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Foreword 

In the land ofgold, 
there are no ordina y stones 

Tibet in Pictures presents photographs of the sacred art, 
landscape, and people of Tibet, and uniquely places these 
images in the context of a religious pilgrimage. Li Gotami 
Govinda approached her subject with a rare combination of 
devotion and great artistic skill, which allowed her to truly 
record these images of ancient a n  and culture. Though the full 
historical importance of the photographs could not be known at 
the time they were taken, they are inspired with an artistry that 
captures, in particular, the fine aesthetic quality of the tenth 
and eleventh century art of Tsaparang, an important pan of 
Tibet's religious and artistic heritage. Publication of these vol- 
umes is a unique opportunity for Dharma Publishing. 

Although the memory of Tibet now lives primarily through 
images and pictures, few pictorial records of Tibetan art and 
culture are accessible today. Over the past decade, through 
reproductions of numerous thankas, as well as through 
translations on various aspects of Tibetan culture and philos- 
ophy, Dharma Publishing has been able to give readers a few 
glimpses of the vast measurehouse of Tibetan art and culture. 
We are very grateful to Li Gotami Govinda for contributing 
the photographs in these volumes to the growing body of 
knowledge about Tibet in the West. 

I hope that as Tibetan art becomes more known in the 
West, there will be made available extensive commentaries on 
its nature and meaning. Without such explanation, the figures 
of the tantric iconography are easily misunderstood as external 
deities to be worshipped, or as fantastic, even hallucinatory 
imaginings. This is not, however, the case. In the Tibetan 
tradition, art is a guide to enlightenment, a system of symbolic 
images for transforming ordinary, dualistic consciousness into 
the highest understanding of reality. Ultimately, art is the 
realization of the infinite beauty of human wisdom. 

T o  appreciate Tibetan art we must appreciate ourselves, 
the nature of our awareness, and all that is manifested within it. 

Tibetan a n  is a part of the miraculous process of manifestation, 
not a comment on it or something separate from it. A beauuful 
creation of the human mind, this art precisely reveals to the 
contemplating mind its own true nature. By appreciating the 
beauty of the an, by concentrating on its gestures, forms, 
proportions, and colors (which exactly correspond to the ways 
of being they are considered to manifest), it is possible to 
activate a process of inner development that produces a new 
dimension of consciousness. As the object of symbolic art 
introduces us to our m e  nature, our subjective world is trans- 
formed. 

Tibetan a n  guides us to compassion, the greatest human 
quality. The beauty that is the essence of art invites an under- 
standing that heals our senses and thoughts, and opens our 
hearts to an ecstatic quality that touches a great love. This then 
leads us to fuller appreciation of the beauty of art, awakening 
ever greater dimensions of understanding and compassion, 
opening a realm of appreciation that can be extended to all 
appearance. In the unfolding interaction of beauty and love, 
infinite beauty flows into infinite compassion, the all-inclusive 
love that has no objects. Art is then completed, made one with 
the viewer, and existence itself is transformed into perfect art. 
The reality hidden to ordinary human consciousness is clearly 
revealed. We discover in the unfolding of appearance, the 
beauty of art. 

Tibetan art can guide us to this realization, but this a n  is 
not simply a vehicle to profound knowledge, nor does it exist 
solely in order to convey it. The knowledge is there because the 
art is not separate from the reality it brings to our anention. 
The art, the reality are complete. 

Only a few people familiar with Western culture have con- 
tributed to the understanding of Tibetan art and culture in the 
West. I want to thank both Li Gotami Govinda and Lama 
Govinda personally, and on behalf of Dharma Publishing, for 
the support they have given to me an, culture, and people 
of Tibet. The benefits brought about through their influence 
are greatly appreciated. 

Tarthang T u k u  
December, 1979 



Preface 

During the years 1947-1949, my husband, Lama Anagarika 
Govinda, and I undertook to make two expeditions (sponsored 
by The Illusrra~ed Weekly of Irldia) into the sacred land of 
Tibet. The objective of our first journey was to obtain passes 
(lamyikr) from the Dalai Lama, in Cenual Tibet, to permit us 
to go to Tsaparang in Western Tibet, and to work there, 
copying, tracing, photographing, etc., the exquisite works of art 
and knowledge that stood in the temples built by Lotsawa 
Rinchen Zangpo in the eleventh century. Lotsawa Rinchen 
Zangpo was a translator. builder, and scholar who was re- 
sponsible for many of the temples, religious monurncnts, and 
libraries of Western Tibet. 

