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AUTHOR'S PREFACE

Immediately after the publication of my account of my journey to Lhasa, many persons

expressed a wish, both in articles devoted to my book and in private conversation, to know

how I came to live among the lamas, and also to learn more about the doctrines and

practices of the mystics and magicians of Tibet.

In this book I attempt to satisfy their friendly curiosity. This task is however fraught with

certain difficulties, owing to the limited space at my disposal.

In order to answer these two questions in the order in which they have been put to me, I

have started by describing the events which brought me into contact with the religious

world of the lamas and of the various kinds of magicians who surround them.

Next I have tried to group together a certain number of salient points concerning the

occult and mystical theories and the psychic training practices of the Tibetans. Whenever I

have discovered in the rich store of my recollections a fact bearing on these subjects, I

have related it as it came. Consequently the book is not a record of travel, for the subject

does no lend itself to that treatment.

In the course of such investigations as I have pursued, the information obtained on one

particular day is sometimes not completed till several months or several yeas later. It is

only by presenting the final results of information gathered in various places that one can

hope to give an adequate idea of the subject I am describing.

It is my intention, later on, to treat the question of Tibetan mysticism and philosophy in a

more technical work.

As in my previous book My Journey to Lhasa, the Tibetan names are generally transcribed

phonetically only. The few cases in which the Tibetan orthography has been indicated will

show how the correct pronunciation deviates from the spelling.

vii
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INTRODUCTION

For many Westerners Tibet is wrapped in an atmosphere of mystery. The "Land of

Snows" is for them the country of the unknown, the fantastic and the impossible. What

superhuman powers have not been ascribed to the various kinds of lames, magicians,

sorcerers, necromancers and practitioners of the occult who inhabit those high tablelands,

and whom both nature and their own deliberate purpose have so splendidly isolated from

the rest of the world? And how readily are the strangest legends about them accepted as

indisputable truths! In that country plants, animals and human beings seem to divert to

their own purposes the best established laws of physics chemistry, physiology and even

plain common sense.

It is therefore quite natural that scholars accustomed to the strict discipline of

experimental method should have paid to these stories merely the condescending and

amused attention that is usually given to fairy tales.

Such was my own state of mind up to the day when I had the good fortune to make the

acquaintance of Madame Alexandra David-Neel.

This well-known and courageous explorer of Tibet unites in herself all the physical, moral

and intellectual qualities that could be desired in one who is to observe and examine a

subject of this kind. I must insist on saying this, however much her modesty may suffer.

Madame David-Neel understands, writes and speaks fluently all the dialects of Tibet. She

has spent fourteen consecutive years in the country and the neighbouring regions. She is a

professed Buddhist, and so has been able to gain the confidence of the most important

Lamas. Her adopted son is an ordained lame; and she herself has undergone the psychic

exercises of which she speaks. Madame David-Neel has in fact become, as she herself

says, a complete Asiatic, and, what is still more important for an explorer of a country

v



hitherto inaccessible to foreign travelers, she is recognized as such by those among whom

she has lived.

This Easterner, this complete Tibetan, has nevertheless remained a Westerner, a disciple

of Descartes and of Claude Bernard, practicing the philosophic scepticism of the former

which, according to the latter, should be the constant ally of the scientific observer.

Unencumbered by any preconceived theory, and unbiased by any doctrine or dogma,

Madame David-Neel has observed everything in Tibet in a free and impartial spirit.
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In the lectures which, in my capacity as professor of the College de France, succeeding

my master Claude Bernard, I asked her to deliver, Madame David-Neel sums up her

conclusions in these words:

" Everything that relates, whether closely or more distantly, to psychic phenomena and to

the action of psychic forces in general, should be studied just like any other science. There

is nothing miraculous or supernatural in them, nothing that should engender or keep alive

superstition. Psychic training, rationally and scientifically conducted, can lead to desirable

results. That is why the information gained about such training - even though it is

practiced empirically and based on theories to which we cannot always give assent constitutes useful documentary evidence worthy of our attention."

Here, it is clear, is a true scientific determinism, as far removed from scepticism as from

blind credulity.

The studies of Madame David-Neel will be of interest to Orientalists, psychologists and

physiologists alike.



DOCTEUR A. D'ARSONVAL

Member of the Académie des Sciences and of the Académie de Médecine.
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President of the Institut Général Psychologique.
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WITH MYSTICS AND MAGICIANS IN TIBET

CHAPTER I

TIBET AND THE LAMAS

"WELL, then, it is understood. I leave Dawasandup with you as interpreter. He will

accompany you to Gangtok."

Is it a man who is speaking to me? This short yellow-skinned being clad in a robe of

orange brocade, a diamond star sparkling on his hat, is he not, rather, a genie come down

from the neighbouring mountains?

They say he is an "incarnated Lama" and heir prince of a Himalayan throne, but I doubt

his reality. Probably he will vanish like a mirage, with his caparisoned little steed and his

party of followers, dressed in all the colours of the rainbow. He is a part of the

enchantment in which I have lived these last fifteen days. This new episode is of the stuff

that dreams are made of. In a few minutes, I shall wake up in a real bed, in some country

not haunted by genii nor by "incarnated Lamas" wrapped in shimmering silk. A country

where men wear ugly dark coats and the horses do not carry silver inlaid saddles on

golden-yellow cloths.

The sound of a kettledrum makes me start, two hautboys intone a melancholy minor tune.

The youthful genie straddles his diminutive courser, knights and squires jump into their

saddles.

"I shall expect you," the lama-prince says, smiling graciously at me.

I hear myself, as if I were listening to some other person, promising him that I will start

the next day for his capital, and the little troop, headed by the musicians, disappears.
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As the last murmurs of the plaintive melody die away in the distance, the enchantment

that has held me spellbound dissipates.

