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“We see what we believe, and not 
just the opposite; and to change 

what we see, it is sometimes 
necessary to change what we 

believe.”
Jeremy Narby

We have, on many occasions and for 
a very long time, mentioned the rDo-
ring alignment that Georges de 
Roerich described during his five 
year trip which began on March 6th 
1925. It is located near Lake Pangong 
in Western Tibet, on the Ladakh 
border.

This alignment is made up of 
eighteen parallel rows of raised 
stones arranged in an east-west 
orientation. The western extremity 
of the alignment is closed with two 
concentric half-circles, with a 
diameter equal to its width. They 
surround three rDo-ring, each 
preceded with a flat stone before it, 
which Georges de Roerich interpreted 
as altars. 

1. Cromlechs and alignments buried in the sand at Do-ring, southwest of 
Lake Pangong
Photo published as Plate XLIV in Sur les pistes de l’Asie centrale by 
Georges de Roerich
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This is how Anne Chayet (1) describes it. Her 
description of the site omits the eastern extremity of 
the alignment, as if its design seemed problematic to 
her and she consequently preferred to ignore it. 
There is indeed an ensemble of megaliths which 
Georges de Roerich interprets as an arrow. The 
bulging extremity of this design would make the 
firing of an arrow impossible; and we can find 
similarities between this design and that of the 
phurbu ritual dagger. Is the reason that Anne Chayet 
did not wish to deal with this subject the fact that 
she would be have been calling into question so 
many prior writings if she had?
 
Professor John Vincent Bellezza visited the site in 
2004 (2). He observed that its condition had 
deteriorated since Roerich had made his notes. 
Nonetheless, he mentions the arrow-shaped design 
repeatedly, and assumes the definition is correct. He 
writes that the rDo-ring megalithic monuments 
represent a large figure in the shape of an arrow 
arranged with stone slabs and located on the eastern 
extremity of the alignment, with its point in the 
extension. He goes on to state that the arrow is an 
important symbol in the ancient Tibetan cult of 
nature, which is associated with the sun and the 
celestial fire in the form of lightning which it 
symbolizes, and that the presence of this figure is an 
indication that the entire structure was devoted to a 
cult of nature, and very probably of the sun, of which 
the arrow is a symbol. With respect to the stone 
arrows, and noting that no arrows had been found in 
the network of pillars studied, he states that this 
contradicts Georges de Roerich’s contention that the 
symbolism of the arrow has to be considered the 
principal instrument for the interpretation of the 
site’s function. He does however nuance this 
statement, adding that it does not necessarily mean 
that the arrow and its symbolism were not a part of 
the ceremonial exercises that took place at the site, 
because, as Roerich rightly pointed out, the arrow is 
an ancient Tibetan ritual object. We find in this text 
by John Vincent Bellezza with the arrow as a symbol 
of lightning, everything that relates to the phurbu. 
We thus maintain that this representation is not that 
of an arrow, since the bulging extremity of the design 
would have made it impossible to launch with a bow, 
but rather a representation of a pre-Buddhist ritual 
object comparable to the phurbu.

Given the absence of any old documentation, it is 
necessary to study the environment to arrive at its 
meaning. Anne Chayet notes that while the dating of 
the alignment is uncertain, it can nonetheless be 
considered part of a deployment that began with the 

2. Plot of the Do-ring alignment drawn by Georges de 
Roerich 
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3. Okuvevo mask

Bronze Age in Inner Asia. She goes on to state that a 
preliminary study of the petroglyphs of Western 
Tibet has provided a sketch of a general framework 
for the period. Developing the study of the petroglyphs 
of Ladakh and Zanskar, she suggests (3) that the 
established chronology extends, with a few breaks, 
from the 3rd millennium to the 5th century BC.  The 
oldest sequences were associated with the Bronze 
Age in the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC. Other more 
recent studies, particularly those of Laurianne 
Bruneau, have corroborated these dates.
Connections with the Okunevo culture have moreover 
been observed through the study of petroglyphs of 
masks. The slab with the representation of a mask 
decorated with horns from the Tchernovala cemetery 
in the first half of the second millennium BC (4) is 
reminiscent of the horned Mohenjo-daro divinity in 
the Indus Valley. The fact that it is framed by what 
appear to be two tridents, which are identified as 
spears in the catalog, moreover lends credence to 
this rapprochement. The Okunevo and Mohenjo-daro 
cultures were also contemporaneous. Some scholars 
believe that the Mohenjo-daro period extended from 
the end of the 4th millennium to the beginning of the 
2nd millennium BC. 