If the lamjiks were granted, it meant that, upon adequate 
payment, we were to be supplied with food and transport, 
without fail, by the villagers all along the route. This was very 
important in Tibet, because if one did not possess larrlyiks, no 
one was allowed to sell you food or supply you with caravans of 
yaks to proceed along the ueks-and this situation, of course, 
could end in a major disaster! Therefore, we first went along the 
Lhasa Route to Gyantse, to secure these very important lamyiks 
from his Holiness's Tibetan government. 

When we got to Gyantse, however, we soon learned that the 
Dalai Lama was on tour, and might be away for several weeks. 
This seemed to be very disappointing news, which later on 
turned out to be a blessing in disguise! Without wasting much 
time, we went about seeing the town and making mental notes 
about which things were good for sketching and photograph- 
ing. That the Monastic City of Gyantse was out and out a real 
treasurehouse (containing many sacred objects and images we 
would wish to work on), soon became more than evident. This 
Monastic City contained the Gyantse Kumbum (The Golden 
Temple of the Hundred Thousand Images), and several gom- 
pas (monasteries) full of beautiful statues, frescoes of Buddhas 
and Bodhisatwas, and beautifully illuminated scriptures and 

prayer books worth studying and photographing. What more 
could we have wished for, I wonder? 

I decided on photographing the sacred images in the Kum- 
bum and the main temple of Gyantse first, and because the 
Buddhas willed it so, the Dalai Lama did not return soon! I was 
able to make innumerable sketches, poruaits, landscapes, and 
photogaphs for the span of more than three months, in the sec- 
ond largest city of Tibet, Gyantse-and beyond. 

Of course, the lamyiks and the permission to work in Tsa- 
parang were finally granted, and so back to India we had to 
go, to collect material for the second and main expedition to 
Tsaparang in Western Tibet. No time was lost, and as soon 
as possible all necessary things were collected, and we found 
ourselves in Almora, arranging a caravan to take us once again 
into Tibet, this time by way of the Lipu Lekh Pass. 

After a journey of several months, we reached Tsaparang, 
our destination. Our arrival was marked quite dramatically by a 

beautiful rainbow, which was most auspicious, everyone 
said, because rainbows are very rare in Tibet, and on this occa- 
sion, it did not even rain! This was indeed an excellent begin- 
ning, I felt. 

A few days after our arrival and our first inspection tour, I 
recall, we set about making a work plan, and it seemed to me 
that first photographing most of the important statues would be 
the safest and wisest thing to do. Somehow intuition seemed to 
tell me that if something were to happen later (in spite of our 
passes from Lhasa), at least we would have some good photo- 
graphs to go back with. How right I was, neither my husband 
nor I knew at the time. 

I felt what had to be done must be done soon, and so then 
and there, I decided to once again inspect each and every one of 
those priceless images and frescoes in the Red and White 
Temples of Tsaparang, this time very critically. They were all, 
without exception, I noted, quite exquisite. 

At times I was dumb with delight, and stared with wonder 
at the beautiful forms of Dolma, Chenrezig, and others, with 
whom we were so very familiar, and before whose images we 
had spent so many beautiful hours in other temples and sanc- 
tuaries of Central, Southern, and Western Tibet. I noticed, too, 
their exquisite elongated waists (for which the statues of Tsa- 
parang are renowned), and discussed with my husband their 
place in Tibetan iconography. These images and frescoes 
seemed to vibrate with life, like living gods; they seemed to be 
smiling at me now, happy in the knowledge that we had un- 
dertaken, successfully, so perilous a journey in order to be with 



them in person. I felt myself becom~ng more and more allve to 
theu reality. 

They had been great In a former dynasty, when Lotsawa 
Rlnchen Zangpo had bulk h ~ s  hundred and e ~ g h t  stGpas and 
had caused the\e m~ghty works of a n  to be fash~oned by ~ n -  
sp~red artlsts of the eleventh century. Thousands had thronged 
these very halls, to pay homage to these sacred shr~nes They 
had remalned great after the Emp~re  of Guge had been de- 
stroyed, and the whole of Tsaparang ( ~ t s  one-tlme cap~tal) was 
abandoned In the seventeenth century, six hundred years later. 
And they were j u ~ t  as glor~ous today, though the walls of thew 
temples were crumbling to dust I telt a glow of joy In the 
reallzatlon of the strength and beauty of these ageless maater- 
plrces 

