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In the north west corner of India, on the far side of the Himalayas 

lies the country of Ladakh, an enclave of Tibetan culture thriving 

there today as once it did within Tibet itself. Psychologist John 

Crook and journalist Tim Malyon visited this snowbound region to 

experience at first hand a great monastic festival which centres 

around the appearance of two gods of the mountains, the protectors 

of Buddhism. 
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Long ago in the high white vastness of Eastern Tibet there 

lived seven Gods who were brothers. They were called the 

Ronzhang, which means Gods of the Gorge. The people worshipped 

many such Gods in ancient Tibet - Gods of the Hearth, Gods of the 

Village, Gods of the Mountain, Pass and Gorge. When the king of 

Tibet first converted to Buddhism, he brought great teachers from 

India to spread the word, and though their words carried wisdom, 

they were no match for the powers of the local Gods and the beliefs 

of the people. 

 

The king sent for a great Indian magician Padma Samovar – 

Tibetans and Ladakhis call him simply Guru Rimpoche, the precious 

teacher. Guru Rimpoche engaged the ancient animist gods, 

including the Ronzhang, in great struggle and after many years 

subdued them. However, like any wise warrior he did not destroy 

them but made them swear to protect Buddhism. To this day in the 

villages of Ladakh during the long cold winter nights, the great 

book of his exploits is brought out and read aloud so that the spirits 

of the Hearth, Mountain, Pass and Stream may hear and beware, 

lest they forget their promise of allegiance to Guru Rimpoche. 

 

And so it was, a wise and learned monk, Trungpa Dorge was 

journeying through the Gorge where the Ronzhang lived. Two of 

the Gods were attracted to him because of his wisdom, clarity and 

silence of his mind so they followed him and helped him. 
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During the 14th century, Trungpa Dorge came to Ladakh, 

assisted by the Gods. One day he was meditating in a cave when the 

thought passed through his mind to start a monastery here. When 

he emerged from the cave next day, he saw a deer standing on top of 

the hill where he planned to found the monastery. He remembered 

that the Buddha himself had given his first sermon in the deer park 

at Sana, so took this apparition as an auspicious sign. He founded 

the monastery of Matho and ordered two of the seven Gods of the 

Gorge to look after the monastery, and the teachings of the Buddha. 

 

And it came about each year that on the auspicious days of the 

first month of the Tibetan lunar calendar, when the great mandala 

has been created and the Hevajra tantra celebrated, that the two 

Gods would visit Matho monastery borrowing the bodies and minds 

of two monks. A great festival would take place to which villagers 

from all Ladakh would come, and the Gods would speak as oracles, 

and all Ladakh would hear. 
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 “We are looking across the Indus valley, which is actually a fault 

line between the Indian and Asian subcontinent where over millions 

of years, two continental plates have pushed against each other, 

raising up the magnificent Himalayan mountain range. In winter, 

the snow on the mountains opposite reveals strata in the rock and 

you can observe they are tilted backwards, giving an extraordinary 

sensation of the massive power in this place, which is both 

motionless and endlessly crumbling, because the Himalayas have 

been rising and falling through time. This whole place is a symbol of 

the eternal round of our existence, life and death, creation and 

destruction. 
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This roof of the world is 13,000 feet above sea level, and we are 

here at the coldest time of the year. It is minus 20 in the shade, and 

on this first month of the Tibetan lunar calendar many people are 

treading the path around the mountain. They chant as they walk - 

Om Mani Padme Hum. The path is called the Linksmor which 

means the journey round the garden. Some say the garden is a 

monastery on top of the mountain and others say it is our mind, 

which the walking and chanting silences. The path runs past a 

graveyard, a sight of ritual practices in ancient India, practices which 

have now been transferred from the physical to the mental realm, 

from the graveyard to the monastery, reality to visualization. It is a 

thousand-year-old ritual, enshrined in those strange Buddhist 

scriptures known as the Tantras. 
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Imagine these figures, men and women in a group with long 

straggling hair meditating and dancing, tiger skins and beads round 

their necks, holding skull caps and ending up in the intensity of 

sexual embrace. Amazing colours, the incredible assertion of life 

amid the remains of death, and for what purpose? Enlightenment, 

transcendence, disappearance, ecstasy and bliss. Originally the 

Tantras were associated with the region’s wild men - the outcasts, 

and those Tantras have become incorporated into the life of 

monasteries. However, it was clearly inappropriate for monks in 

settled communities to behave in that wild way, so in a monastery 

the system of generating the keelout of bliss as it’s called had to 

become more of a mental activity. The extraordinary thing is that 

the visualization of something achieves the same effect as doing it.   

