decay, of suffering and
death. The nature of the man who was both sage and saint, who was
Bhagava (the Eminent One), was here revealed. He did not try to
retreat into the unreal world into which he had been born, to make
of it an oasis in the wilderness of suffering. He saw that reality lay
not in shady retreats, sitlken clothing, luxury, the pleasures of se-
curity, youth, and love, but in wounds and sores, painful, livid flesh,
poverty and care, old age, disease, and death. He decided to with-
draw into solitude and meditate, to cut himself off from the world,
and put himself into contact with ultimate truth and find for man-
kind a way of liberation from pain.
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(7) Prince Siddhartha leaves his father’s palace and enters the
forest as a beggar.

This was the great renunciation, the first of the fundamental acts
with which Gautama affirmed his personality as the future Enlight-
ened One. Tradition has taken charge of this moving episode and
made of it one of the supreme masterpieces of human poetry. Sidd-
hartha takes his departure in the middle of the night. He goes on
tiptoe to embrace his son, but the child is clinging to its mother, and
he cannot touch one without waking the other. After gazing long at
these two creatures, who are still infinitely dear to him, he leaves in
silence. Channa, his faithful groom, and Kanthaka, his white palfrey,
are waiting for him outside. Siddhartha leaps on his horse, and the
gods make a carpet for its hoofs with their hands, enabling him to
leave the town without being seen or heard. At dawn, in the open
country, the prince hands to Channa his perfumed clothing, all the
precious things that he has with him, puts on a beggar’s cloak, and
with a few strokes of his sabre cuts off his hair. The great renuncia-
tion is complete. Siddhartha no longer exists. His place has been
taken by Gautama, the ascetic of the Sakyas.

(8) Sakya-muni seeks truth by way of asceticism.

After the great renunciation Gautama sought for a teacher. He
became the pupil first of one famous ascetic, then of another, but
their teaching did not seem to him to lead toward the goal which he
had set himself. He therefore shut himself up with five faithful com-
panions in a forest to the south of Patna, where he lived for six long
years, mortifying his body with the cruellest privations—one grain of
rice a day—until he was reduced to a skeleton. One day he collapsed,
and remained unconscious for many hours. When he came to himself
he realized that this was not the path that led to true wisdom, and he
went to a neighbouring village in search of nourishment. His com-
panions called him a coward, a weakling who abandoned the strug-
gle, and left him. This grieved Gautama, but he persisted in his con-
viction. While sitting under a pipal tree he found germinating within
himself supreme and final illumination.
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(9) Mara tempts Buddha for the last time.

Gautama remained under the pipal tree for many, many hours. As
often happens just before a supreme crisis, he went through a period
of intense anguish and dismay. Having tasted once more the simple
pleasure of a bowl of rice, he asked himself whether it was really
worth while renouncing life for a goal that was perhaps unattainable
and was certainly remote. He thought of the family he had left, his
past life of ease, the comforts to which he could at any moment re-
turn if he abandoned the goal on which he had set his heart. When
Mara saw that this simpler form of temptation was vain, because
Gautama had attained complete enlightenment and had passed be-
yond the cycle of rebirth, he tempted him to vanish into nirvana
and leave mankind in the darkness of ignorance and sin. But Mara
was frustrated again, for the Buddha had decided to bring enlighten-
ment to the world. This intense, inner struggle, which makes Gautama
an immediate, real figure to us, a man like ourselves in the fullest
sense, not a dim, hieratic figure belonging to another continent and
another age, has been transformed by tradition, and is represented as
the final assault upon Gautama, intended to break his will, by Mara
and his demons in their innumerable aspects, some terrifying, some
monstrous, and some almost irresistibly voluptuous. The artists rep-
resent Gautama in this scene as serene and immobile, while around
him there rages the maelstrom of illusory forms.

(10) Gautama finally becomes the Enlightened One.

The sage, having won his last, supreme battle, was aware of an
infinite peace; he was now the Enlightened One. The causes of suffer-
ing were now known to him with a terrible clarity, and he had seen
the way that must be followed to obtain liberation from it.

(11) The first sermon in the Park of the Gazelles at Benares.

After spending further time under the tree, the Buddha decided to
announce his doctrine to his former masters. But these were dead. So
he made for Benares, to search for the five companions who had
forsaken him. He found them there, in the Park of the Gazelles, pro-
claimed his doctrine to them, and converted them. Henceforward the
life of the Buddha was a continual apostolate. For forty-five years,
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except during the annual rainy season, which was reserved for medi-
tation and communal study, he was continually travelling about,
followed by an ever-increasing band of disciples, converts, worship-
pers, and admirers.

(12) The Buddha’s death.