After t h ~ s  second lnspectlon tour, we soon started work, 
hrrt holdlng a p<ja In the Red and W h ~ t e  Temples, feellng we 
had been blessed hy the Buddhas and Bodhaamas m~th  whom 
\re were to llve for the next glor~ous three months How much 
work we d ~ d  in those three fru~tful months must be seen to he 
bel~eved I can hardly belleve it myself tresco tracings, orlgl- 
nal sketche~, color-cards, cop~es, wrltlngs, translations, and last 
h ~ ~ t  not ledst, the hundreds of photographs wh~ch  I took (a 
part of which are shown here) 

My small foldlng Kodak befr~ended me when, to my uner 
horror, the expensive reflex camera refused to funct~on In the 
h~gher altitudes of T ~ b e t .  "When you know your camera and 
love lt hke a trusted friend, ~t will workmag~c for you," I s a ~ d  to 
my t r~end several years later while talklng about the expedt- 
tlona over cups of hot tea. She had just then s a ~ d  to me, "Thank 
goodness you had so many statues to record-at least, they do 
not move!" But my friend was ne~ther a photographer nor an 
artlst, and dtd not know my secret, that statues do not move, but 
the Izght on them does, and to get a perfect photograph, one must 
study the l~ght first, and everything else afterwards. Indeed, 
statues are some of the most difficult oblects to photograph 
anlst~cally, especially when they are in ill-l~t temple halls, as 
they had been so often during our exped~tions to Central and 
Western T~be t .  

In the temples of Tsaparang, just as In the Kumbum of 
Gyantse and other temples in Central T ~ b e t ,  the light was 
part~cularly poor, and qulckly fadlng. Every Image had to be 
previously studled and observed as to the exact hour and min- 
ute at whlch ~t could be best photographed-not only to look 
llke a photograph, but to be a well-composed prcture as well. 
Not a slngle exposure was to be wasted through lack of knowl- 
edge about correct tlming or the best l~gh t  effect on the Image, 

for due to film ratlonlng In Ind~d, I had not hccn able ro 
purchase as many film roll? as an cxped~tlon ot t h ~ \  .on re- 
qu~red.  If any exposures aere wasted, I could never photo- 
graph that particular image or scene agaln Thererore. ~t was a 
breathless chase from one temple to another, to note the 
changes the fad~ng l~gh t  made on those pr~celess Images, durlng 
different hours of the day. 

I thanked my lucky \tars that I had gathered so much 
knowledge about photography In prevlous years (when I had 
been one of the founder-members of the Camera P~c tor~a l~s t s  
of Bombay), for now, that very knowledge came to my rescue 
as nothlng else could ever have done. If the l ~ g h t  had not been 
too good d u r ~ n g  the day, I used to mount my camera firmly 
onto a trlpod, open the lens, go away for ten or fifteen minutes, 
then come back and cllck ~t shut! Although I never forgot that 
the camera's eye sees more in the dark than a human eye can, I 
did not know, at that tlme, whether my exposures were correct 
or  not. It was not untll we returned to Ind~a  and developed 
those film rolls that I reallzed that Indeed I must have been 



particularly blessed, for not a single exposure of those images 
and frescoes had come out a failure. 

For my readers, who may not be familiar with Buddhist art 
and Tibet in general, I have written short notes next to each 
picture, to explain what each photograph is trying to convey. 
Tibetan words have been rendered phonetically, so that they can 
be easily pronounced; the Sanskrit has been transliterated ac- 
cording to the standard system. Should further information be 
required, especially in regard to the sacred images here pic- 
tured, my husband's books, Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism 
and The Wa-v of the White Clouds, may be consulted. 

My sincere thanks, firstly, to all Buddhas and Bodhisamas, 
for their gift of continuous inspiration. I am also greatly in- 
debted to Mrs. Chester Carlson of Rochester, to Werner 
Erhard of The ert Foundation, to the German branch of the 
'Arya Maitreya Mandala', to the Green Gulch Zen Center, to 
the publisher and printer of these books, and lastly, to all those 
who, in so many small ways, have made it possible for me to 
pass on to the world in general a few of these last records of 
some of the most glorious works of Buddhist an,  which are 
now, alas, no more in Tsaparang, nor in the other temples and 
sancruaries of that sacred Tibet which we were privileged to 
visit. 

Li Gotami Govinda 
August, 1979 



Introduction the paths from the origin of man to the emergence of various 
civilizations, to the creation of a n  and religion, philosophy and 
science, social organizations and the technical skills that have 
led to man's mastery over nature-except his own. 