We find ourselves facing an immense area, centered 
around Siberia, and one which includes many and 
very diverse cultures. Okunev culture, dated to 
between 3300/3200 and 2500/2400 BC, succeeded 
Afanasievo culture, and was replaced by the 
Andronovo culture of the ancient, middle and late 
Bronze Ages that spanned from the 19th to the 9th 
century BC. The cultures of the Age of Copper or 
Bronze in this area were numerous and important, 
from the Sintachta culture in the north to that of 
Yamna which extended to the Black Sea, which was 
also the center for a number of particularly important 
cultures. Genetic studies on the haplogroup (5)  R1a 
(Y-DNA), while interpreted in various ways, do 
indicate that people appeared in this area between 
20000 and 25000 years ago, around what is now Iran, 
and that they separated from their common European 
ancestors about 6000 or 7000 years ago. The Z93 
group is dominant in Asia nowadays. This study does 
not solve the problems this article deals with, but it 
shows the importance of the diffusion of this common 
origin in Asia, which, fragmented and in different 
contexts, engendered the cultures mentioned above 
and the impact it had on the subject on the subject 
that interests us.

The rDo-ring is located in the Mount Kailash and 
Lake Manasarovar area, where the Zhangzhung 
Empire was until 645, at which time it was destroyed 
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by the Tibetans. It was in this region that the Bon 
religion was constituted.
Professor Rolf. A Stein (6) notes that one must not 
neglect the two other religions besides Buddhism 
that contributed to Tibetan civilization: the first was 
Bon, which according to traditional belief preceded 
Buddhism, and the second was the ensemble of 
notions and customs of the indigenous tradition, a 
religious ensemble without formal organization, 
churches, dogma, priests and almost even without a 
name.
He writes the following:
“The European authors have often confused this 
nameless religion with Bon, identifying them both as 
“primitive”. Tibetan historians have contributed to 
this perception to the extent that, for them, everything 
that was not Buddhist was necessarily barbarian and 
demoniacal. They nonetheless retained an essential 
dichotomy by distinguishing between the “religion 
of the gods” (Iha-chos) and the “religion of men” (mi-
chos). The first refers, or referred, to either Bon and 
Buddhism successively, while the second referred to 
moral tradition.” (7)
According to mythical sources, Bon was constituted 
23000 years ago, but written sources we have are 
much more recent and come from fragmentary 
manuscripts found at Dunhuang. They frequently 
make reference to royal lineages with quite imprecise 
dates, and reality and myth mingle freely in them. 
According to Samten G. Karmay (8), “history begins 
with the indigenous religion (divine royalty, sacred 
mountains) which included the Bon-po priests and 
their rituals. This was in the 6th or 7th century. The 
adaptation of foreign elements began later in the 7th 
century. Bon then became established in a position of 
power in the 8th century, and that was when it 
became opposed to Buddhism.”
These documents show that mention is made of 
Shenrab Miwo, the divine ancestor of the Bon-po (9). 
He came from Tazig (Iran) or Zhangzhung and David 
L. Snellgrove, quoted by Rolf. A. Stein, suggests that 
the Bon may have been present in Tibet in the 8th 
century and even in the 7th century. 
These dates, based on the texts from Dunhuang, do 
not shed any light on the age of the religion. There 
appears moreover to have been some disagreement 
between Rolf A. Stein and David L. Snellgrove with 
regards to the meaning of the term “Bon-po”.
“He underscores that we must distinguish between 
the Bon-po of the Dunhuang manuscripts, simple 
priestly functionaries, and the Bon-po faithful of the 
sect or school of that name (a “Buddhist heresy”as 
Snellgrove states) such as we understand them 
later.”(11)
A series of paintings by sTon-pa-gçen-rab, “The 

gÇcen-rab Master” venerated in the Tibetan Bon-po 
religion as the true Buddha of our cosmic era is part 
of the Musée Guimet’s collections and was studied 
by Per Kvaerne (12). While it tells this figure’s story in 
twelve paintings, it is not based on a historical period 
but rather unfolds in a mythical context.
There are nonetheless some indicators that suggest 
that it is precisely on the foundation of this “religion 
of men” that this religious structure evolved. The 
arrival of Buddhism in Tibet provoked a substantial 
number of conflicts and rivalries. Each of the two 
religions, in these periods of progression and 
regression, shamelessly copied some of the rituals of 
the other, denigrating them by emphasizing their 
biased aspects, and often making it impossible to 
distinguish the true from the false. Our purpose here 
is not to give an account of this religion’s history. We 
can however make note of certain situations that 
could be useful in this article.

