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Prologue
A year after completing the bulk of research upon which this paper is based we returned to the village of 
Langtang in order to undertake another season of fieldwork. Our trip commenced in late April 2015. We 
were just ten kilometres from Langtang on our return to Kathmandu when a magnitude 7.8 earthquake 
struck. When we recall that day now we are haunted by a residue of sounds, fears, dust and memories. In 
particular, we remember hearing – and feeling in our chests – a sickening rumble emanating from further 
up the valley: an avalanche that brought with it a mile-long mudslide obliterated the village before our 
friends had time to run. So devastating was the impact that trees on the opposite side of the valley were 
flattened, their trunks stripped of bark. The people and their monastery that lie at the heart of this chapter 
were gone. As for us, we spent two exhausting days trying to reach a place accessible for helicopter rescue, 
which we did with the selfless help of our local friends. It was only when we landed in Kathmandu that they 
discovered the fate of their families. Following long deliberations, we decided to proceed with this account 
of the restoration of Langtang’s gompa. Our reasons for doing so are thus: for the Langtangpa, the locally-
led restoration process was one of empowerment, representing investment in the beauty and uniqueness of 
their community, thus playing a critical role in their strategies of cultural resiliency in uncertain times. Now, 
more than ever, voicing the way Langtangpa relate to their past – highlighting what is important to them 
about their culture – is crucial for the rebuilding processes that follow the disaster. 

Introduction
This paper emerges out of a lingering feeling of discontent with the presumed universality of much that 
comes to mind when talking about heritage. In particular, we are interested in two key areas of debate, 
both of which have been gathering force since the early 1980s: that of community and non-western 
heritage conservation. As a number of scholars1 have pointed out, these are areas deserving of attention in 
the ongoing quest to represent local attachments to, and understandings of, heritage. Indeed, from these 
scholars we have gained good evidence that there are discursive modes operating at the international level 
through which limited representations of heritage have found favour – global spaces wherein it has become 
possible to locate Eurocentric and ‘top-down’ perspectives on conservation practice as those that embody 
‘best practice’.2 These we might refer to as ‘legacy’ discourses, or positions on heritage that have become so 
entrenched it is almost impossible to think beyond them. 

Questioning dominant positions on heritage is an agenda that has been with us for some time. The 
emergence of the Burra Charter in 1979, the Nara Document on Authenticity in 1994 and the INTACH Charter 
in 2004 are all testament to this, given that these documents were prompted by the petitioning of a range 
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of groups for a suite of principles that could take account of diverse and localised attitudes to the past. 
Yet steady streams of academic publications have continued to emerge that highlight the persistence of 
Anglo-European and ‘top-down’ approaches to heritage. This tells us something: questions still need to be 
asked about how such approaches continue to dominate, particularly in non-European and non-Western 
contexts. As Winter has argued, an important way of addressing this is to gather together a series of in-depth, 
multidimensional studies of localised approaches to heritage management across a range of geographical 
locations.3  

We respond to Winter’s challenge by examining a community’s efforts to restore a Nyingma Buddhist 
monastery, or gompa, in the village of Langtang, located in the Nepalese Himalayas about eighty kilometres 
north of Kathmandu. In what follows, we reflect on one community’s approach to heritage, giving careful 
weight to the specific formal and prosaic religious complexities that surround and support it. In this, we 
have attempted to recognise the objects, people, places and practices that are important for bringing forth 
the past in the present – elements of the past that have been formally and informally ‘curated’, if you like, by 
a contemporary community. Our reporting thus blends both orthodox Tibetan Buddhist principles, drawn 
from wider Nyingma literature, with popular religious expressions of those principles within the community. 
Nyingma is a tradition of Buddhism that has resulted from the combining of Mahāyāna Buddhism with 
Madhyamaka philosophy, incorporating elements of the pre-Buddhist Bön shamanism and a Theravada 
monastic system as well. A complex mix of official religion, popular belief, sacred objects, special places 
and numinously empowered individuals, this tradition informs not only local appreciations of the interface 
between past, present and future, but has been materially articulated into and across the landscape. It is 
this convergence of ideas – in conjunction with the high relief Himalayan landscapes – that has rendered 
possible a series of local attitudes to materiality, time and authenticity. 