And here we come to the problem of our time: we have 
learned to master the forces of nature, but we have not yet 

By Lama Anagarika Govinda achieved mastery over ourselves, our inner life, our psychic and 
spiritual forces, in short, the dormant faculties of our deeper 
consciousness, which after all created the world in which we 
live and all that we have achieved in the form of manifold 

This work is not only a collection of beautiful pictures, but civilizations. These faculties permit us to see the fundamental 
has the unique distinction of bringing to the notice of the world oneness of life, the interrelatedness of all peoples and civiliza- 
the last documentary records of a vanishing culture. Tibet's tions and the ultimate oneness of humanity; they even allow us 
was a great and ancient civilization which flourished with un- our conquest over the forces of nature. Yet we do not under- 
broken vitality for more than a millenium, right up to our stand these faculties. 
time, when it met with almost total destruction by the con- Tibet had chosen to go a different way: to renounce the 
quering hordes of a fanatical enemy who not only conquered conquest of the forces of nature (as it had renounced the 
and occupied the country, but did his best to annihilate the conquest of neighboring countries, which it was about to 
last traces of its culture, its religion, its art, and even its ethno- achieve when Buddhism took possession of Tibet). Instead she 
graphic identity. And t h ~ s  happened exactly at the moment chose to cultivate and develop the powers of inner perception, 
when for the first time in the history of this planet, human- which are the very source of all human culture. knowledge, and 
ity was on the verge of becoming conscious of its essential achievement. Unless man is able to coordinate, unify, and 
oneness and its future common fate. ultimately integrate these powers within himself and thereby 

In this century, science and technology made possible for become complete, how can he expect to create a harmonious 
the first time the establishment of effective and instantaneous and united human world? This was the way the Tibetans 
communication among all nations in all parts of the globe, but viewed the problem of the future of humanity, a problem that 
the voice of Tibet was too weak to be heard amid the babel of now faces us on a global scale. 
voices, the contending interests and ambitions of the stronger Surrounded by powerful neighbors, but protected by 
nations. Thus has been lost the great chance to preserve the last mighty mountain ranges and extreme climatic conditions that 
living link with the most ancient maditions of humanity, 
traditions which the geographical and cultural isolation of Ti- 
bet had preserved in their purity. 

It is only now, with the enlarged horizons of modern 
science and psychology, that we begin to understand that the 
unity of humanity does not depend only on the breaking down 
of geographical barriers and obstructions in the form of oceans 
and insurmountable mountains, barriers of space; but also 
on the overcoming of the barriers of time between the past 
and the present, barriers which prevent us from communicating 
or re-establishing contact with our past. 

This is why we are now trying to piece together the history 
of life on this planet, to trace the awakening of consciousness 
from the simplest to the most differentiated organisms, to mace 

acted as a sufficiently strong deterrent to invasions during the 
past, Tibet had not built up military defenses, but had 
concentrated its energies entirely on the pursuit of its cultural 
and religious life and the simple necessities of its self-contained 
economy. Thus it became an easy prey to the vastly superior 
weapons of modern military power and organization. When the 
Chinese Communists invaded Tibet, they succeeded in com- 
pletely wiping out Tibet's thousand-year-old culture by pro- 
hibiting all religious activity, converting monasteries into mil- 
itary barracks, destroying temples and images, and forcing the 
surviving monks into labor-camps. 

The world has been a shocked, though powerless, witness 
of this tragedy; but at the same time, something in the con- 
sciousness (and perhaps even in the conscience)of the world has 



been stirred, if not awakened. We begin to realize that Tibet us and has formed us into what we are. The past contains both 
anempted a most remarkable and courageous spiritual explor- our origin and our aim. 
ation, not simply a matter of metaphysical speculation, but a Tibet's was the last survivingcivilization in which the oldest 
practical investigation of the human mind and depth-con- traditions of humanity were still alive, enshrined in the ancient 
sciousness which was unique in the history of mankind. This Nyingma traditions. The religious and intellectual culture that 
was an anempt to align life with a great cosmic vision that had ripened in India during more than a millenium of Buddhist 
embraced both the material and the spiritual aspects of man history had been transformed and elevated within Tibetan 
and his world, and was capable of transforming both through culture to its highest level. Because of this rare combination of 
the power of creative imagination. It was a vision based on the factors,thepresewation of theunique artistic, religious, literary, 
oneness of life and the universality of consciousness, a vision philosophical, and psychological achievements of Tibet is our 
which gave meaning to man's existence and provided each most urgent task. 
individual with an aim worth striving for: the realization of this 
vision. Tibetan art, of which the Western world is only now be- 

ginning to be aware, otfers more than aesthetic pleasure, for it 
Each of the great civilizations of the past has made an is based not merely on a pantheon of mythological gods and 