Professor Rolf A. Stein (13) makes a strange 
observation about the Bon-po:

“One had apparently invited a “heretic” Bonpo 
(mustegs) called Azha, who hailed from the land of 
Gurnawatra located on the border between India and 
Tazig (Iran). The genealogical tradition of the Che 
clan moreover includes a king named Azha who was 
a descendant of the kings of Tazig and the Turco-
Mongols established in Zhangzhung. The origin of a 
certain Bonpo specialty is, according to tradition, in 
the southwest, in the areas where the influences 
from India and Iran converge. The Bonpo “heretic” 
Gurnawatra “proclaimed revelations from his mouth 
[that proved] his prescience, and he flew in the sky… 
He cut stones (as easily) as an animal carcass; he 
made offerings of meat and alcohol to the demons.” 
The king made him his chaplain (bla-mchod) and 
bestowed much power on him, giving him a turquoise 
swastika, a tiger hide and a sword blade as insignias 
of his functions. This “Bonpo” could very well have 
been a fakir or a yogi.”

Or indeed a shaman, because he has a number of the 
latter’s powers. The reference to a shaman implies a 
multi-faceted function, but so does that of a fakir or a 
yogi. And shaman appears to us to be a term better-
adapted to this context.
Moreover, the gift of the sword blade is compelling. 
What advantage could there have been in giving him 
just a blade instead of a complete sword? Wouldn’t it 
be more appropriate to interpret this sword blade as 
a kila type of ritual object, or even, and why not, as a 
phurbu? A blade alone can obviously not be used as 
a sword. The sacred sword of Japan derives from the 
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4 and 5. Crystal stupa with gold ornaments
Gandhara

lightning bolt. The tenka-goken or celestial sabers 
have many virtues and their legendary exploits are 
numerous. They destroyed or neutralized many 
demons. But it is in fact the blade, forged in the 
course of very precise rituals, that gives them this 
power. The other elements of the weapon are merely 
accessories. The sword of the Vedic sacrificer is 
Indra’s lightning, which associates it with the vajra 
(14). Later, for shamanic or Lamaic phurbu, it is 
Indra’s vajra that we find in the central part of the 
object. In another part of the world – Indonesia – the 
kris is both a weapon and an object, and is deemed to 
have magical powers.
Professor Rolf A. Stein describes a healing ritual as 
follows (15):
The oracle’s prognosis having been bad:

“In the morning, the Bonpo, unfurled a “carpet of the 
gods” and prepared a scaffold made of cord (mdos) 
as a ransom, as well as figurines. He intoned a chant 
making an offer of signs and offered apologies to the 
“the god of man”, appeals to the God of the land” 
and a ransom to the “warrior god”. He drove a nail 
(or a sickle-shaped sword) into the “bad omen”…”
One remarks in this text that a sickle-shaped sword, 
which takes us back to the sword blade, can be 
substituted for a nail. The sickle-shaped sword 
constitutes a strange combination which must apply 
to a specific kind of object. It is difficult to form an 
idea of a coherent object that would result from the 
combination of a sickle, essentially an agrarian tool, 
with a sword, and particularly in connection with a 
nail. It seems to us preferable to favor the mention of 
the nail, or kila, similar to the phurbu. Its function in 
the context of the ritual appears obvious.
In our 2007 publication, in the article Le phurbu et 
une hypothèse sur son origine (The Phurbu and a 
Hypothesis of its Origin) (16), we illustrated a crystal 
stupa from Pakistan in the Gandhara style.  It had 
previously been illustrated in our catalog titled La 
danse des morts (17), and was later shown at the 
Musée Guimet in its exhibition on the Gandhara area.