 

The yogi asked, “what is the great symbol of bliss like in relative 

form - may thou the giver of bliss please tell us”? 

 

The Lord replied ‘she is neither too tall nor too short neither 

quite black nor quite white but dark like her lotus leaf. Her pudenda 

give forth a scent from moment to moment like different kinds of 

lotuses or like sweet aloe wood. She is calm and resolute, with 

beauteous hair and three wrinkles in the middle of her body. By 

vulgar men she would be classed as first rank – and having gained 

her one gains that siddhi, the nature of which is the joy innate’ 
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Because they induce experiences of bliss and happiness, 

eventually they let the world go, the mind transcending itself and 

returning to a simple silence and emptiness. This is called jenailuton 

in Tibetan - the mind which is both calm and insightful, achieved 

through a process of catharsis. 

 

From self-experiencing comes this knowledge, free from ideas 

of self and other, like the sky that it is pure and void, a mingling of 

wisdom and means, of passion and absence of passion. It is the life 

of living things, it is the all-pervading stuff the world is made of and 

in it existence and non-existence have their origin Ishvara atnam 

Giva Sata Kala Gutkala. Why does one do it? It is in order to get 

beyond the everyday monkey mind, the mind of attachment, by 

throwing it into blissful experiences so breaking those bonds, and 

what emerges when the bonds are broken is peace and insight  

 

The aim of it? To stop the mind chattering, and the joke is that 

one of the ways of making it stop chattering is to make it chatter so 

excessively and so extremely that it confuses itself… 
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A broad valley leading up to the great snow mountains beyond, 

where the Gods themselves live. Dotted across the valley floor, mud 

brick farm houses, flat roofs, strings of brightly coloured prayer flags 

fluttering their invocations to the breeze, and meandering down the 

valley is a stream iced over in many places, flowing around the back 

of a low dry-stone wall. It’s wash day, and men women and children, 

arms outstretched in front of them, brace themselves against the 

wall, their feet in the icy water pounding thick woollen cloth. 

 

Towering above the villages is a pyramid shaped hill and 

perched on the top of the hill their monastery - Matho, it’s sheer 

hundred-foot-high front wall shines bright in the morning sun. 
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Above this wall are the courtyard and temples of the monastery 

and below it the little square buildings, the monks’ cells.  

 

We have been invited to a very special cell, very dark, one tiny 

window looking out over the valley below. It is the louers - the cell 

of the monk who will lend his body to the Gods.   

 

Janyang Sutin, shaven headed is sitting cross legged, chanting. 

Janyang’s drum is made from a human skull. The drum is the male 

and the bell he chimes, the female. Janyang is seated in a long 

wooden box like a large coffin, or is it a nesting box? He is not 

allowed to get cold as if he were hatching something. The low 

structure before us all is called Tsam Ti.  Tsam means a meditation 

and Ti means seat - the seat of the meditation.  The ‘God’ spends 

from 5 oclock in the morning until lunchtime sitting there. He says 

that if he is in retreat, he must under no circumstances let the Tsam 

Ti get cold. 

 

Opposite Janyang on an altar, highly decorated triangles made 

from flour and a picture of a fierce red figure on horseback can be 

seen. The triangles are femine symbols and are offerings to the 

figure who is a God. The chanting monk visualizes him, he prays to 

him, he wants the God, the La to enter his body, his mind. 
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The fierce red God, red spirit of the gorge appears before me. In 

clothes of rhinosceros hide and a scarlet cloak, he stands atop a red 

and godly horse. From his helmet flies a red silk flag. Oh, you who 

are sworn to protect the teaching come now come to this very place.   

 

Janyang Sutin is twenty five. He has been a monk since the age 

of eight, and his family are farmers in Matho village. This is the 

fourth year he has invited the God to come into him. Before the 

first time, he needed to undertake a year long retreat attended only 

by his younger brother and the abbot of the monastery, meditating 

almost continuously and emptying his mind of any awareness of 

himself as a separate identity, breaking down the illusion of the ego.  

When the I has gone, a space is created for another being to come 

to its place - a God, La. 

 

What does it feel like when the La comes? When the God comes, 

or as Janyang Sutin puts it ‘when the God borrows the monk’s body’ 

he feels perturbed – fearful, wondering what might happen, as if he 

has been chased by someone with a knife. Then there is anger and 

irritation, a wish to hit someone and then he loses all consciousness 

of himself. The God takes him over and performs the Godly tasks. 