anempt to formulate, to express from the deepest recesses of deified saints, but on experiences of meditation that are a rich 
our consciousness (nowadays inadequately called 'the Un- treasure of archetypal symbols. These symbols reveal some of 
conscious') a particular attitude or dimension of the human the deepest mysteries of the human mind and provide the key 
mind. No single civilization was perfect in itself or could to many of the problems of modern depth-psychology. Most of 
provide a total solution to the human problem; circumstances the images described in iconographical works are not deities 
and the conditions of life always change. Yet each of them existing as separate entities, but are conscious projections of 
contributed a valuable step towards the solution, an experi- meditative experience, as described in the respective s5dhanu 
ence which enriched and deepened the human mind. This texts (or practice instructions). 
enrichment took the form of a cultural heritage that survived No iconography can have any meaning without the knowl- 
the greatest and most powerful empires, their triumphs and edge of these texts and their practical application within the 
conquests, their wealth and material achievements, and their living tradition, which soon may die out. Never has the world 
final defeats and dissolution. What is left of these civilizations witnessed anything comparable to the speed and suddenness 
in the consciousness of the world and continues to be of lasting with which a great and long-established civilization was erased 
influence and inspiration to countless later generations are the from the face of the earth; and at the same time, never was the 
fragile works of those who had no worldly power or posses- opportunity to preserve its heritage greater than it is in this our 
sions: the works of artists, poets, seers, and thinkers, those who time, when we have both the presence of those who still em- 
lived in the shadow of the mighty and powerful, and gave shape body the living tradition of Tibet, and the technical means to 
and expression to the dreams of man, to his religious aspira- reproduce and record through word and picture, in audible and 
tions, his deepest feelings, his faith in the meaning of life and in visible form, all aspects of Tibetan life, art, and literature. 
the laws of the universe upon which his life was based. It is this, 
our common heritage, which guarantees the continuity of hu- The photographs reproduced in this work make a particu- 
man culture in any new form of civilization. larly valuable contribution to our knowledge and remembrance 

of Tibet. They not only show the country and its people as they 
If, as all signs of our time seem to indicate, we stand at the were before the Chinese invasion, but they also show a number 

threshold of a new world, then we have all the more reason to of Tibet's great works of an that have been unknown to the 
look back upon the path we have traversed, not in order to West. Since many of these works have probably now been 
revive the past, but in order to understand our present situation destroyed, either by intention or by neglect, the reproductions 
and the possibilities and direction of our future, which can have in these volumes are likely to be the only existing records of 
a meaning only in relationship to the past that is living within these remarkable works of ancient Tibetan art. These photo- 
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graphs were taken by Li Gotami, my wife, during our two-year 
expedition to Central and Western Tibet, from 1947-49. 

The main subject of this expedition was the exploration of 
the ruined city of Tsaparang, the ancient seat of the Kings of 
Guge, who ruled Western Tibet after the fall of Lhasa. In 
Lhasa, the last of the rightful kings of Central Tibet had been 
murdered by Langdarma, who tried to re-establish the power 
of the ancient Bonpo faith by destroying Buddhist temples and 
monasteries, killing their inmates, and persecuting their sup- 
porters. Though he himself was overthrown in 842 A.D., after 
a few years of terror and tyranny, Buddhism had been practi- 
cally annihilated in Central Tibet. Even after the revival of 
Buddhism by the six men of u and Tsang, who brought back 
the sacred teachings, Lhasa did not regain its importance until 
the beginning of the fifteenth century. At that time, Tsong- 
khapa, the founder of the Gelugpa sect, made it the main seat of 
his new movement. 

In the meantime, however, Western Tibet became the 
center of Buddhist culture. It was here in the first half of the 
eleventh century that Tibetan art reached its climax. Here 
important Buddhist scriptures were translated into classical 
Tibetan and from here a new wave of Buddhist learning and 
literature spread over the whole of Tibet. Under the guidance 
of great scholars of India and Tibet, and under the patronage 
of generous and pious kings who, in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries, extended their rule over the whole of Western Tibet, 
this was an age of tremendous spiritual regeneration and cre- 
ativity in all fields of knowledge and an.  The revival and re- 
establishment of Buddhism was, in the eyes of these kings, 
worth the greatest sacrifice and of greater importance than po- 
litical power. Thus the eleventh century became a golden age 
of Tibetan Buddhism, a time of birth for the many spiritual 
movements that gave substance and nourishment to the reli- 
gious life of a millenium of Tibetan history. The highlight of 
this glorious epoch was the great Buddhist Council of Tholing, 
which took place in the famous Golden Temple of Tholing in 
the middle of the eleventh century. This was the age of Rin- 
chen Zangpo and AtiSa, of Khon Konchog Gyalpo, Bromston, 
Marpa, and Milarepa and of the schools founded by them: the 
Kadampas, the Sakyapas, and the Kargyudpas. 