A round gold box with a convex cover had been 
placed in its hollowed base.  It contained a number of 
miniature consecration objects made essentially of 
stone crystal. One piece was a representation of an 
axe and another of a small dagger that we felt we had 
every reason to believe was a phurbu. We will see 
further on that the oldest manuscript known on the 
phurbu ritual was found in a stupa, a fact which lends 
support to what we had thought at the time.
Professor Rolf A. Stein (18), basing himself on the 
nyingmapa traditions, noted that the phurbu ritual 
had evidently been imported from India. It was 
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Padmasambhava that is purported to have brought it 
(the story is told in the Dunhuang manuscript, 
bibliography #206a) in order to pacify the earth on 
the occasion of the construction of the monastery of 
Samye, which had been blocked by local demons. 
Padmasambhava hailed from the Swat Valley in 
Northern Pakistan, neighboring Gilgit in the 
Zhangzhung Empire. Although the borders of this 
area were poorly defined, the Gilgit, a geographical 
entity, was manifestly a part of it and it is not 
impossible that the Swat, if not actually included in 
it, could have been subjected to both its political and 
religious influence. It is perhaps to this “continuous 
capillary action”, a term coined by Bernard Sergent 
(19), that one must attribute this influence.
Curiously, it may have been in this way, following a 
path through Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan, that the 
phurbu reached Tibet. One finds traces of this in the 
texts, but other explanations for its dissemination are 
possible. It was indeed in the course of his retreat in 
the Yan-le-çod cave in Nepal to fight against the evil 
fomented by the klu Gyon-po, that Padmasambhava 
sent his emissaries, Jia ji-sa and mChan brag, said to 
be the daughter of a Nepalese king in India, to ask 
the pandits to suggest a means to counter it. They 
brought back the phurbu, and the misfortunes ceased 
(20). In the caption that accompanies the ritual 
dagger (kila; phurbu) illustrated as #112 in the 
catalog Rituels tibétains: visions secrètes du Ve Dalaï 
Lama (21), only the Buddhist texts are spoken of. The 
discovery in a stupa, recent at the time, of a Gilgit 
manuscript on palm leaves that dated to the 5th 
century, thus constituting the oldest text devoted to 
the phurbu, is nonetheless mentioned. And that 
takes us back to Padmasambhava, who was from this 
region but was probably born in the first quarter of 
the 8th century in the valley neighboring Swat. This 
ritual thus predates the diffusion of it he was 
responsible for.
Robert Beer (22), who describes this discovery, 
moreover notes that the oldest daggers sculpted in 
the form of deities were unearthed in the Central 
Asian region of Khotan. However, he gives no 
indication of their style or possible date. Khotan was 
founded by a group of Indians exiled in the 3rd 
century BC by order of Emperor Ashoka. This is 
nonetheless evidence of the importance of the 
diffusion of Indian culture and its impact on objects, 
particularly ritual ones, in the case that we are 
investigating.
The mistake of thinking of these periods and areas as 
closed worlds, in spite of the fact that contacts and 
exchanges there were numerous, is one that is often 
made. Bernard Sergent (23) elaborates on this 
specifically with regards to the Indus civilization as 

we read below. The examples he cites are however 
much more numerous. 
“Like the Mesopotamian civilization, the Indus Valley 
civilization, also called the Harappan civilization, had 
lateral extensions, or “antennae” one might say, 
sometimes very far away from the centers that were 
located on the Indus itself. These were not only on 
the western borders of the Indus Plain, in Baluchistan 
(Mehrgarh and Nausharo sites) but also on the Upper 
Indus, which is to say in the Himalayas, and also on 
the coasts of the Oman Sea, the areas east and west 
of the great river’s delta, and lastly squarely in the 
middle of Central Asia north of the Hindu Kush. An 
“exterior” Elam civilization was matched by an 
“exterior” Indus one and each in some ways moved 
towards encounters with the other.”

The study of the petroglyphs of Ladak and Zanskar 
mentioned above (24) clearly illustrates these 
connections. The authors point out that:
“In the Bronze Age of the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC, 
the Ladakh and Zanskar areas, like Gilgit and Hunza, 
were definitely in connection with one another, if not 
actually part of the Bronze Age cultures of the 
steppes, which is consistent with the distribution of 
megaliths in the steppes of Tibet. Unfortunately, the 
archaeology of these periods is almost non-existent 
and not in a position to clarify this point.”

This dearth of information prevents us from being 
able to broaden our research on the rDo-ring 
alignment by comparing it to other sites. Since the 
erected megaliths were often considered receptacles 
for cosmic energies, one might ask oneself if this 
representation of what we consider to be a phurbu is 
not intended to act as a means of channeling these 
energies for a magical and/or religious purpose. The 
establishment of this alignment in an arid and quite 
desert-like environment – which it may however not 
always have been – would have required many 
contributors to bring about. Its function was thus 
particularly important.

A similar east-west orientation can be observed in 
other configurations, like at Carnac, as Georges de 
Roerich noted in his investigation of the alignment. It 
is however an orientation that can be assimilated to 
the movement of the sun and that can be observed in 
many alignments. The phurbu design is specific to 
this site. One would have to consider it a local 
evolution, the gradual assimilation of a ritual, perhaps 
arising from shamanic traditions. This is a catch-all 
term which is a bit hackneyed, and the definition is 
not clear. We use it only for lack of a more precise one 
that one would undoubtedly have to be likened to the 
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“religion of men” (mi-chos) that Professor Rolf A. 
Stein speaks of. It would then be, starting as an 
animistic ritual and after a slow evolution and 
passage through various phases, what became the 
foundations of the Bon religion, which at these stages 
of its development apparently left no historical traces 
although it very obviously did not spring up from a 
void.

The Zhanhzhung Empire was important, and some of 
its sites, like Lake Manasarovar and Mount Kailash 
were places of pilgrimage very early on. Important 
events, both political and religious, thus also took 
place in this area. Between the Bronze Age and the 
Bon religion, as the oldest known texts define it, 
millennia elapsed. One thing nonetheless emerges 
from what has been discussed here: the phurbu 
substantially preceded Tibetan Buddhism and 
probably even Bon.
       