The data underpinning this paper is comprised of participant observations, photographic and audio 
recordings, and nineteen unstructured interviews with people living in Langtang. The research, undertaken 
in 2013 and 2014, was primarily conducted either in the monastery itself or during walks around the village 
and its surrounds. During these interviews, reference was made to the gompa and its restoration, as well as a 
broader notion of ‘ancient things’. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, and were supplemented 
by extensive field-notes. The ages of our respondents ranged from 19 to their mid-40s, and throughout this 
chapter we refer to each with a Nepali pseudonym. As we do not speak Nepali, Tibetan or Tamang, we 
anticipated some issues with communication; however, our conversations were greatly enhanced by input 
and translation provided by our friend and guide, Dil Gurung. We were also fortunate to find ourselves 
working with a community whose command of the English language is impressive. 

Problematising Dominant Notions of Heritage
The concept of heritage has undergone a radical rethink in recent years. In truth, it is a concept that is 
perpetually under scrutiny, facing time and again challenges about authenticity, identity, materiality, age, 
meaning and so forth. During the 1960s, for example, when heritage first started to settle into international 
policy, emphasis was placed upon the tangible and material, with archaeological sites, monuments and 
buildings emerging as its most crucial and visible markers. All of these, it was assumed, were non-renewable 
resources in need of protection, stabilisation and preservation. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, agitations 
from ‘ordinary’, marginalised and disenfranchised groups gained traction – particularly Indigenous 
communities in Australia and North America – and their challenges began to work loose some of these 
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assumptions, especially claims to innate value and the primacy of scientific expertise. Similarly dislodged 
were presumptions about the need to restore, sanitise and preserve, processes that many argued removed 
heritage from the contexts that gave it meaning. Scholars working in the field at that time started to critique 
dominant notions of heritage as being inherently European, with UNESCO and ICOMOS – the international 
representatives of this particularly Western ethos – earmarked as key players in the establishment of a 
specific, and Eurocentric way of seeing heritage as something that was seemingly universal.4 

As a field of research, heritage studies continues to experience profound shifts in its philosophical 
and theoretical underpinnings as it responds to agitations to engage with local, community, Indigenous 
and non-Western values. In response, there have been clear and active moves away from traditional ‘site’ 
and artefact-based definitions towards those concerned with intangibility approaches, amongst others. 
Importantly, this has led to a more critical exploration of concepts such as religion, politics, memory, 
emotion and spirituality as those that might more adequately capture the social and cultural consequences 
of heritage. It is within a specific slice of these academic spaces that the current paper sits, skating the 
tensions that have emerged between supposedly ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ management traditions, which are 
seemingly underpinned by fundamentally different concepts of what heritage is or what it ought to be 
called. Our first step in this enterprise is to loosen our own hold on what it is we think we know. Thus, for 
most of this paper we adopt the words of the Langtang community: instead of ‘heritage’ we will talk about 
their engagement with ‘ancient things’. Our only deviation is in those instances when we are referring to the 
broader entity of Nepal and its developing engagements with heritage.

Historicising ‘Heritage’ in Nepal: A Précis
Since the first millennia BCE in the Kathmandu Valley, the Guthi social system has shaped a collaborative, 
kinship-based approach to heritage and its management. In the Guthi, members acquired spiritual merit 
through their charitable donations or their actions as caretakers for cultural sites for which the Guthi took 
responsibility.5 Time, labour and monetary contributions were related to the social standing of the gift-
giver, presenting a means of reaffirming social position or social-improvement through meritorious acts. 
In the simplest terms, the Guthi represented a sustainable conservation strategy. Following nationalisation 
of the Guthis in the 1960s, government land reform policies destabilised these strategies.6 Though replaced 
by central regulation, the institution of this ‘top-down’ approach was untimely in light of unstable political 
transformations that followed, beginning with the pro-democracy movement in the 1980s. This entailed 
opposition-led strategies such as civil disobedience campaigns, culminating in the dissolution of an elected 
Communist Government in 1995. This, in turn, resulted in a decade-long Maoist insurgency (1996–2006), 
during which time monetary resources were redirected towards government forces, all resulting (unsurpris-
ingly) in the deprioritisation of heritage management within government funding. Though other indigenous 
strategies were relied upon in mountainous areas where the Guthi system was not practiced, an overall 
decline in the maintenance and management of important cultural places was nonetheless witnessed.7 

