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SUMMARY 

"Kangling; Tracks to the Heart of the Bone" is a report in ten chapters of a 
research on the origin, use, and meaning of the "kangling"; a human thigh-bone 
trumpet used in Tibetan Buddhist rituals. The research report is based on my 
fieldwork in 1991 among Tibetan refugees in Dharamsala, in India; a study of the 
literature on the subject; and my studies of Buddhism with different Tibetan 
Buddhist masters. 

In the first chapter I explain how this research came about and why I have 
presented it in the way I do. Quoting the work of Clifford Geertz and his critics I 
question the possibility of objective anthropological description. Inspired by the 
work of Fabian, Tedlock and others, who speak of 'reflexivity', 'intersubjectivity', 
the importance of dialogue in fieldwork, and the crisis of representation, I 
develop my own approach. The framework is a travelogue; "The quest of the 
bone". A young student goes to India to do fieldwork, he doesn't know whether 
the kangling is still being used, why, who, when, from whom, since when etc.? 
Within the autobiographical storyline there is description of events, rituals, 
literal transcription of dialogues, dreams, poems, myths, prayers, songs, analysis, 
confession, confusion, history, elaboration, and revealed out of that lots of 
insights about the thigh-bone trumpet, those who use it, and the rituals in which 
it is used. 

I could not give just a description of my research, because I discovered that 
giving a description is an inherent part of the research. It is not just writing 
down some results found somewhere out there in another culture. Writing is an 
active, formative force of one's thought processes, an activity which changes 
one's perception. So I had to reflect on that and make myself clear and 
transparent. In the same way Tibetans aren't databoxes in which you throw a 
coin, and out rolls your PhD. Anthropological knowledge is created in the 
interplay between researcher and natives. I wanted to make that dynamic process 
of research visible: no dead monologues, all phenomena neatly arranged into 
concepts which only exist on paper. I wanted to capture something of the 
aliveness, the spirit, the wisdom and compassion, the preciousness of Tibetan 
culture, and the threat of extinction under which it now finds itself. The 
haunting sound of the bone trumpet had grabbed me. In this research I use the 
kangling as focal point, as entree into the vast world of Tibetan Buddhism, and 
as a catalyst of the fields of meaning which surround this instrument. 

After having described Dharamsala as fieldwork locality, I give an 
overview of the history of Tibetan Buddhism in chapter two. In chapter three I 
give an introduction to the main themes of Tibetan Buddhism in order to 
understand the language that's being spoken in these vast fields of meaning: 
Buddha nature, the possibility of enlightenment, freedom from suffering and the 
different ways how to realise this. The three yanas, Hinayana, Mahayana, and 
Vajrayana, the direct approach of Dzogchen, and the gradual path of the aspiring 
buddhas. The Four Noble Truths, the Wheel of Life, the Twelve Nidanas, the Six 
Worlds, the Five Skandha's, the Three or the Five Poisons, and ignorance as an 
obscuration to enlightenment. Form and emptiness, emptiness and form, 
wisdom and compassion, and the courage of a Bodhisattva. The importance of 
Guru Padmasambhava, the Indian master who is credited for bringing Vajrayana 
Buddhism to Tibet, the complex world of visualisation and dissolution of 'the 
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yidam deity in the mandala, the use of mantra and mudra, the in-between states 
of the bardos, the power of Tantric music, and life in the mirror of death. 
Sketching this context was necessary so the reader can understand what is to 
follow: an in depth study of the rituals with the kangling, the human thigh-bone 
trumpet. 

In chapter four I describe how I met Ngakpa Karma Lhundup, a 
practitioner of Chö, the main ritual with the kangling. Most of this chapter 
consists of a literal transcription of the first conversation about the kangling 1 
had with him. He tells me the best kanglings are made from the bone of a 
woman who has died in childbirth. Also bones from a yogi, a nun, or someone 
who has died in a fight are considered powerful. The bone is used in weather-
controlling rituals, or to call up the spirits to feast upon the body which is given 
as an offering to the gods and demons in the Chö rite. In this profound ritual, 
that is best to be practised on graveyards and cremation grounds, one shoots 
one's consciousness out of the body, and transforms it into a wrathful female 
deity, who is a dynamic expression of one's innate enlightened potential. She 
chops up the body and cooks it. The guests, who have been called by the 
kangling, feast upon the body, and get whatever they want. Practising in this way 
the Chöpa repays his karmic debts to all the beings he has knowingly and 
unknowingly harmed in this and former lifetimes. He also hopes to overcome 
his fear of death and his illusory perceptions of an independent self. Renouncing 
attachment to his body as a symbol of ego, he aims to reach ultimate happiness 
through attaining enlightenment. 