Is the contemporary phurbu of the Tamang shamans 
of Nepal the surviving descendant of these very 
ancient traditions? It is more than likely, and probably 
certain. As a result of contacts with Buddhism or 
Bon, its iconography has undoubtedly evolved a great 
deal but its basic structure remains close to the 
design of the rDo-ring.
The phurbu sculpted in a monastic context retained 
the style that corresponded to the norms of the mo-
nastic order. The distinction is much more delicate 
when they are sculpted by independent artists who 
could have worked for monasteries or for shamans. 
The iconographies in these cases could be influenced 
by this promiscuity. We know nothing about these 
workshops, and to our knowledge they have never 
been studied, but in our 2007 exhibition catalog (25), 
we were able to find similarities between pieces 
clearly produced by the same workshop and in some 
cases even by the same hand.
The handle of a dhyangro nonetheless appears to 
elude this religious influence. Although no scientific 
tests have been performed to attempt to ascertain its 
date of manufacture, we are inclined to liken it to the 
phurbu illustrated on page 8, photo A (26).   (see pho-
to 7A in photo captions below)
This handle, formerly in the Martine and Léon 
Clignan collection and now at the Musée d’Art 
Moderne de Fontevraud in the Martine and Léon 
Clignan National Collection, surprises with the 
simplicity of its appearance, which contrasts greatly 
with many pieces that are overloaded with design 
elements, like the one seen here on page 8, photo B. 
(see photo 7B in photo captions below)
Although nothing makes it possible to confirm this, 
we believe, on the basis of much experience and the 
examination of hundreds of pieces, that it is free of all 
of the influences seen elsewhere. Saying that it is 
among the original ones is of course impossible, but 
the idea can be considered.

6. Martine 
and Léon 
Cligman col-
lection
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7A. This phurbu 
of much more 

elongated form 
is very interes-

ting because it is 
dated to the 12th 
or 13th century       
(end note 26)

P.G. collection

7C. 
The stubby shape 
of this phurbu is 
very similar to 

that of the stone 
Collection P.G.

7B. Tamang Dhyan-
gro handle

P.E.B. collection
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THE GREEK SHAMANS

Although the term “shaman” was not used at the 
time, at least two semi-legendary figures with 
shaman characteristics have left traces in history, in 
particular through the texts of Herodotus, born 
around 485BC. They were Abaris the Scythian and 
Aristeas of Proconnesus (27), the poet and traveler 
who lived around 600BC and tells the story in an epic 
poem of how in the throes of Apollonian delirium, he 
found himself transported to various regions, and 
particularly to sojourn among the Hyperboreans who 
lived along the coasts of the oceans. He entered the 
shop of a cloth fuller in Proconnesus one day and fell 
down dead there. The fuller went to inform the family, 
but another man contradicted the story of his death, 
stating that he had seen Aristeas on the road to 
Cyzicus and had spoken with him. When the family 
appeared at the fuller’s house to recover the body, it 
had disappeared. It is said to have reappeared six 
years later, to have composed the epic poem The 
Arismapea, and then to have disappeared again. 
Herodotus relates that according to information 
obtained at Proconnesus, Asristeas surfaced once 
again in the country and gave the order to construct 
an altar to Apollo. The Pythia of Delphi told the people 
to follow the apparition’s instructions. To accompany 
Apollo, he had assumed the shape of a raven.

Abaris the Scythian was active around 568BC (28), 
the god or hero of a “northern people” who had 
become a thaumaturge for the Greeks. He roamed 
the earth without ever eating, carrying Apollo’s 
golden arrow (the one he had used to slay the Cyclops 
and which he had deposited in his temple among the 
Hyperboreans). This arrow was the symbol of magical 
flight; the legend would later depict him flying 
through the skies on it. Basing himself on a text by 
Hermann Frankel (29), Walter Otto (30) noted that 
Abaris did not so much carry the arrow as he was 
carried by it all over the world. And that brings us to 
the flight of shamans astride their drums or other 
ritual objects.
According to Plato (31), Abaris performed incantations 
as a magician. Karl Meuli (32) interpreted these two 
figures as shamans. 

They are closely connected with Apollo and his cult. 
We have seen that the Pythia of Delphi had ruled in 
his favor in the matter of the order at Proconnesus. 
The importance of Apollo in this magical context is 
significant. As for many of the gods of Antiquity, 
there are several versions of his origins. His 

Apollon et le corbeau
Peinture de Pistoxénos 

Delphes - 460 av. J.C.

Delphes
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Hyperborean origins are frequently mentioned. At 
the Pan-Hellenic sanctuary of Delphi, the Pythia 
rendered the oracles in his name for part of the year. 
These were rendered in alternation with Dionysius, 
and the gods alternated according to the seasonal 
cycles. 