While a domestic decline in conservation can no doubt be traced, the 1996–2006 conflict simultaneously 
hit international headlines, triggering an international visibility that prompted a growth in the range of 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) interested in the heritage of Nepal. Though these NGOs have 
undoubtedly brought many benefits to the country, the Asia-Pacific Cultural Centre for UNESCO asserts 
that international aid support and a greater NGO presence exerted a westernised influence on conservation 
that has led to the commercialisation of intangible heritage practices and traditions, and the wholesale 
marketing of a ‘perceived otherness from the modern “West”’.8 This worked to entrench western conservation 
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philosophies that were already under development when Nepal became a signatory to UNESCO’s World 
Heritage Convention. Indeed, many current members of Nepal’s Department of Archaeology were trained 
through early UNESCO initiatives, thereby granting the latter considerable license in terms of national 
policy-making.9 More than that, conservation practices were established with particular reference to urban 
environs and places associated with the elite – predominantly Newari, Hindu and high-status monuments. 
That this focus ensued even though over eighty percent of the population live in rural localities has meant 
that the heritage of the majority is marginalised, restricting ethnic representation to only a small fraction of 
the ethnic groups living in Nepal. Given this tumultuous history, and the latitude it has allowed for western 
conservation philosophies to dominate, it is our contention that regional ethnic notions of what ‘heritage’ 
is, what is important, and what requires representation are needed to support the rising importance of 
ethnicity in politics, and consequently heritage tourism development in Nepal.

Langtang and its Gompa: A Case Study
In 2013, the Shree Samling Monastery Restoration Committee, already working in collaboration with the NGO 
Community Action Nepal, contacted the lead author with an invitation to survey, and if possible conserve, 
the Langtang village gompa. At the time, the gompa was located in the small village of Langtang, which 
sits within Langtang National Park. During the 2015 earthquakes, the gompa was completely destroyed, as 
was the village itself. Prior to its destruction, the gompa was perched at the edge of the village, below the 
holy mountain of Langtang Lirung (7234m), and was 
a plain white building comprised of stone and wood, 
two storeys in height (Fig. 1). Its wooden interior 
was ornately carved and painted with extensive 
Thanka murals, most of which were concentrated on 
the western second storey wall and dated from the 
original construction phase (see Fig. 2).

It was largely dilapidated in 2013; as such, our 
Western trained eyes honed in on various structural 
issues that seemed to compromise the building. 
These stemmed primarily from techniques used 
to construct the original roof: large stone slabs 
(up to 0.5m diameter) had been arranged like 
tiles, supported by pine rafters, and represented a 
traditional style of construction. During the centuries 
since the monastery was originally built, however, 
the weight of the roof had caused a pronounced 
bowing to the walls. While this was evident in the 
form of cracking to the exterior white clay paint, it 
was most pronounced where the interior wooden 
skeleton was offset from the stone-work by up to six 
inches (where formerly it had been flush). As well 
as the bowing, the monastery stonework seemed to 
suffer from a midline tilt to the west, causing some 
of the wooden support beams to lean and, in places, 

Figure 1: The Langtang gompa, mid-restoration. Photo 
credit: Hayley Saul.
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Figure 2: Original Langtang gompa thanka (prior to being replaced in 2015). Photo credit: Hayley Saul.
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crack (Fig. 3). In terms of damage, perhaps most visible was that to the Thanka murals, which were painted 
directly onto the plasterwork and exhibited catastrophic cracking and fragmentation because of the bowed 
walls. As a consequence, the monastery, which used to be the centre of daily, monthly and tri-annual rituals, 
was no longer fit for use. There was, of course, far more to this ‘decay’ than our Western training could 
grasp. It quickly emerged that it was the act of restoration that was critical, informed by local history and 
religion, as our conversations with various people local to the village made clear. Early in our discussions 
we were introduced to key oral histories that served to flesh out our understanding of Langtang. These 
recorded the achievements of two particular figures: Padmasambhava (Tib. Guru Rimpoche), an eighth 
century Buddhist master who was instrumental in establishing Tibetan Buddhism in the area; and Terton 
Mingur Dorje, who is considered locally to have established the gompa during his pilgrimages throughout 
the Himalayas. On the basis that Mingur Dorje was born in 1645, the monastery was at least 350-years-
old prior to its destruction, though locally it was consistently described as closer to 600-years-old.10 Whilst 
Padmasambhava is associated with the creation of many spiritually important places in the landscape of 
the valley, it is the sage’s disciple, Terton Mingur Dorje, who is credited with grounding the wisdoms of the 
Dharma in a monastic complex that could secure the future accessibility of the teachings. 