AtiSa, one of the greatest scholars of Buddhism in India, 
was invited to Tholing by the ruling king and took up residence 
in the Tholing monastery for several years. He had been the 

head of the great Indian monastic university of VikramaSila 
and was recognized as the highest religious authority by all 
Buddhists in India. He was as learned as he was pious, and soon 
his teachings were recognized by all schools of Tibet. His chief 
disciple, Bromston (born in 1002), founded the Kadampa 
School, known for its strict monastic discipline and ritual as 
well as for its meditative practice. It was out of this school that 
the Gelugpas developed at the end of the fourteenth Century 
under the inspiring leadership and guidance of Tsongkhapa 
(1357-1419). 

Rinchen Zangpo was as great an artist and builder as 
he was a scholar and translator of Buddhist Sanskrit scrip- 
tures into his native Tibetan. Nor only the famous monastery 
and the Golden Temple of Tholing, but also the temples of 
Tsaparang and many other monasteries and religious mon- 
uments all over Western Tibet and Ladakh were created by 
Rinchen Zangpo. The magnificence of their statues and fres- 
coes has never been surpassed in the history of Tibet. These 
works set an example and created a s e l e  that dominated the 
most fruitful period of Tibetan art. In contrast to the more or 
less stereotyped Buddha images of Chinese and Central Asian 
origin, of which those of the temple of lwang in South Tibet 
are a typical example, the statues of Tsaparang combined the 
almost abstract plastic qualities of great sculpture with an in- 
tense inner life, a life which seems to be more real than that of 
the average human being. 

That this living quality has been caught in the photographs 
is due to the patient and reverential attitude with which Li 
Gotami approached and observed these starues and frescoes 
during our three-months stay in the deserted ruins of Tsapar- 
ang. The  light in the big temple hall mainly depended on the 
reflections of sunlight that entered through an opening in the 
roof, and fell upon the golden shoulder of the main image in 
the apsis of the temple. With the movement of the sun, the re- 
flected light traveled from one part of the temple hall to the 
other, so that each of the statues and frescoes received its best 
light during only a very short period of each day. Careful study 
of the effects of light and shadow on each of these over-lifesize 
statues was necessary in order to take photographs which not 
only gave a factually faithful picture, but also revealed the liv- 
ing spirit embodied in each of these inspired works of art. 

During our long stay and work under the eyes and in the 
mysterious presence of these awe-inspiring statues and he i r  
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frescoed surroundings, we became more and more aware of 
their spiritual vitality, created by the combined forces of de- 
votion, concentration, and vision. We felt their presence like 
that of living beings who surrounded us in the great stillness 
and eerie solitude of the abandoned city. Like powerful friends, 
they gave us the strength and the courage to endure the hard- 
ships of cold, hunger, and the difficulties of a life that had been 
reduced to the sheerest necessities for survival. 

The knowledge that we were perhaps the last people to see 
and appreciate these great works of religious an,  the knowledge 
of our trust to convey their beauty and message to the world at 
large, made us forget all hardships and kept us in a state of 
inspired aaivity. Thus we were able to make exact tracings and 
color notes of several hundred fresco panels. These we brought 
back, together with samples of fragments which had fallen 
off damaged frescoes. A complete set of thirty-two panels de- 
picting the life of Buddha ~iikyamuni was traced by Li Gotami. 
Three of these panels, executed in their original colors, are now 
the property of the Prince of Wales Museum in Bombay, where 
they occupy a central place in the Tibetan section. 

Though we had no inkling of the magnitude of the disaster 
that was to befall Tibet, we were conscious of the dark clouds 
gathering over Tibet's eastern horizon. Our concern, however, 
was primarily directed toward the precarious state of those 
crumbling temples and their priceless treasures, the frescoes 
and images that would hardly survive our generation, unless 
something were done for their preservation. It never occurred 
to us then, that not merely neglect, but willful destruction as 
well would make an end to these last remnants of a great age. 
How swiftly this destruction could take place was demon- 
strated by the fate of the Kumbum of Gyantse, the Temple of 
the Hundred Thousand Images, which according to recent 
reports, was destroyed during the so-called CukUral Revolu- 
tion that rocked the whole of China and was carried into Tibet. 