I have not been dreaming, all this is real. I am at Kalimpong, in the Himalayas, and the

interpreter given me when I arrived stands at my side.
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I have already related

(In a previous book, My Journey to Lhasa .)



the circumstances which had brought me to the Himalayas. Political reasons had at that

time, led the Dalai Lama to seek refuge in British territory. It had seemed to me a unique

opportunity, while he was stopping at the Indian frontier, of obtaining an interview and

getting information from him about the special type of Buddhism that prevails in Tibet.

Very few strangers have ever approached the monk-king hidden in his sacred city, in the

Land of Snows. Even in Exile, he saw no one. Up to the time of my visit, he had

obstinately refused an audience to any woman except Tibetans and I believe, even to this

day that I am the only exception to this rule.

As I left Darjeeling, in the early rosy dawn of a cool spring morning, I little guessed the

far-reaching consequences of my request.

I thought of a short excursion, of an interesting but brief interview; while, actually, I

became involved in wanderings that kept me in Asia for full fourteen years.

At the beginning of that long series of journeys, the Dalai Lama figures, in my diaries, as

an obliging host who, seeing a stranger without the walls, invites him to see over his

domain.

This, the Dalai Lama did in a few words: "Learn the Tibetan language," he told me.

If one could believe his subjects who call him the "Omniscient,"

( Thamstched mkyenpa .)



the sovereign of Tibet, when giving me this advice, foresaw its consequences, and

consciously directed me, not only towards Lhasa, his forbidden capital, but towards the

mystic masters and unknown magicians, yet more closely hidden in his wonderland.

At Kalimpong, the lama-king lived in a large house

10



belonging to the minister of the Rajah of Bhutan. To give the place a more majestic

appearance, two rows of tall bamboo poles had been planted in the form of an avenue.

Flags flew from every pole, with the inscription Aum mani padme hum ! , or the "horse of

the air," surrounded by magic formulas.

The suite of the exiled sovereign was numerous and included more than a hundred

servants. They were for the most part engaged in interminable gossip, and quiet reigned
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round the habitation. But on fête days, or when visitors of rank were to be received, a

crowd of busy officials and domestics poured out from all sides, peering at one from every

window, crossing and re-crossing the large plot of ground in front of the house, hurrying,

screaming, agitated, and all so remarkably alike in their dirty, greasy robes, that a stranger

could easily make awkward mistakes about their rank.

The splendour, decorum and etiquette of the Potala were absent in that land of exile.

Those who saw this road-side camp, where the Head of the Tibetan theocracy waited for

his subjects to reconquer his throne, could not imagine what the Court at Lhasa was like.

The British expedition penetrating into the forbidden territory and parading his capital, in

spite of the sorcery of the most famous magicians, had probably led the Dalai Lama to

understand that foreign barbarians were masters in a material sense, by right of force. The

inventions that he noticed during his trip through India must also have convinced him of

their ability to enslave and mould the material elements of nature. But his conviction that

the white race is mentally inferior remained unshaken. And, in this, he only shared the

opinion of all Asiatics - from Ceylon to the northern confines of Mongolia.

A Western woman acquainted with Buddhist doctrines seemed to him an inconceivable

phenomenon.

If I had vanished into space while talking to him, he would have been less astonished. My

reality surprised him most; but, when finally convinced, he politely inquired after my

"Master," assuming that I could only have learned of Buddha from an Asiatic. It was
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not easy to convince him that the Tibetan text of one of the most esteemed Buddhist books

(The Gyacher rolpa , translated by Ed. Poucaux, Professor at the College de France.)



had been translated into French before I was born. "Ah well," he murmured at last, "if a

few strangers have really learned our language and read our sacred books, they must have

missed the meaning of them."

This was my chance. I hastened to seize it.

"It is precisely because I suspect that certain religious doctrines of Tibet have been

misunderstood that I have come to you to be enlightened," I said.

My reply pleased the Dalai Lama. He readily answered any questions I put to him, and a

little later gave me a long written explanation of the various subjects we had discussed.
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The prince of Sikkim and his escort having disappeared, it only remained for me to keep

my promise and make ready to start for Gangtok. But there was something to be seen

before moving on.

The evening before, I had witnessed the benediction of the pilgrims by the Dalai Lama, a

widely different scene from the Pontifical benediction at Rome. For the Pope in a single

gesture blesses the multitude, while the Tibetans are far more exacting and each expect an

individual blessing.

Among Lamaists again the manner of the blessing varies with the social rank of the

blessed. The Lama places both hands on the heads of those he most respects. In other

cases only one hand, two fingers or even only one finger. Lastly comes the blessing given

by slightly touching the head with coloured ribbons, attached to a short stick.

In every case, however, there is contact, direct or indirect, between the lama and the

devotee. This contact, according to Lamaists, is indispensable because the benediction,

whether of people or of things, is not meant to call down upon them the benediction of

God but to infuse into them some beneficial power that emanates from the lama.
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The large number of people who came to Kalimpong to be touched by the Dalai Lama

gave me some idea of his widespread prestige.

The procession took several hours to pass before him, and I noticed that not only Lamaists

but many people from Nepal and from Bengal, belonging to Hindu sects, had joined the

crowd.

I saw some, who had come only to look on, suddenly seized by an occult fervour, hurrying

to join the pious flock.

As I was watching this scene, my eyes fell on a man seated on the ground, a little to one

side. His matted hair was wound around his head like a turban, in the style common to

Hindu ascetics. Yet, his features were not those of an Indian and he was wearing dirty and

much-torn lamaist monastic garments.

This tramp had placed a small bag beside him and seemed to observe the crowd with a

cynical expression.

I pointed him out to Dawasandup, asking him if he had any idea who this Himalayan

Diogenes might be.
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