Figure 3: Degradation to the gompa walls. Photo credit: Hayley Saul.
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It is the gompa, however, that plays the central role in this paper, foregrounded as a space of everyday 
ritual place-making in the village. As Gelbo puts it, ‘… for the community’s puja we have to come here, to do 
the puja in the Gompa. And we have ... every year we come three times. Every month we have to do a [puja] 
one time. We have to come here and do a puja. This is what we call tse chu [a prayer ceremony held on the 
10th day of the lunar month in honour of Guru Rimpoche]’.11 These rhythmic festival prayer ceremonies 
(puja) are further supplemented by ceremonies marking deaths in the community, which are an important 
threshold in the samsaric (wheel of existence) cycle. Our observations of the gompa and its restoration 
– and coming to understand it within the context of community life – were central for allowing us to re-
orientate our own understandings of heritage and its conservation. What interested us most was what these 
dialogues did to disrupt Western ontologies of heritage, particularly those surrounding common themes of 
antiquity, materiality and authenticity. What follows is our attempt to confront a different heritage modality, 
one that is intimately entangled with the relationship that exists between the Langtang community and 
their notion of ‘ancient things’, which are inevitably always contextualised by popular religious philosophy. 

Ancient Things

Materiality/Immateriality

The Committee’s request for us to survey the monastery allowed us to start thinking about the intricacies of 
‘ancient things’ and religion in Langtang. Immediately, we were struck by a seeming paradox in the Mahayana 
tradition of Buddhism: the non-dual awareness (rigpa) necessary to appreciate the non-material essence of 
the object world arises from sensual experiences that have a material basis. Consideration of the concept 
of sunyata, or the ‘voidness’ of materiality, is instrumental in bridging this divide. Appreciating sunyata is 
not about instituting detachment from reality; rather, it is about realising its true nature by cultivating a 
critical and particular engagement with the material world of the gompa. Materiality thus becomes a series 
of cues for unpicking causality, or, the way objects acquired their particular identity through time (called 
dependent origination in Buddhism). 

This is notionally comparable to Derrida’s différance, especially as it relates to the deferral of meaning 
into a fluctuating array of signifiers, all of them mutually dependent and informing of a material objective.12 
However, there are a few significant variations. Whereas the object world is, by its nature, dispersed amidst 
a flux of attributes in différance, compromising an illusory solidity for materiality, in Mahayana Buddhism 
these attributes are conceived as having a further layered dimension, in time. Not only is meaning 
dispersed amid a web of signifiers, but those signifiers are variously constituted with different points of 
conceptual origin, arriving via varied trajectories and weaving layers of dependency amidst each other. 
Crucially, material attributes here are appreciable by not only the operation of logically recognising causal 
interdependence between things in the singular-dimension of the object world, but also by actively seeking 
to alter consciousness to engage, sensually, with multi-dimensional layers of reality, namely through 
meditation. What this means is that a culture of materialised concepts (artefacts, objects) is the means by 
which to expose the fallibility of those concepts, and thus move towards a non-conceptual reality.13 In this 
tantric worldview, artefacts and the gompa itself are esoteric tools or methods for exposing the essentially 
impermanent nature (svabhava) of materiality. 

It quickly became apparent that artefacts considered important within the monastery were those that 
one might use to think with. Indeed, we found that the objects of value housed within, and protected by, 
the monastery were the musical instruments, the texts (which are a canon that includes commentaries and 
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reinterpretations), the prayer wheels, figurines (these are not considered to be idols, but literally imbued 
with potential energy of a bodhisattva or Buddha spirit) the vajra (thunderbolt), phurpa (magic dagger), 
bells, silk wall-hangings, butter sculptures (torma) and incense.14 These items were earmarked by Gelbo as 
those that require protection and conservation: ‘a nice protected monastery that’s looking after the things 
on the inside is very important…if we save […] outside […] then we destroy the inside. Inside is much more 
important than outside’.15  

A second consequence of sunyata philosophy is that the monastery – an arena for religious devotion 
– simultaneously referenced household-architecture and domesticity and played down grandiose 
monumentality. Commitment to the Dharma (a complicated concept meaning cosmic law and principles 
of order, phenomena, the teachings of the Buddha) is thus inseparable from any other practice – cultural, 
social, mundane, political or otherwise. As a result, any distinction between the ‘home’ and the monastery 
is de-emphasised. As Gelbo noted: ‘All my puja [prayer] is done in my home…Some community’s pujas 
we have to come here for to do the puja in the Gompa’.16 Sunyata impermanence precepts also arrived 
through the social history of Nyingma – a tradition historically transmitted orally by lay personages –, the 
very existence of which relies upon cultivating a community for dissemination rather than imbuing certain 
objects or places with rights to authorise a symbolic orthodoxy. In fact, Nyingma Kama (rnying ma bka’ 
ma) (Nyingma canonical teachings) literally means the ‘Oral Lineage of the Ancient Ones’, though textual 
transmission is another, more fixed method for communication.