Only when he leaves, when the possession ends, does Janyang’s 

consciousness return, like waking after a sleep.  
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I am seated on the balustrade, under a little balcony, waiting for 

Janyang Sutin to come up and am suddenly aware of the tremendous 

increase in the sound of the rapidly vibrating drum as the louer 

comes rushing up the steps to the edge of the mountain. He stands 

there balancing, his arms up with the drum beating frantically. Then 

out of him, as if pulled from some depth of himself, comes this 

extraordinary cry. Suddenly he falls back, completely unconscious as 

far as I can see, into the arms of his attendant who lays him on a rug 

and covers him with a thick sheepskin fleece. 
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We are standing just inside the main hall or temple, the duca of 

Matho monastery. The door is wide open and although there is 

sunlight outside it is bitterly cold. We are looking at a rather curious 

group of figures. Seven monks, one of them being head of the 

monastery, seated in a circle around a square table about a foot above 

the ground. This table is painted black and on top of it is an 

extremely intricate geometrical design of concentric circles in the 

middle of which is a large square. It’s an architectural pattern, a 

mandala, and they are preparing it for ritual use. It’s amazing to 

think that the whole thing represents the mind, a sort of textbook 

in pictorial form, because it can be read like a stained glass window - 

it tells a story. In this case it’s not so much a story but a set of 

instructions, a guidebook showing how to make the mind peaceful. 
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There are many brass bowls around the table, and each bowl is 

filled with powder paint of different colours. Attractive pastel shades 

of salmon pink, saffron yellow, crimson, white, lavender blue, sea 

green and azure are being used to construct the diagram. The 

pigments are held in small tubes. You scrape the surface of the tube 

with a serrated piece of iron, there is a vibration, and if you take 

your finger off the end out comes the powder in a very fine stream. 

You can make extremely intricate designs that way. It’s very complex 

and because of that complexity the loba, the head of the monastery 

who is directing the operation referring to the texts, says it would be 

a matter of grave error if the mandala was not constructed according  

to ancient prescriptions. 

  



 

23 

  



  

24 

 

Whenever a mistake is made, they play a special music. The six 

foot square mandala gradually takes shape, a ground plan of a great 

hall with gods and goddesses, mythical beasts, dragons and hippos. 

The whole construction is surrounded by eight graveyards at the 

points of the compass. The ancient ecstatic rights of the yogis 

practiced in the graveyard are now translated from reality into a 

mental activity drawn in the mandala, later to be visualized by the 

monks as they chant the great Hevajra Tantra. Between the 

graveyards there are patches of blue water with flecks of white sand 

and waves. Graveyards are deathly and water a universal symbol of 

life. Life and death, the eternal circle. 
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It is 3 o’clock in the morning, a monk is sitting under a tree in 

the cemetery with a corpse. Sacred music plays, and more monks are 

arriving one by one out of the cold morning, climbing up the steep 

staircases of the monastery to the hall where we celebrate Hevajra 

Tantra together. Outside the porch, I look across the courtyard to 

the mountain slopes and crags on the far side of Matra valley. The 

moonlight is shining down casting deep shadows, above us there are 

stars, and far up the valley a little light from a farm where the 

agricultural land ends and the wilderness begins. We return to the 

Loukan where the lights are lit, and the monks are assembling 

through the squeaky door. 
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The Tantra has started. The chanting of the visualised journey 

in the mind through the mandala, now lying flat at the back of the 

hall in front of the high altar. The Tantra’s central figure is Hevajra 

- a deity symbolizing forceful compassion. The temple of Matho 

monastery is a square dark hall with its high ceiling held up by six 

massive juniper wood pillars. Hanging from the ceiling are ancient 

Tankas, pictures of Buddhist saints. 

 

There are fourteen monks in the temple now, seated cross- 

legged on thick wool sacks in two lines opposite one another down 

the centre of the room. Over their long red robes, the monks are 

wearing ancient anoraks, woollen sweaters, and magnificent 

sheepskin cloaks to ward off the bitter cold. The atmosphere is 

informal yet highly charged. Every now and then they pause, take a 

sip of butter tea or wander in and out through that squeaky door. As 

they chant, the monks make elaborate and graceful gestures with 

their hands. This is done to please and invoke the deities 

encountered within the mandala, visualized within their minds. The 

invocation helps to generate the mental qualities of the Buddhas 

compassion, wisdom and power. At a deep barely conscious level, 

the practice is designed to clear the mind of all those thoughts that 

drive it endlessly in an obsessive concern with self. The monk seeks 

to become a selfless one, a Buddha in one lifetime. 
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Twice a year the monks create the mandala, and twice a year 

they invoke the qualities of the Buddha mind. The monks who lend 

their bodies to the Gods, mediate for an entire year in closed cells 

with just one relative as an attendant. They create for themselves the 

purified environment into which the Gods can come. They are 

tracing marks in the mandala and starting to destroy it, brushing it 

away. The mandala is being destroyed and brushed into nothingness. 