There are countless connections and points in 
common between the two gods and they are 
sometimes superposed. Friedrich Nietzsche (33) 
observed that the calendar of the Delphic cultural 
order was shared by Apollo and Dionysius, and that 
the latter was his divine brother. Moreover, when 
Dionysius was dismembered by the Titans, it was 
Apollo that reconstituted him to bury him. Plutarch 
(34)  also states that “Dionysius is as much a part of 
Delphi as Apollo”. 

During the period of his retreat (35), Apollo left for 
the winter, returning in spring to the land of the 
Hyperboreans, to which the sacred swans had taken 
him at the time of his birth, this land of light where 
the sun never set. The area in which there are polar 
days, often called the land of the midnight sun, is 
extremely large. For a long time, it was centered on 
Scandinavia, the polar area closest to Greece 
geographically. Closer examination of where this 
phenomenon of the midnight sun occurs reveals of 
course that the region goes far beyond Scandinavia’s 
borders. It includes Northern Scotland, Iceland, Saint-
Petersburg, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania and Finland, 
as well as the arctic coasts of Russia, from the Finnish 
border to the Bering Strait, which is to say Northern 
Siberia, Alaska and Greenland. The Hyperboreans 
were thus astride an area where a strong Shamanic 
influence still existed – an area where the swans, 
Apollo’s vehicle, were found in Andersen’s tales the 
Wild Swans as well as among Siberian peoples, as we 
have observed in our newsletter #31 titled Indra, the 
Cuckoo and the Soma.

Bows and arrows were among the attributes of 
Apollo and his sister Artemis. It was together that 
they avenged their mother who had been insulted by 
Niobe, and massacred the latter’s fourteen children 
with arrows. We have often had occasion to mention 
Dionysius in our research and publications. His 
connections with Artemis were in fact the subject of 
an article titled Étude sur la diffusion d’un type de 
masque entre la Grèce, l’Inde et le Japon (Study on 
the Diffusion of a Type of Mask Through Greece, 
India and Japan) (36). We noted in this text the 
presence at the Sanctuary of Artemis Orthia in Sparta 
of a large number of masks kept in the proximity of 
an edifice probably devoted to theater, introduced to 
the region by Dionysius. Apollo’s arrow could thus 
have had other than profane uses, to the extent that 

a god could have something profane, and thus have 
been a ritual and magical object. 
Greek mythology abounds with gods, semi-divine 
heroes, and diviners with powers similar to those of 
shamans, which they perhaps originally were, prior 
to being deified by principles developed by 
Euhemerus. Michael Martin (37) notes the cases of 
Orpheus’ descent into hell to recover Eurydice, 
Heracles’ descent to save Alcestis, and that of the 
diviner Tiresias…
Peter Kingsley (38) offers an interpretation of Apollo’s 
arrow used by Abaris of Scythia and Aristeas of 
Proconnesus. It is not without merit and deserves to 
be mentioned, albeit cautiously. We must nonetheless 
not lose sight of this quotation from Henri Poincaré 
with which we begin our Newsletter #25: “In science, 
it is with logic that we prove and with intuition that 
we find.” This certainly applies in the present case 
and we do not intend to reverse our judgment.
Peter Kingsley mentions a three-edged arrow with 
three elevated ridges that extend from the shaft to 
the point that was used to move at great speed by 
Abaris of Scythia and Aristeas of Proconnesus in 
particular. He continues by comparing it to the 
phurbu, which in the majority of cases has a triangular 
blade at its extremity. There was abundant production 
of arrows with stone transversal edges and they 
were the subject of a publication by Dr. A Cheynier 
(39). He observed that these arrow points could have 
been used for purposes other than archery.
The text is old, but Marcel Otte (40) confirms that for 
“arrowheads, some are indeed purely symbolic, 
extremely refined and perfectly symmetrical in a way 
that would serve no practical purpose, and so they 
obviously had an aesthetic one. Their ritual and 
prestige functions are demonstrated by their 
association with burial sites.”
The use of stone for the manufacture of objects used 
in a ritual and possibly magical context brings to 
mind what Mireille Helffer (41) wrote about the 
origins of Indra’s vajra.
“To designate the vajra, the Tibetans adopted the 
translation rdo-rje (lord of the stones), which alludes 
to the solidity and incorruptibility of the diamond. 
Westerners, for their part, saw in it a kind of ritual 
scepter which they likened to Jupiter’s thunderbolt, 
whence the French term “foudre-diamant” 
(“lightning- diamond”), which appears in numerous 
French publications.”»
And if we go further with these rapprochements, we 
find ourselves with two gods who kill an ophidian 
monster. Apollo kills the serpent Python with his 
(stone?) arrow and must then purify himself for the 
religious stain this murder leaves. Indra kills the 
ophidian monster Vtra which blocked the waters 
with its (stone?) vajra, and must purify himself for 
this religious stain for the same reasons.
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Two hymns in particular tell the story of the battle of 
Indra against the sorcerers.