When he was nearly eighty years old the Buddha felt the end ap-
proaching. He gathered his disciples and spent his last hours with
them, and then passed finally into nirvana.

There are two possible attitudes to life, and every individual can
be said to base his life on a compromise between them. On the one
hand there is what we may call the pagan attitude, according to which
the world is this world, to which the good, the true, the beautiful be-
long (or will one day if they do not now) ; the sun, harvest time, the
traffic in the market-place and the ship’s prow cutting through the
water, the girl at the window and the artisan in his shop, the plough,
the hammer, and the sword. In contrast to this is the spirtual atti-
tude, according to which the real centre of the universe, the true
reason for living, enjoying, suffering, loving, and hating, is invisible
and lies elsewhere; this world is a place of transit only, and life is a
testing period, an ordeal to be overcome, or an illusion, or a puzzling
ideogram, or possibly a cruel farce; we breathe among shadows and
for shadows, what seems most real is least real, the real truth is not
discernible by the senses but belongs to the remote, the future, the
eternal. The doctrine of the Buddha, like that of Christ, belongs
definitely to the second category. Life is pain and tears, this world is
but the illusory scene of transient episodes concerning impermanent,
changing aggregates, involved in an endless drama.

The Buddha, like Socrates, Christ, and many other “Great Initi-
ates” (to use Schuré’s celebrated phrase), left no works written in his
own hand but proclaimed his teaching by word of mouth to his disci-
ples or to the crowd. Buddhism therefore has its own problem of the
scriptures. Which among the many books, all of them written cen-
turies later, faithfully reflect the master’s words? And, when the
choice has been made, how much interpolation is there, how much
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fantasy, how much poetical embellishment? To reconstruct the
Buddha’s teaching in its original form one must turn to the canon
preserved by the Buddhists of Ceylon. It is written in Pali (which is
related to Sanskrit) and is called the Tri-pitaka. The title itself takes
us back to a rural age, when sages disputed about metaphysics in
the shade of the trees or walked barefooted through the fields from
village to village. Tri-pitaka means “three baskets,” because the com-
plete scriptures, bound in volumes of palm leaf, could be contained in
three receptacles.

The first, the Vinaya, the “repository of discipline,” contains
monastic disciplinary rules, and so forth. The second, the Sutra, is
the “repository of sermons” and probably contains the most ancient
material, that most directly inspired by the master; the third and last,
the Abidhamma, the “repository of metaphysics,” contains phi-
losophical discussions, and is the least ancient of the three.

To understand the Buddha’s teaching, which, like all the sublime
things which have really influenced the history of the world, is es-
sentially simple—its essence is contained in the Four Noble Truths,
the Eightfold Path, and the Twelve Causal Connections (the Chain
of Causation)—one must bear in mind a most important point. The
Buddha did not appear suddenly out of the blue; he did not emerge
as a colossal figure of thought in a speculative void. He belonged to
the rich Indian philosophical tradition. The term “Buddha” had
been used to honour sages and seers before him. Just as Christ spoke a
language intelligible to his listeners and used Western terms and ideas
—soul, creation, paradise—so did the Buddha speak to his disciples
of karma, arhat, and nirvana. The idea of the soul was common to
Greco-Roman philosophy and to Christianity; it was part of the
common patrimony of a whole civilization. Similarly, terms like
samsara and karma were used not only by Buddhists, but by Jains,
and the philosophers of the Samkya school, the dualists of their age.

Samsara means rebirth, but has far deeper implications than that.
It indicates the theory of the transmigration of souls and the “vortex
of life” (Tucci) in which that transmigration takes place. Samsara
is thus the complicated, irrational, unstable universe, in a state of
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continual becoming, the realm of suffering and death; it is the realm
of matter and decomposition, of ephemeral pleasures and blinding
passions. Man, and indeed all living things, are bound to samsara
by the cycle of birth and rebirth, by ignorance (avydia) and attach-
ment (upadana). All the efforts of the sage must be directed to the
liberation of man from samsara, from all illusory hopes.

An arhat is one who has attained liberation and “loses himself in
nirvana” (Tucci). There is a subtle distinction between an arhat and
the Buddha. Neither is any longer subject to rebirth, but the Buddha
is by far the superior of the two. He is an active force, simultaneously
enlightened and enlightening, while the arhat is he who takes advan-
tage of his teaching, is liberated, but as a follower walking in the
Buddha’s footsteps, inasmuch as the Buddha preceded him. He has
freed himself from his burden of karma and finds rest in nirvana, dis-
appearing from the scene of life.