Though similarity to the home is an important architectural principle in Nyingma that exposes the 
vacuousness of grandeur, a detailed look at the monastery’s design revealed an additional principle that 
guided encounters with the material: sensual triggers built into the experience of the structure. Before the 
restoration work, for example, the windows on the second storey were positioned to capture sunrise. Access 
to sunlight, and the subsequent effects on sensory experience that this entailed, were thus measured and 
controlled. The lower storey windows, by contrast, were much smaller and as a consequence were far more 
restrictive of light. Ascending to the second storey to the altar/puja room from the eastern staircase thus 
entailed a sense of emerging into a light-filled space, an experience often referred to in the literature as a 
sensation of ‘awakening’ or realising Enlightenment.17 The qualities of the Thanka were also enhanced by 
this play on light. Similarly, the second storey windows were located at the front (or to the south) of the 
gompa, leaving its northern side in relative darkness. The rear (north) of the gompa was where the altar 
structure was housed, and this was also where the greatest concentrations of butter lamp offerings were 
presented to the deities, representing the illumination of wisdom that the Dharma teaches.18 It was these 
contrasts between light and dark – their inversions and intensities – that prompted us to think about how 
their atmospheres were felt, with the material surroundings acting as a simile for meditative experience.

Though the gompa style was largely drawn from household architecture, it made key references to its 
religious, monastic function. White clay, pasted to the exterior and echoed by the white prayer flags outside, 
are a symbol of knowledge and learning in Tibetan Buddhism, and the transformative capacity of those 
into wisdom. The clay encased and marked out the interior space of the monastery as protected by wisdom. 
Additionally, the metal pinnacle atop the gompa performed a similar function to the ‘jewel of enlightenment’ 
that is a feature of stupa architecture (Fig. 4). These elements were drawn from Buddhist historical texts 
that describe an ‘Enlightenment-elevation’, said to emerge from the crown chakra in enlightened beings, 
connecting the earthly and divine realms through them.19 Thus the role of the monastery fabric was again 
one of communication, linking the devotional community within the walls to a collective religious ancestry 
of sages, Bodhisattvas and Buddhas. Those beneath the elevated pinnacle practiced the Dharma whilst 
housed, metaphorically, in the body of an enlightened being. For such communication the demarcation of 
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a dedicated space is essential, as noted by Gelbo: ‘If we can preserve then the young peoples…are coming 
here, we can explain them easily. We can easy to explain them and also our Buddhist culture…’.20 

The use of an Enlightenment-elevation also means that, in common with many other Tibetan 
monasteries, the Langtang Gompa was constructed according to mandala geometric principles: namely, 
a ‘graphic cosmological image depicted in the form of a circle divided into four separate sections that are 
usually conceptualised as an arrangement of deities’.21 This is the case not only for the built environment; 
indeed, as Grieve has argued, ‘many aspects of Nepal’s cultural landscape are organised through mandalas: 
cases have been made that music, hand symbols, people, festivals, ceremonies, temples, shrines, and even 
entire Kathmandu Valley have been configured this way’.22 We could pluck numerous examples to illustrate 
this point: Pelkhor Choede in Jiangzi County is a good start, for it incorporates a five-tiered quadrangular 
pagoda mounted by a central, circular temple structure. Likewise, Samye monastery in Tibet is composed 
of a central square assembly hall for puja, surrounded on the cardinal points by four quadrangular temples, 
with the whole complex encompassed by a circular enclosing wall. 

But how does material architecture designed as a mandala communicate a particular aspect of ‘heritage’? 
Foremost, mandalas act as a vehicle to bridge the divine and everyday worlds, drawing attention to the 

Figure 4: The ‘Enlightenment elevation’ situated atop the roof of the gompa. Photo credit: Hayley Saul.



140 Restoring a Nyingma Monastery in the Village of Langtang

idea of sensorial and tacit knowledge. For example, in the context of our study mandalas acted as esoteric 
tools for visualisation, for entering a mind-space that could facilitate the essential nature (svabhava) of 
materiality. Mandala images are not mandalas themselves, but the blueprints for these divine architectures. 
The outer enclosure in a mandala is a two-dimensional representation of an actual esoteric space that 
protects the cubic palace of a deity. Nothing samsaric, that is, nothing connected with the wheel of existence, 
can penetrate this enclosure and enter into a mandala. The mandala is used as an aid to ‘seeing’ the three-
dimensional reality of the divine palace. When the visualisation has been done successfully, the mandala 
literally projects itself without regard or reference to ordinary perceptions of space. It neither appears in 
front of, nor inside, the practitioner. Instead, the practitioner is inside it. The mandala is reality. The room 
is samsara. 