Talking with Karma Lhundup it became clear to me that the image of a 
universe filled with all kinds of beings provides an important element of the 
context in which Chö is being practised. To clarify, I explore the relationship 
between Buddhism and the animistic pré-buddhist Bön religion in chapter five. I 
describe how the kangling is being used in weather- controlling rituals, and 
introduce the reader to Karma Lhundup's teacher Ngakpa Yeshe Dorje 
Rinpoche, who is not only a well known Chö master, but also the official 
weather-controller of the Tibetan government in exile. 

In chapter six I go searching for the roots of the use of the kangling and the 
Chö ritual. According to Yeshe Dorje Rinpoche the kangling was first used by the 
Indian yogi Phadampa Sangye, when he travelled to Tibet. Phadampa Sangye is 
the co-founder of the Chö practice, together with his student Machig Labdrön, 
one of the greatest female practitioners in the history of Tibetan Buddhism. 
There is a saying that many teachings have come from India to Tibet, but only 
one went from Tibet to India, and that is the Chö of Machig Labdrön. Recently 
this view has been challenged by Jerome Edou in "Machig Labdrön and the 
Foundations of Chöd" (1996). He says that Chö is based on Prajnaparamita 
philosophy and that it comes from India. Whereas it is clear that the view in the 
Chö practice is that of the emptiness of all phenomena, the skilful means used in 
the ritual are undoubtedly Tantric. The outer form also reminds one of 
'shamanistic initiation experiences in which people get eaten by spirits and get 
the power to heal in return. Chö practitioners are famous for their healing power 
and magic feats, eg. making rain. I argue that spontaneous experiences of 
shamans have been ritualised and integrated into Tibetan Buddhism through 
the Chö practice. Outwardly shamanistic images are being mixed with Tantric 
skilful means, whereas on a deeper level there is the wisdom view of Shunyata, 
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emptiness. These different levels of interpretation are not a contradiction, but 
common to the multi-layered perspective of Vajrayana Buddhism. In Tibetan 
Buddhist society Ngakpas and Chöpas seem to have taken over the role of the 
shaman as a ritual specialist, who knows how to deal directly with the world of 
gods and demons. At the same time it is important not to mix the Chöpas and 
their practices with shamanism. They consider themselves very much, and are 
very much, Buddhists. 

In chapter seven I go deeper into the historic role of these crazy wisdom 
yogis and their remarkable attitude towards spirits and sickness. Their view is 
the idea that while you have nothing to defend, there is nothing to attack either. 
Here I also explore the relationship between the Chö rite and the Tibetan custom 
of sky burial. This leads to a comparison of the vulture and the Dakini, the 
female buddha energy, which plays a crucial part in Chö. In chapter eight I'look 
at a complete Chö ritual using a traditional text called "Khandro Gadyang"; "The 
Laughter of the Dakinis". 

In chapter nine I describe a variation of the Chö ceremony, the Shedur. 
This spectacular ritual was performed by nine Tibetan Ngakpas during my 
fieldwork in Dharamsala. In the Shedur the Chö is outwardly dramatized by 
making use of all kinds of paraphernalia which draw the community more into 
participating in the ritual. The use of a shared symbolic system which resonates 
deeply in the psyche of the participants, the invoked presence of the buddhas, the 
meditative concentration of the lamas, and the motivation of all those attending, 
are being brought together by the residing vajramaster Yeshe Dorje Rinpoche in 
an atmosphere of confession, compassion, healing, and spiritual renewal. Team 
work between the mind of the master, the spiritual beings, and the community, 
as well as trusting that the ritual works, are considered to be vital elements for its 
effectiveness. I conclude with more talks with Karma Lhundup and Yeshe Dorje 
Rinpoche, who explain the meaning of this extraordinary ceremony. 
Furthermore all the chapters five to nine are also interspersed with 
conversations with Karma Lhundup, who I unexpectedly met again six years 
after my first field trip. By literally transcribing his words, and also by using lots 
of quotes from Tibetan Buddhist masters, I have tried to let the people I have 
met and write about also speak for themselves. By giving them voice, keeping 
their words, characters, and wisdom alive. 

In chapter ten I look back and conclude with pointing towards the value of 
studying and practising the Tibetan Buddhist teachings for everyone who wants 
to understand the nature of his mind, be happy and get rid of suffering. We 
would miss the point if we see so called Tibetan Buddhism as something just for 
Tibetans. To put it more strongly in the words of the great Tibetan Dzogchen 
master Sogyal Rinpoche, with whom I had the great good fortune to be able to 
study closely for many years now: "The Buddhist teachings aren't there just for 
Buddhists. They're there for you. To help you, and to liberate you. To free 
yourself from yourself." In this spirit I dedicate my work towards the happiness 
and removal of suffering of all sentient beings. 

Bert van Baar 
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