What are karma and nirvana? They are subtle concepts, riddled
like Gothic spires by centuries of disputation. Karma originally
meant “action,” but then assumed the meaning of “the effect of ac-
tion,” including the merit or demerit which everyone acquires in the
course of his existences in this or in other worlds. Liberation from
samsara signifies the final annihilation of one’s karma; good or bad
modifications of one’s karma decide one’s progress or regression in
future births.

When karma is exhausted, all that remains is nirvana. This term
now has certain associations for us; it implies a sense of dreamy
reverie or a vague, ecstatic plunge into the void. Indian interpreta-
tions of the term, however contradictory, are far more precise. On-
tologically it is a mere limit. It is that which remains after the anni-
hilation of psychic activity; it is total liberation from samsara. Like
the infinite, it can only be defined negatively. In the Tri-pitaka it is
used to indicate entirely different psychological states. Sometimes it
implics true annihilation, sometimes it is something indefinable,
transcending all experience and thought, and at other times it is de-
scribed more materialistically, as a state of ineffable peace and seren-
ity. The Buddha, wisely concerned with the far more human and
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immediate problems of suffering and of the way to liberate mankind
from attachment to life, did not trouble about this, or about many
other eschatological and metaphysical problems, and left no opin-
ions about them. Did Jesus concern himself with establishing grades
and hierarchies of angels?

It should, however, be borne in mind that this summary gives
an idea of only certain aspects of each principle. Nothing is more
foreign to the Eastern spirit than codification and intransigence in
philosophical and religious matters. There are a thousand paths to
truth, just as there are many paths to the top of a mountain. True,
there are a tremendous diversity of schools and a wealth of differing
and conflicting interpretations. One should, incidentally, consider
the baffling wealth of material with which, say, a Chinese student
would find himself confronted if he set out to write about the concept
of the soul in the West. What a distance from the atomists to Plato,
from St. Paul to Descartes, from Dante to Freud! But fundamentally
every thinker in the West, whether he denies the soul, idealizes it,
or reduces it to atoms, whether he turns it into an afflatus or an essence
or a chemical formula, has come to terms with it. The various phi-
losophies and schools of thought bear the same relation to the cul-
tural foundations of the civilization from which they derive as the
laws of a people bear to that people’s customs.

At this point let the Buddha himself announce the true founda-
tions of his doctrine, the Four Noble Truths about pain, as he did in
his sermon at Benares. The first truth declares that existence involves
pain; the second declares the origin of pain; the third the possibility
of the extinction of pain; and the fourth the way that leads to the ex-
tinction of pain.

(1) Now this, monks, is the noble truth of pain: birth is painful, old
age is painful, sickness is painful, death is painful, sorrow, lamentation,
dejection, and despair are painful. Contact with unpleasant things is pain-
ful, not getting what one wishes is painful. . . .

(2) Now this, monks, is the noble truth of the cause of pain: the
craving which tends to rebirth, combined with pleasure and lust, finding
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pleasure here and there, namely the craving for passion, the craving for
existence, the craving for non-existence.

(3) Now this, monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of pain, the
cessation without a remainder of craving, the abandonment, forsaking,
release, non-attachment.

(4) Now this, monks, is the noble truth of the way that leads to the
cessation of pain: this is the noble Eightfold Way, namely right views,
right intentions, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort,
right mindfulness, right concentration.

This is the noble truth of pain. Thus, monks, among doctrines unheard
before, in me sight and knowledge arose, wisdom arose, knowledge arose,
light arose.” *

The last of the Four Truths foreshadows the Eightfold Path, which
is the basis of and guide to the Buddhist good life. Right views means
not falling into heresy. Heresy could take three main forms; one
might doubt the reality of suffering or conceive it to be a negative
aspect of pleasure or enjoyment; one might mistake the impermanent
for the abiding, the changing for the stable, the transient for the
eternal; or one might succumb to illusions about the existence of the
soul as something individual, that survives and is transmissible. This
last is one of the most thorny and difficult points in the whole Buddhist
doctrine. But there is no doubt about it; it is clearly and repeatedly
stated that the so-called soul is only an unstable compound of the
five elements of which the universe is made, and that at death these
are dispersed and return to whence they came. Only the karma sur-
vives and remains active, providing the nucleus round which the ele-
ments of a new being—in the course of centuries the elements of
innumerable new beings—will congregate. But this karma is not
consciousness, it is not a self; that is pure illusion. In the age-long
journey through samsara towards liberation karma provides the only
thread of personal identity.