Dust to dust. 

 

I am the teacher and I am the doctrine. I am the goal and I am the 

trainer. I am the world and worldly thing. My nature is the nature of joy 

and I come at the end of the joy that is perfect. It is a lamp shining in 

darkness… 
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We are in the monastery kitchen which is filled with smoke. 

There is a hole in the ceiling, but it seems to be blocked up at the 

moment. All the beams are covered with a thick tar from the smoke. 

They are brewing Salt and butter tea down here, testing, adding 

more salt in. It’s a staple food of Ladhakis - more soup than tea, 

with a flavour somewhat akin to gorgonzola cheese. The first time I 

tried it, it was disgusting! Luke warm, slightly rancid tasting with 

yak butter floating on the top. A local delicacy though. Eventually, 

when I went walking in the mountains for two weeks, I sweated so 

lost a lot of salt and my skin flaked in reaction to the arid climate, so 

I needed greasing. When I tasted salt and butter tea the second time 

it was exactly what my body wanted, and it tasted delicious! 
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There are two windows in the kitchen and they face where the 

sun goes across the valley, and there is a beautiful light that filters in 

through both these windows. When we first come into the room a 

man stands illuminated by the light from the window, smoke from 

the fire blowing across his face. I have met this smart young Ladhaki 

before as this is the second time I have been to the Matho festival to 

see the Gods. The first time I came he was a screaming apparition 

half naked brandishing a sword, being possessed by a God at that 

time. Now, he is wearing Western clothes - blue jeans, shiny shoes, 

a conspicuous watch. The God of six years ago is now training to be 

a taxi driver. 
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What are his memories of the time he was a La?  

  

‘You don’t remember anything when you were a La. Basically your 

mind is replaced by another mind or spirit, so it‘s all just like a dream. In 

the beginning, you know, a rage comes and you feel very angry, you feel 

like beating people around you. Then you lose the contact. 

 

‘Is there any fear?’ 

 

‘The first time it happebned, I did have fear because I had just seen a 

La performing.  So I had fear – you know what will happen? What will 

not happen? Where could I fall? You know, I had all kinds of doubts.’  

 

There is a feeling of sadness about this former God turned 

trainee taxi driver. It is as though he has experienced bliss and then 

lost it. He says that the clarity and self possession won of being a 

good monk and undertaking long periods of meditation has 

evaporated. He says that he fears the Gods now when they appear at 

the great festival… 
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The monastery is now packed. On the dance floor masked 

dancers - two deer and Mahakala, the great black protector of the 

monastery bearing his red fangs, forehead garlanded with skulls. 

He’s kneeling on the ground, dagger in one hand, threatening three 

objects lying in front of him. A red body with huge erect penis and 

bulging balls, a wooden dice, and a triangle with a dagger thrust 

through its heart. 

 

Now the Las are coming through the crowd. The stewards are 

beating a way for them through the crowd. Again, they are covered 

in the red dye and they are running towards the temple. The tension 

is palpable 
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Shutting our eyes, we can see spirits dancing around the 

temple. Suddenly the doors of the temple open and two hooded 

figures come rushing in, their red robes draped over their heads. 

They were clearly already in trance, in a highly agitated state. They 

dash along between the rows of monks and are eventually stopped by 

two monks who were ready for their arrival. The monks heads 

remained hooded, and there was shaking movement from them. It is 

almost like they are two hooded falcons, preparing to have their 

hoods taken off so that they could fly. The hoods are released, and 

out they dash. 
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Two figures appear on the central balcony of the monastery, 

tiger skins around their waists and huge yak hair wigs on their 

heads. When they first emerge, a great red robe is held above them.  

Said to be the robe of Trungpa Dorge, the monk who first 

commanded them to protect the monastery. Without this robe 

above them it is said they would fly away.  

 

Under their wigs are black masks covering their entire face, and 

there are extra wedges of cloth over the eyes. The Gods are 

blindfolded yet they sprint up and down the parapets above 

sickening drops, halting only as they reach the edge. They have no 

need of eyes, for on their backs and chests are painted faces black 

and wrathful, with fangs and flames curling up from the nostrils. 

The Gods see, it is said, through the eyes painted on their backs and 

chests.  
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Eventually, the last La moves to a central stone pedestal and 

having sharpened his sword on it, starts to slash at his arms. 