A consequence of this mandala reality is that the practitioners are themselves the deity in the mandala. 
This transcendent phenomenon is called Deity Yoga (Tib. lha’i rnal ‘byor), during which the adherent 
realises their Buddhahood that was latent all along. Deity Yoga works by ‘acting as if ’ from the standpoint 
of the goal, rather than striving for attainment along a path. As a material representation of a mandala, the 
monastery itself becomes a tool for attaining enlightenment. Rather than think about heritage as a thing, 
it becomes instead an endorsement of practice; of doing and being, acting within a divinely arranged space 
to experience that divinity.23 This is concomitant with recent thinking in the heritage field, but here the 
relationship between objects, places, people and practices – and the collaborative processes of keeping the 
past alive that result – is perhaps more complicated. Firstly, it reiterates that the monastery fabric is itself 
of secondary importance when compared to its role as a method for enacting this virtual reality meditation 
technique. And secondly, the transcendence involved in Deity Yoga intimates at the strong influence that 
magic, revelation, and fortune play in guiding heritage decision-making in Tibetan Buddhism, numinous 
qualities that Byrne also recognises in Thai Buddhist monuments.24 

In the Vinaya (monastic regulatory code), there are guidelines to abide by for constructing buildings 
in order to take precautions against, amongst other things, fostering material attachment. In particular, 
the roofing style of buildings is considered indicative of how permanent they are, and thus to what degree 
they might be construed as a possession by the maker/commissioner.25 The roof of the Langtang gompa 
demonstrated an ‘open joist’ arrangement, with the pine crossbeams slotted into pre-fabricated stone gaps, 
but beyond that remaining unfixed (Fig. 4). Such a design situated the structure within the category of 
impermanent construction. Crucially, it also lent the structure a processual nature, as something that could 
not be finished or owned, or, as Byrne has eloquently put it, ‘[e]ven as a ruin there is always the possibility 
of a stupa or temple being reactivated’.26 Instead, our interviewees suggest that the key asset of the building 
is not the structural mass, but the hollow and sacred space it protects inside.  

Intactness and Change
Observing local residents undertake work to the monastery during our field visits in 2013 and 2014, and 
through analysis of successive photographic recordings, it became clear that at times non-vocalised, 
intuitive decisions were being made about what could change and that which was considered important to 
preserve. This negotiation with ‘change’ seemed strongly related to two things: first, a distinctive Nyingma 
notion of what change is, almost in the sense of the mechanical workings of Buddhist time; and second, the 
‘place’ in time envisaged as a counterpoint to establish – through comparative means – that a difference 
had occurred in the present. What became clear is that the value of ‘ancient things’ was less embedded in 
their ancientness and more connected to their ability to function within and through community ritual 



Hayley Saul and Emma Waterton 141

practice. Within Tibetan Buddhism there is an attitude to materiality – and Buddhism more generally – in 
which there is a suitable but negotiable set of material conditions for communicating the Dharma that 
can be streamlined to particular social circumstances.27 Doctrinal flexibility is ‘built in’ and elements of 
the Dharma can be more or less emphasised, or even discarded. As such, our observations about change, 
supplemented by interviews and less formal discussions, led us to ‘quarantine’ the notion of authenticity so 
as to re-interrogate it within the confines of Buddhist time discourses.

Understanding Langtangpa authenticity required a focus on the ‘place’ in time that is identified as 
communally significant or fulfilling of an origin for certain local values, such that it was the temporal origin 
that acted as a referent for claims to authenticity. 

It is the Dharma experiences of prayer and meditation that are of key importance, and these do not 
always rely on direct encounters with ancient materiality. Rather, they are about an individual cultivating 
a particular and a-temporal attitude to the material world. Practicing the Dharma is accompanied by 
bodily sensations, or a changing awareness of the corporeal attitude. What this amounts to is an overriding 
emphasis on intactness of the teachings as opposed to a concern with the authentic age of the items 
they are taught with. This is because Tibetan Buddhism is a method or practice: it emphasises the whole 
experience as greater than the sum of its parts, with the former irreducible to each or any of those parts. 
In the restoration work we observed, it became clear that the structure itself had been designed in a way 
that made it easy to dismantle, thus underscoring the importance of transience: interior wooden supports 
are ephemerally joisted to the stone surround by only a few key beams; the wooden interior and the stone 
exterior operated almost as separate structures. In other words, flexibility to alter the structure had been 
built into the very fabric. More than that, the flexibility to alter the building in turn facilitated the intactness 
of valuable teachings, reducing the length of time that communication of the Dharma – the practice – was 
disrupted during repair work.