“O Indra, slaughter the sorcerers, man or woman, and 
lay them low with your magic! May the beings that 
have roots for divinity be subjected to the torments, 
their necks broken; may they not be able to see the 
sun rise.”(42)

“Watch carefully, observe here and there! O Indra, O 
Soma, watch out both of you! Throw your weapon, 
your throwing stone, against the demons, against 
the sorcerers.” (43)

The similarities, as we have often observed, between 
Greek, Maya and Indian gods and myths are truly 
very interesting and obviously have some common 
background. The elements we have noted above 
about the age of the phurbu have to be put into the 
context of the historical periods we have examined. 
The dates of the people involved are often uncertain, 
but on the whole that does not materially change 
anything about our remarks. Herodotus lived between 
480 and 425BC, and Buddha Shakyamuni between 
624 and 544BC, which is to say he was practically the 
contemporary of Abaris the Scythian and Aristeas of 
Proconnesus. One can thus assume that the events 
that Herodotus mentions could in no way have 
influenced Tibetan, Pre-Buddhist or Buddhist 
traditions.

CONCLUSION

The different points we have raised in this article 
lead us to believe that the phurbu in its Buddhist 
form significantly precedes the dates proposed for it 
until now, and that it is thus pre-Buddhist – and 
certainly shamanic. Professor Rolf A. Stein (44) 
incidentally preferred the term “non-Buddhist” to 
“pre-Buddhist” given the uncertainties surrounding 
the contacts. Similarly, as we have noted before, 
archaeological and other objects from the West have 
often been analyzed, explained, and classified as 
Catholic (45).
We find ourselves with approaches of a similar nature 
in the Himalayas. For a long time, the chortens of the 
Western Himalayan chain were considered Buddhist.  
Mireille Bénisti (46) had already expressed 
reservations which turned out to be justified based 
on the dating of the region’s petroglyphs.

It is certain that the iconography of the shamanic 
phurbu, like the Tamang themselves, was subjected 
to external influences, which were undoubtedly 
reciprocal, but that does not call into question their 
original particularity. 
Another type of object is used in the Buddhist rituals, 

Chapelet de 108 perles
Kourgane de Maîkop

(Caucase septentrional)
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one of which is reproduced in Visions secrètes du Ve  
Dalaï Lama, and that is the rosary (mala: phreng-ba) 
(47). It is made up of 108 beads which evoke the 
sacred and symbolic number of the 108 elements 
cited by Françise Pommaret in the accompanying 
notes. This sacred number is observed in many 
eastern religions. In the section titled Culture 
énéolithique du Caucase, Maïkop of the catalog L’art 
russe des Scythes à nos jours (48), there is a string of 
108 coraline beads from the 3rd millennium BC from 
the Maïkop kurgan (Northern Caucasus), excavated 
by Nikolaï I. Veselovsky in 1897.
Although in this context its function was probably 
different (magical?) the constitution of a rosary of 108 
beads is certainly not an accident. Several Tamang, 
including Uttan Bahadur Tamang of Thulo Gaon 
village in the Kaurepalanchok district, have more 
than 108 beads on their mala, thus allegedly 
demonstrating their superiority as Tamang shamans 
over Buddhist lamas. Aurore Laurent and Adrien Viel 
who informed me about this have counted the beads 
and attest to the veracity of this. 
The number “108” is not insignificant, and it enables 
us to get a glimpse of knowledge that goes well 
beyond what has been written until now on shamanic 
rituals. We are no longer dealing here with shamans 
working for hunters by ensuring they will find game. 
Charles Stépanoff has made things evolve by not 
being satisfied with this type of consideration and by 
studying them as a function of archaeological 
discoveries. While we may not know exactly who 
held this knowledge – priest, magicians, and shamans 
– they seem in any event to have been the keepers of 
extremely old traditions.

The lack of written documentation is a major 
hindrance to these studies.

Some rapprochements, even if they cannot be proven, 
can nonetheless be made and cannot be ignored. We 
find a painting from the Paleolithic at Lascaux that 
depicts “The Dead Man”. In it, a man is seen next to 
a bison he obviously wounded in the course of a hunt. 
There is a staff surmounted by a bird near this man. 

In our last Toit du Monde Newsletter (49) we already 
noted the use of an object surmounted by a bird, a 
cuckoo in this case, in a more recent context. This 
observation followed up on Charles Stépanoff’s  (50)
publication in which he mentions the presence of this 
bird in Siberian funerary rituals. We noted that one of 
the attributes of Hera, the wife and sister of Zeus, 
was a scepter with a cuckoo atop it. It is known 
nowadays among the Gurung of Nepal who use it in 
funerary rituals to accompany the soul of the deceased 
to the beyond (photos opposite).