Attendants ran forward but he then starts to slash at his tongue. 

There is blood on his mouth. Blood streaming from the cuts on his 

head. Blood on the white katak, the traditional Tibetan scarf 

symbolizing purity and compassion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now as we follow up the valley it’s getting narrower - it’s the 

way of the great snowy wastes. It looks fairly forbidding as we have a 

two to three hour walk ahead of us to reach the Matho Las Lato, 

the home of the Gods, the home of the Matho La. 
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When the La borrow the monks bodies for the festival they 

have not arrived as it were, out of thin air. They have homes, homes 

that suit their name and origin. The Gods of the gorges spend the 

rest of the year in special shrines far up the valley, positioned exactly 

at the point where a rushing stream carrying the melt water from 

the glaciers above emerges from a narrow rocky valley flanked by 

cliffs and steep slopes of scree. A protectors home would naturally 

be best placed where the river on which the crops depend comes 

down from the mountains. After the festival the Gods return to 

their homes. 
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We see the path that the Las will come up tomorrow morning, 

on horses. They will start out from Matho Monastery before the 

first light, and as they approach the Lato, their home, they will 

approach at full gallop and spring from their horses. 

 

The people bring juniper for the Gods, as in Ladakh, juniper is 

a sacred tree keeping away evil spirits so guaranteeing a peaceful 

sojourn for the Gods in their home. Every year after the festival 

when the La returns it must be renewed. The people come up here 

the night before carrying great bundles of juniper on their yaks, and 

at first light next morning the rest of the villagers start to arrive. 
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At a narrow bend in the valley under a steep face of rock there 

is a grove of willows. Hidden from the track on the far side of the 

torrent, a small building stands amongst the trees. It is a quiet, 

secret place, with a strong atmosphere of unusual dream inducing 

power. The building has no roof and encloses a small courtyard in 

the centre of which are two pedestals, six feet high and four feet 

square. Juniper branches sprout from the top and under them, 

within the pedestals, are two pots filled with barley. It is here that 

the powers of the La rest for most of the year. 

 

It is a beautiful morning – there is a little bit of cloud and no 

sun yet but lots of snow all around on the huge, high sharp tipped 

peaks. There is a feeling and expectancy of a festival around.  

Villagers are walking around with pots of tea. Horses with beautiful 

blankets on them serving as saddles. 

 
The Gods arrive at full gallop and are immediately dashed inside 

the courtyard. The villagers follow and start tearing down the old 

juniper from the two pedestals, replacing it with new. The Las 

assist, making sure their homes are constructed correctly. They 

move the pots full of barley and in their sing song voices, make 

predictions about the coming year, the crops, the children. 
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Once this is complete, it’s time for the Gods to go, and they 

start to run around the courtyard, arms outstretched like birds 

flying. Then, with a great cry they suddenly leap onto the tops of 

the pedestals, burying their heads in the new juniper and remain 

there as the spirit of the God passes from their bodies into the 

barley pots beneath the juniper. Then they fall back, eyes closed, 

bodies limp. Unconscious and into the arms of monks waiting 

below. It is finished, the whole procession riding away on their 

horses, with bells sounding, down the snow-clad valley. 

  



 

43 

 

When the Lars have returned to the mountains the people and 

the monks of Matho feel a sadness. Some of the old monks in 

particular, weep because they fear they may die before the Gods 

come again. Tears came also to our eyes as if something of great 

beauty, of great power far beyond our normal comprehension, had 

departed. 

 

In the words of the Loba, the visit of the La is like the burning 

of a stick of incense.  It perfumes a room and then is gone. 
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Thanks for reading! Maybe a favourite charity of Tim’s here? 

Save the children? further reading? 
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So, the king sent for a great Indian magician Padma Samovar – 

Tibetans and Ladakhis call him simply Guru Rimpoche, the precious 

teacher. Guru Rimpoche engaged the ancient animist gods, including the 

Ronzhang, in great struggle and after many years subdued them. 

However, like any wise warrior he did not destroy them but made them 

swear to protect Buddhism. To this day in the villages of Ladakh during 

the long cold winter nights, the great book of his exploits is brought out 

and read aloud so that the spirits of the Hearth, Mountain, Pass and 

Stream may hear and beware, lest they forget their promise of allegiance 

to Guru Rimpoche. 

 

This is the story of how Journalist Tim Malyon and 

Psychologist John Crook ventured into the Tibetan wilderness to 

witness rituals seldom seen by outsiders at that time. An evocative 

telling of how, through the bodies of Tibetan monks, the Gods once 

again, visit the roof of the world. 

 