Right intention must include the desires not to harm other living
beings, to emancipate oneself from slavery to the senses, and to love
one’s neighbour. Right speech, right action, right livelihood, right

1 Edward J. Thomas’s translation, in Early Buddhist Scriptures. London: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1935.
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effort, more immediately concern conduct. Here one may recall the
Buddhist decalogue, consisting of five commandments for laymen
(thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not rob, thou shalt not commit adul-
tery, thou shalt not lie, thou shalt not drink alcoholic liquor), with
five additional precepts for monks, who are forbidden to accept food
outside the prescribed hours, to attend spectacles of music, songs,
or dancing, to use garlands, perfumes, pomades, or scent, to sleep
in high or wide beds, and to accept gold or silver. For monks absten-
tion from sexual relations is also assumed.

Right mindfulness indicates the awareness of the fundamental
truths that every man must always carry with him. Finally right con-
centration concerns the higher activities of the spirit; meditation
must culminate by way of various states of ecstasy in the abolition of
sensibility and consciousness. These final stages of perfection can,
of course, be achieved only in the ascetic life of the sage.

The final important theory of primitive Buddhism may be con-
sidered as a completion and an explanation of the second truth about
suffering. This is the Twelve Causal Connections (pratitya samut-
phada), which explain in complicated and somewhat obscure fash-
ion the fundamental reasons why desire, attachment to life, and
consequently suffering perpetuate themselves.

Consideration of the broad outlines of this primitive Buddhism
shows that it was essentially a pessimistic philosophy rather than a
religion. Life and the universe are nothing but evil, pain, and ugliness.
The gods are mentioned, true, but as poetical, decorative figures pos-
sessing the majestic, frigid, and crystalline impersonality of principles
that govern the universe. Primitive Buddhism provides a scientific,
dispassionate analysis of the causes of suffering and a dispassionate,
scientific search for the remedy.

The thing that marks it off so sharply from the Brahmanism of its
time is its insistence that liberation is not attainable by way of propi-
tiatory rites, liturgies, sacraments, which are not the path to virtue
and sanctity; liberation is attainable only by the deliberate, inner
development of the self. It is useless to pray, weep, make sacrifices,
mortify oneself, or attempt magical practices, for none of these things
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is effective; the only thing that is effective is right thought and right
action. Moral abasement and evil do not offend any god, but only
harm those who succumb to them. It is a metaphysics based on moral-
ity, with the human personality and its will for virtue and purifica-
tion elevated to a supreme place and put in the very centre of the All.

On the practical level primitive Buddhism is also more of a phi-
losophy than a religion. It sanctions, indeed encourages, the monastic
life but admits no priesthood. No image, no professional intermedi-
ary, must intervene between man and the truth. The life of the coeno-
bite, remote from the temptations of the world and free from family
ties, is the best suited for meditation and the gaining of understand-
ing, but the monk is a selected soldier, not an exorcist or a possessor of
secrets.

In conclusion, if we wish to understand the main lines of Bud-
dhism as Gautama probably understood them, we must bear in mind
as the fundamental points the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eight-
fold Path, and the concepts of samsara, karma, arhat, Buddha, and
nirvana.

The great propulsive force of Buddhism was not due to its novelty
or originality, because nearly all its constituent elements were to be
found in contemporary Indian thought. Its strength derived rather
from its lofty moral sense, the universality of its message, its serene
philosophical tone, its scorn for the miracle-mongering, the theatrical
excesses, of ascetism, and above all the personality, so strong, so
human, and so fascinating, of the prince-ascetic Gautama Sakya-
muni.

As we know, he was opposed to the establishment of a church or
priesthood, with the result that after his death the large number of
disciples who had gathered about him in his long life of preaching
very soon divided along the lines of different interpretations of the
master’s sayings. As happens when a spiritual movement is alive and
deeply touches the hearts of men, Buddhism became diversified and
complicated, and many variations arose. True, for several centuries
there was a succession of patriarchs, twenty-seven in all, down to
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Bodhidharma, who visited China in A.D. 526, but their authority
seems to have been recognized in only a very general sense. Every
three or four generations the more responsible elements tried in vain
to arrange a council to discuss and settle controversial points: at
Rajagriha soon after the Buddha’s death, at Vaisali about 370 B.c.,
at Pataliputra in 246 B.Cc. Meanwhile a slow but inexorable trend
began, transforming the original philosophy into a religion, the
original order into a church, the master into a god, nirvana into
paradise, and the psyche into a soul. There also developed a notable
tendency to believe that karma must be modifiable by prayer.

With the conversion to Buddhism of the Emperor Asoka (269-
232 B.C.) the philosophy of Gautama entered upon its triumphant
career as a religion of the masses. In the year 261 Asoka proclaimed it
to be the state religion, set up monuments and inscriptions, and estab-
lished monasteries and temples throughout India, caused learned
men to assemble the first canon (it is from this that the Pali Tri-
pitaka derives), and himself became a monk. The Buddhism of
Asoka’s time was already notably different from primitive Budd