The Kumbum was a great encyclopedia of Tibetan ico- 
nography in sculpture and frescoes that rose as a nine-storied 
Pagoda-Temple in the walled monastic town of Gyantse. 
There were about eighty chapels rising in tiers like cells in a 
beehive, and each of these sanctuaries contained a number of 
exquisite statues, from about life-size to two-storied giant 
Buddhas. Some of the most beautiful statues of the four- 
teenth century Kumbum still showed some influence of the 
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classical period of Western Tibetan art, though the elongated 
waists which gave such dignity to the images of Tsaparang 
(saangely reminiscent of a similar tendency in Gothic sculp- 
ture) were no more in evidence. In addition to the many stat- 
ues, each of the walls within these shrines was covered from 
top to bottom with the most minutely executed frescoes of su- 
perb workmanship. 

From an architectural point of view, the Kumbum was one 
of the most remarkable buildings in Tibet. It combined the 
characteristics of a chorten-a symbolic monument derived 
from the early Indian sttipa, a tumulus-like structure in which 
the relics of the historical Buddha originally were enshrined 
-with those of a temple dedicated to innumerable forms of 
Buddhas, Bodhisatwas, saints and saviors, demonical and di- 
vine figures of all kinds. Each of the eighty separate chapels was 
dedicated to a particular aspect of Buddha- or Bodhisamahood 
and had its own particular form of worship and meditative 
practice (sidhana). The latter found its symbolic expression in 
the mandala, which shows the concentric approach towards 
the central principle, represented by a divine figure and sur- 
rounded by its emanations and attributes of power, arranged 
according to their relationship to the center as well as to their 
mutual interdependence. Thus each of the chapels of the Kum- 
bum represented a complete mandala of spiritual emanations 
or visionary experiences of meditation. In the four big chapels 
in the round central structure of the Kumbum, the wall space 
was big enough to show actual mandalas, filled with thousands 
of figures, each of which symbolized or corresponded to a cer- 
tain meditative experience or state of consciousness. 

Mandalas on the highest level represent the totality of the 
human consciousness, a spiritual cosmos, a replica of the uni- 
verse. The word 'mandala' literally means 'circle', but in reli- 
gious parlance it designates a concentric arrangement of inter- 
related symbols, pertaining to experiences of meditation and 
religious practice. There are abstract mandalas, consisting 
either of purely geometrical diagrams, or of diagrams inscribed 
with single letters, syllables, or sacred formulas (mantras). Each 
of these leners, syllables, and formulas represents a particular 
aspect of psychic force or spiritual power, through which the 
human mind calls up the symbols of a higher reality in which it 
participates. 

A second type of mandala is that in which the written 
. . . 
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symbols or formulas are replaced by ritual emblems, associated 
with various aspects of spiritual power, as codified in iconog- 
raphy. The third and most intricate type of mandala contains 
pictorial representations of enlightened beings, such as Bud- 
dhas, Bodhisamas, divine protectors in human and non-human 
forms, in different gestures (mudris) and colors, accompanied 
by symbolic animals and surrounded by various types of halos 
or flames. 

While the mandalas mentioned so far are usually two-di- 
mensional, i.e. in the form of frescoes, painted scrolls (thankas), 
or xylographs, there are also three-dimensional mandalas with 
plastic representations of Buddhas and their emanations and 
retinues, in short, the whole pantheon of beings, inhabiting this 
and the other worlds of the spiritual universe. And finally, there 
are abstract three-dimensional mandalas in the form of monu- 
mental architecture, of which the Kumbum was an outstanding 
example. Not only was each chapel of the Kumbum con- 
smcted as a mandala, but the entire Kumbum itself was a 
monumental three-dimensional mandala. 

The main architectural features of the Kumbum, as in all 
developed forms of the stirpa or chorten, symbolize the funda- 
mental elements of the universe: 

I. the state of solidity is represented by the cubic forms of 
the substructure, namely the four rectangular terraces; 

2. the state of fluidity is represented by the round drum- 
shaped middle structure which is likened to a water-pot or vase 
(Tibetan: bum-pa); 

3. the state of incandescence or the fiery state is represented 
by the conical form of the spire, emerging from the drum- 
shaped middle structure; 

4. the gaseous state is represented by the umbrellalike 
structure on top of the conical spire; 

5. the ethereal state of radiation, interpenetration (symbol- 
izing integration, unification, etc.) is represented by a flaming 
jewel on top of the umbrella. 