The presence of an object of this kind next to a dead 
man at Lascaux and this contemporary use of it 
among the Gurung, while not definitive proof of its 

 L’homme tué - Lascaux 

Phurbu psychopompe 
Gurung .
Collection I.H.
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use as a psychopomp in funerary rituals, is 
nonetheless very compelling. Robert von Heine-
Geldern had argued for the study of ancient 
civilizations using interpretations of the study of the 
so-called “primitive” ones. While certain excesses 
and mistaken rapprochements subsequently eroded 
this approach’s credibility, we believe that the 
present case offers an example of how this theory 
can be pertinent. 
It is in fact the approach the Bibracte Museum used 
when it sent a team to Kathmandu in 2007 to study 
local Nepalese contexts, and specifically cremations, 
to help analyze the vestiges of their rituals and thus 
become better equipped to interpret the discoveries 
their excavations in Burgundy had resulted in.
Jean-Pierre Mohen (51) also noted the special interest 
the Magdalenians of the second half of the Upper 
Paleolithic had in the worship and manipulation of 
human skulls. They made cups from the tops of skulls.
Among the surviving texts, those of Herodotus 
mention the Scythians’ use of the skulls of their 
enemies as cups. This practice was undoubtedly not 
usual or commonplace but had magical implications. 
The top of the skull is also used as a cup in Himalayan 
rituals in the form of the kapala. One would thus also 
have to add the druids and other kinds of cult 
practitioners to the list of the holders of knowledge 
mentioned above. Over such long periods of time, the 
uses and functions of such objects would have to 
have evolved, but the endurance of these customs 
and traditions is not insignificant and it demonstrates 
the importance that different peoples attributed to 
these objects. Moreover, in light of Georges de 
Roerich’s allusion to Carnac, it could prove interesting 
to compare the evolution of the rDo-ring in this 
context with the rituals practiced for millennia around 
this Breton alignment. The druid’s vocation in 
Brittany, probably descended from shamanism, was 
perhaps not very different from the one we can 
suppose it was in Western Tibet. 
The rDo-ring alignment has long appeared to us as 
having been the key element that sheds light on the 
origins of the phurbu. It is in our eyes the key element 
that relays possibly Megalithic, Neolithic or Eneolithic 
traditions connected with shamanism, probably its 
extension, in a structured framework, evolving 
through oral religions we know nothing about, but 
which are nonetheless perceptible. The measures 
taken (52) for the interdiction, persecution and 
suppression of shamans, like the legislation enacted 
by Dzasakhtu Khan (1558-1582/1583) and the edicts 
of Altan Khan (1577-1578) in the Tumeds, deprive us 
of a great deal of information. The repression 
subsequently continued and became even more 
extreme.
Jean-Paul Roux (53) states:
“Among the Northern Mongols, the Buryats, where 
Buddhism appears to have arrived late (hardly before 
1712), and where the first monasteries were only 
erected around 1730, it would not be until the Council 

Coupe préhistorique découverte dans la grotte de Gough 
en Angleterre
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of 1819 that real repression was decided upon. While 
the persecutions did not go so far as to include the 
death penalty, the punishments meted out to those 
who stubbornly refused to abandon their faith were 
nonetheless very harsh. Not only were statues and 
shamanic paraphernalia (costumes, staffs, and 
drums) destroyed, but shamans were fumigated 
“with dog excrement” and their horses and sheep 
were confiscated, which did in the end almost amount 
to a death sentence.”

There was a break in the transmission. Shamanism 
probably continued to be practiced but in secret. 
That is still the case in Bhutan. The few travelers 
through Tibet saw none of it. It must be said that 
those rare visitors, like Alexandra David-Néel, were 
more interested in Buddhism than in the popular 
traditions. Shamanism’s evolution intersected with 
the Bon religion, whose original form is quite poorly 
understood, as the texts about it are quite late and 
contemporaneous with the reforms and its struggles 
with triumphant Buddhism. We thus believe, on the 
basis of what has been said here, that it is possible to 
affirm that the phurbu is not of Buddhist origin as so 
many texts assure us it is.
 

Phurbu.
collection P.G.

La partie en pierre 
du « phurbu » de 

rDo-ring
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NOTE: We have, as in our preceding publications, 
made every effort to preserve the spellings used by 
authors when we quote them. 
That makes reading the article more difficult in 
some cases, so we have deviated from this rule and 
standardized certain spellings, like those of phurbu 
and Zhangzhung for example.
The spelling used by Anne Chayet for the megalithic 
alignment is rDo-ring, while de Roerich writes Do-
ring or Doring. De Roerich also adds that Do-ring 
means “long stone”.
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