Also clear from our observations was that despite a canonical emphasis on the impermanence of 
matter, some elements of the gompa were selected for preservation. This does nothing to undermine the 
message of impermanence, however. Indeed, though the community may not lament the degradation 
of the fabric of the building, it does not naturally follow that they would be similarly unaffected were all 
original materials to be relinquished to unfettered change. Some structural components of the building 
were retained, deliberately so, and those selected for retention included elements that were symbolic of 
the sentient body, e.g. the Enlightenment-elevation pinnacle. Further accentuations reminiscent of the 
architectural principles of the stupa (and thus mandalas) were made by raising and terracing the ground 
surface to resemble a plinth (Fig. 5). Significantly, three steps were added from the courtyard to the terrace, 
with this architectural region symbolically associated with the element of Earth and grounding, with the 
steps representing the three primary jewels or refuges of Buddha (the teacher), Dharma (the teaching), and 
Sangha (the community) on a stupa.

As such, any additions made to the structure enhanced its functionality in terms of community 
engagement and use. The extra lower storey window added on the western side, and the enlarged and 
relocated lower storey windows on the façade, for example, were additions that allowed more light into the 
ground floor, with the overall effect of reducing the visual/light contrast between ritualised and communal 
spaces. Areas of the monastery (particularly the lower storey) used for community administration and 
activities that invest in community integrity (e.g. festivals) were those areas that were enhanced and changed 
most by the restoration work. At a time of encroaching social changes brought about by tourism, associated 
globalisation and the articulation of ‘local’ with ‘national’ as part of the National Park designation, the 
intactness of the community secured the intactness of the Dharma. Conversely, the roof style stayed exactly 
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the same, despite this being the underlying reason for 
the damages to the overall structural integrity in the 
first place. A codified significance to the structure to 
indicate a lack of centralised ownership is cemented, 
and the community is again underscored.

Antiquity
Concepts of time in Tibetan Buddhism are unique 
and pervade notions of age, antiquity and that which 
constitutes tradition in Langtang. Often characterised 
as predominantly cyclical, Buddhist concepts of time 
are influenced by the spiritual belief in reincarnation. 
This, of course, is an over-simplified representation 
of one aspect of the complex Tibetan Buddhist sense 
of time. But it remains true that the way rebirth is 
dealt with in influential practical works such as the 
Tibetan Book of the Dead (Bardo Thodol) is almost 
a science, with detailed methods for navigating the 
stages of death so that rebirth to a higher plane can 
occur, a process through which cyclical time becomes 
the foundation. That said, linear concepts of time are 
influential too, particularly in Nyingma (though not 
exclusively so). Unlike other branches of Buddhism 
from Asia that also derive from Indian traditions, 
Tibetan Buddhism can trace an unbroken lineage of teacher to student as far back as the eleventh century 
CE (although this was disrupted in 1959 with the Chinese invasion). The Nyingma tradition thus claims their 
lineage stems directly from the religious figures in the eighth and ninth centuries CE. It also claims to be 
the oldest of the Tibetan Buddhist teachings, differentiating itself from a bipartite (Kangyur and Tengyur) 
canon of the other three main sects.28 

The Nyingma School differentiates between the bka’ma (long transmission of precepts) and the gter 
ma (short transmission of Treasures). The first refers to the lineage of a long, uninterrupted transmission 
of precepts and Dharma from master to disciple that takes many centuries. The latter claims to be the 
shortest form of teaching transmission because what is received are the actual words of Padmasambhava, 
passed directly as a Treasure (or, arcane wisdom).29 Padmasambhava developed the Terma tradition 
of treasure revelation as a conservation measure, a cult of the text. Arcane knowledges were hidden by 
Padmasambhava in locations throughout the Himalayas and would be revealed only when humanity was 
ready to receive the teachings. Treasure-revealers (tertons), like the gompa’s founder, Mingur Dorje, have 
developed a level of spiritual attainment that allows them to directly access the residual Dharma teachings 
of Padmasambhava using meditational techniques (see Fig. 7). In other words, by attaining a certain 
level of spiritual accomplishment they communicate directly with masters of the Dharma from previous 
generations in the lineage of teachers. As a result, the Nyingma Gyübum texts, which are at the heart of the 
Langtang monastery, represent a complex authorship of both divine contributions to their construction, as 
well as reincarnate authorship. They are a project of ongoing, extended temporality. Divinity, a-temporal in 

Figure 5: The open joist arrangement of the Langtang 
Gompa. Photo credit: Hayley Saul.
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character, inhabits the words. In the context of the Nyingma Gyübum, ‘divine originator,’ ‘primary interpreter,’ 
‘concealer,’ and ‘revealer,’ all contribute to the eventual text.30 The visionary element of the teachings has an 
a-temporal aspect to it, and the wider tantric material cultures of the monastery (particularly Deity Yoga 
elements) are designed to tap into this potential. 