In other words, the Kumbum, like all other chortens, is a 
replica of the universe, represented through the five elements 
of ancient cosmology: earth, water, fire, air, and ether (or 
space). These 'elements' were conceived not merely as different 
states of density or aggregation in a material or constantly 
materializing and dematerializing universe, but also as spiritual 
forces operating in the psychic centers (chakras) of the human 

body and the human mind. In accordance with this, the drum- 
or p t l i k e  central structure of the chorten represents not only 
the elementary state of fluidity, but also its spiritual cuunter- 
part, the vessel with the 'water of life', the 'Elixir of Immor- 
tality'. This vessel with the 'Elixir of Immortality' (Sanskrit: 
arnrta-kalaio) is the emblem of the Buddha of Infinite Life, 
the active reflex of Buddha Amitibha, the Buddha of Infinite 
Light, whose human manifestation was the Enlightened One of 
our world era, Buddha ~ i k ~ a m u n i .  These Buddhas, therefore, 
occupy the main places, and determine the nature of the 
mandala as much as the amrta-kalaia, the central structure of 
the architecture, determines the character of the chorten. 

The devotee is expected to contemplate this gigantic man- 
dala as a symbolic representation of the universe, and as a 
visible formulation of the sacred path which leads to enlight- 
enment, and which can be realized only by one who treads it. 
Just as one who is about to set out on a big journey first 
prepares himself by mentally surveying the intended route on a 
map, so the devotee mentally and physically enters the sacred 
precincts of the three-dimensional mandala of the chorten- 
temple, and while ascending from plane to plane and circum- 
ambulating terrace after terrace and story after story, he 
brings before his mind's eye the various steps of realization. 

With each step, he is reminded by h e  images of countless 
Buddhas, Bodhisatwas, Saints, and Sages of the innumerable 
enlightened beings who trod this path before him and whoye 
spiritual forces are helping and inspiring him in his own effort. 
Each of these Enlightened Ones reveals his own particular 
method and achievement, proving that there are as many 
aspects of the Path as there are living beings, and that there are 
infinite possibilities of realization. 

Thus, sanctuary after sanctuary opens before him, shrine 
after shrine, temple after temple, each of them forming a 
mandala within the great mandala, a world within a greater 
world. Each shrine and each temple is a tcvelation of a new 
spiritual world in which the Buddha-Dharma is reflected in its 
unfathomable profoundness. With each story the devotee as- 
cends a higher plane of intuitive vision, until he reaches the last 
one, where all diversity disappears and he is confronted with 
the ultimate integration of Wisdom and Compassion, Mind 
and Heart, Feeling and Knowledge, in the symbol of Vajra- 
dhara, the Adi-Buddha, the primordial Buddha who resides in 
the very center and depth of our being. Here we reach the 



source from which every Buddha draws his inspiration and 
with which he is identified in his ultimate pannimina. 

T o  see all the wonders of the Kumbum, even a few weeks or 
months would not have been sufficient; to study them in detail 
would have required years. But all this now belongs to the past, 
to the irretrievable past, except for a few rare records, like the 
excellent photographs of this work, which may give at least an 
inkling of the treasures of a n  and iconography that were con- 
tained in this unique building. The quality of the photographs 
is all the more remarkable, as modern equipment and facilities 
were not available at the outset of our expedition in the summer 
of 1947. Color films were unobtainable in India and even 
ordinary films were scarce and rationed. Li Gotami had to buy 
up whatever came her way, and make the best of it, without 
wasting a single exposure. Her big focal plane reflex camera 
went out of order and she had to fall back on her small folding 
Kodak No. 3 taken as an extra. Neither flashlight nor light- 
meters were at her disposal, so that she had to rely entirely on 
her own judgment, which fortunately was fortified by many 
years of experience gathered as one of the founder-members 
of the Camera Pictorialists of Bombay and as an Associate 
of the Royal Photographic Society of Great Britain. 

However, even greater than these qualifications and her 
technical skill, was her sincere and genuine devotion to the task 
she had set herself to accomplish and the indomitable courage 
with which she faced the hardships and dangers of an expedi- 
tion into remote regions of the Tibetan highland. Not only 
d ~ d  the inclemencies of harsh Tibetan winters present a risk to 
life and health, but the region at that time (due to political un- 
rest and the uncertainty of Tibet's future in the context of a 
changing world) was infested by brigands and hostile tribesmen. 

It is with gratitude for Li Gotami's brilliant work in both 
art and photography that these beautiful and historically im- 
portant volumes are being presented to all lovers of art and 
human culture. May this work contribute to the understanding 
and goodwill among men of different races, creeds, and tradi- 
tions, helping us all to realize the importance of every cultural 
contribution, past or present, by which humanity is enriched 
and made conscious of a common heritage and a common 
future. 
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