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You must have heard of the Magic Flute of Tianjialin and
of the shocking events that took place in Himalayan valley.
However, the details of the whole story and the tension,
suspense and excitement we all experienced cannot be
summed up in a few words. Now | am going to tell you all that
happened up there, far from any human habitation, as |

recorded it in my diary.
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STRANGE FIND IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

Our small archaeological survey team had been at work
for three months doing test excavations among the ruins of
Tianjialin Temple. This temple is situated on the eastern lower
slopes of Mount Kangga, a spur of the Himalayas overlooking
the picturesque Lake Anlin. North and west of Mt. Kangga are
towering mountain peaks scored by permanent glaciers and
swathed in ever-changing cloud and mist. To the southeast
deep gorges with sombre granite walls plunge to a depth of
seven or eight thousand feet. Not a blade of grass grows in
that forbidding terrain. But around Lake Anlin there is a very
different scene. Sloping up and away from the lake for about
scores of kilometres is a belt of primeval forest of oak, red
poplar, beech and fir inhabited by bears, deer, monkeys,
foxes, hares, goats and civets. On the lake shore is a carpet of
green grass, and streams flow through it into the lake on whose
surface a flotilla of white swans glides serenely. The whole
area is a paradise completely cut off from the outside world.

In ancient times Tianjialin Temple was the holy shrine of
the Red Sect. In its heyday a continuous stream of pilgrims
made their way to it along rugged mountain paths. In the
middle of the I7th century the Yellow Sect and the Red Sect
were locked in a fierce struggle for power and the temple was
burnt down by the Eruta people who supported the Yellow
Sect. As time went by, the ancient temple in the remote mountains
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STRANGE FIND IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

was forgotten; its jagged walls were shrouded in mist and
trailing plants and only the gold-plated pinnacle of the pagoda
stood out, glittering desolately in the setting sun.

In the history of the Red Sect, Tianjialin Temple seems to
have been a subject of mystery and wonder. The best-known
legend tells of the last Senior Monk, Lhabushan Jiaqu, who
was said to be deeply versed in witchcraft and able to subdue
demons and ghosts. He had a magic flute which, so the story
goes, could summon the mountain goblins to his presence,
where they would appear before him and listen to him
expounding Buddhist texts. As an archaeologist | knew that in
the past the serf-owners of Tibet did not hesitate to make use
of the Lamaist superstitions to delude the people and keep
them in subjection. So, generally speaking, | didn't take
legends of this sort very seriously. However, in the early 17th
century many people, including officials, merchants and
travellers who visited Tianjialin Temple claimed to have seen
Lhabushan Jiagu’s magic flute and the mountain goblins it
summoned to his presence. It seemed unlikely that all these
records were fabrications. For this reason, every day when
the day’s work was over and | was sitting by the campfire in
front of the tent, looking at the snowy peaks red in the sunset,
the clear lake, the green and thick forest and the dark temple
ruins, strange fantasies would come to my mind. If only the
lake and the mountains could speak, what stories forgotten by
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STRANGE FIND IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

the people they could tell in the endless and gradual flow of
history!

During our three months of work we had found many
valuable blocks of stone with passages of sutras cut on them,
some hand-written documents and some religious musical
instruments. We had also made copies of what was left of the
murals. The Red Sect had a very long history in Tibet so its
writings contained many of the elements of primitive sorcery.
These materials were, therefore, of importance for research
into ancient mythology, nationalities and history of Tibet, and
as such, our work took longer than we had planned, at least
stretching into late October. Tibetans have traditionally
described their land's traffic conditions like this: “In January,
February and March the snow blocks the mountain passes,
and in April, May and June there are rainstorms; it is the best
time to travel in July, August and September, but snow gets
deeper and deeper in October, November and December and
people have to crawl on the snow like dogs”. In the past we
would have had to hurry back to Lhasa before the snow had
sealed the mountain passes, but now with modern facilities
our safety was assured. We were in daily radio contact with
Lhasa and the all-weather jet helicopter could reach us
whenever necessary. The change of season, therefore, had
no particular impact on us.

The relatively well-preserved parts of Tianjialin Temple
were the vihara tower and the central lectorium. The building
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STRANGE FIND IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

was dilapidated but it had not collapsed completely. The
figures of Buddha, the shrine and the drums in the lectorium
were mostly well preserved. Naturally these formed the focal
point of our work here.

In the middle of the lectorium was a statue of Buddha
Subduing Demons, one of the main Buddhas of the Red Sect.
Its coat of gold paint had peeled off and its incomplete limbs
and trunk were revealed in their original unpainted clay. But
its outline and some details were still clearly defined: it had
fierce eyes and a grinning mouth; it was holding a prayer
wheel and trampling on a demon with its foot. It was a fearful
looking thing, but it represented certain features of the art of
the early period of the Red Sect, so we surveyed it and
photographed it.

The work was done by Solon, the surveyor, and Feng
Yuan, a university student doing her graduation field work.
Solon, the young guy, was the live wire of the team: he was
quick-witted, quick in action and something of a humorist.
There would always be laughter wherever he was working.
Feng Yuan was a very intelligent young woman who also
looked after the group in addition to her professional work.
We all liked her. She and Solon went in for a good deal of
wise-cracking and joking that cheered us all up.

The gloomy lectorium was suddenly brilliantly lit with a
flash. Solon and Feng Yuan had finished making their notes
on the Buddha figure and were photographing it. When they
had done this from various angles | heard them arguing.
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STRANGE FIND IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

“As we've finished with its outside, let's take it to pieces
and see what'’s inside,” said Solon.

“Don’t be crazy! You can't destroy cultural relics!”
protested Feng Yuan.

“But there might be some hidden treasure in its belly.”

“You're just hoping to make a fortune out of it, aren’t
you?"

“I'm not joking. Look, doesn’t that look like some sort of
opening?”

“Good lord, yes, you're right.” Feng Yuan turned and called
to me, “Wang, come quick and have a look!”

I was studying an incantation on a surviving piece of
mural with Ciren Wangdui, an expert in ancient Tibetan, when
| heard Feng Yuan call. | immediately stopped my work and
went over and found Solon’s observation was correct: in the
middle of the belly of the Buddha was a rectangular mark.
Originally it would have been completely covered by the
painted waistband but now, with the paint gone, cracks had
appeared. From past experience of surveying Lama temples |
knew it could be a small niche intentionally made during the
original construction of the Buddha. Such niches were used
by the lamas for preserving holy objects.

| carefully levered out the rectangle of clay with a trowel
and revealed a valve. When the valve was opened we found

that in it there was indeed a deep, square niche. In the niche
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