Although the linearity of ‘lineage’ is important in establishing Nyingma concepts of antiquity, it would 
be incorrect to conflate ‘lineage’ with ‘duration’, which is an aspect that is characteristic of western time 
concepts. Indeed, it is precisely this novelty of the duration of survival in the face of fluctuating context/
surroundings that is key in dominant (western) valuations of heritage. By contrast, the religious lineage 
with which the Langtang community identifies is concerned not with the content or span of time, but the 
trajectory that it arises from: the ultimate origin of that lineage. The origin or source of that lineage has 
a divine aspect to it, and it is sensory experience of that divinity, in the present, that takes precedence. 
What is essential for Nyingma-pa Buddhists is not so much the weight of time an object has successfully 
accumulated, but the way an object makes a link back to the divine origin/source. This is done either 
directly (as would be undertaken by a visionary terton) or by tracing its lineage. From here, it is possible to 
tease out of the most recent restorations of Langtang gompa the temporal trajectory of the materiality that 

Figure 6: The restored Gompa with raised terracing. Photo credit: Hayley Saul.
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was important to the locals. In other words, what temporal referent constitutes an authentic materiality. 
Maintaining the roof structure, enhancing the lower floor; even the manner of carrying out the restoration 
work was an exercise in community-building. Those households that could afford to give money did so, 
whereas those that could not lent their time and labour, carrying the stones and wood from nearby forests 
and mountains. Rather than a sense of ownership that comes with identification, this sense of contribution 
extended lineage into the future. Not the antiquity of matter itself, but the choice to provide materials for 
the community; that is what touches upon a concept of authenticity for the Langtangpa.

The fate of the six-hundred-year old Thanka murals that adorned an entire upper storey wall of the 
gompa typifies this attitude to antiquity: the murals were completely destroyed during restoration work. 
There did not appear to be any aesthetic value drawn from the alterity of their antiquated construction. 
In fact, when we wondered if pieces of the murals ought to be saved and preserved where possible, the 
restoration committee met the idea with some confusion. The Thanka depicted condensed narratives of the 
characters that make up the lineage of Nyingma thought, and this was where part of their importance lies. 
The narratives offered pictorial coherence to the canon, and elucidated many of the complicated morals, 
or philosophies, as legends and fables. They were a tool for encompassing participation from the whole 
community, and Thanka with fractures or pieces missing lack the intactness necessary to communicate the 
method of the Dharma. They were later replaced completely, in 2015, by a modern replica commissioned 
from Boudhanath in Kathmandu. 

Linked to this conceptualisation of time is the notion of residue or that which lends weight to materiality. 
In Tibetan Buddhism, there is a spiritual residue of a person or divinity, but that residue is not latent; rather, 
it is seen and felt as dynamic and imbued with potentiality. Thus, it is also directional. In western heritage 
philosophy, materiality is often assumed to offer a tangible ‘snapshot’ of the past, one that refers to a greater 

Figure 7: Diagram depicting the cyclical and linear nature of Tibetan Buddhist concepts of time. Photo credit: Hayley 
Saul.
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whole (history) but is always just a part of that whole. Weight, in this line of thinking, is offered by the 
span of time and the importance that the history to which the material object refers has had in causality 
terms, not its potential for future causality. In Tibetan Buddhism even an object that has not directly been 
involved in a particular history (whether because it is new or otherwise unrelated) can be imbued with the 
weighty potential of that historical trajectory because of the unique sense of interconnectedness that the 
philosophy teaches. The nature of this interconnectedness derives from a combination of cyclical existence 
and karmic cause-and-effect relationships.

Conclusions
There is an imperative in our efforts to capture something of a Langtangpa notion of ‘heritage’ in order 
to understand how it differs from conceptualisations that have found dominance in national and 
international policy. Indigenous values about ‘ancient things’ drawn from Nepal’s enormous ethnic diversity 
are underrepresented at these levels in the political structures that recognise, manage, protect and conserve 
places and objects from the past, something that has contributed to political fractures in Nepal’s recent 
past. In writing about restoration work at the Langtang gompa, we have started to pick apart a notion of 
caring for the past that revolves around materiality/immateriality, intactness, change and antiquity. These, 
we viewed through the lens of Langtangpa decision-making during processes of altering the monastery’s 
fabric and renegotiating which values would be relevant for guiding cultural practices in the village today.  
But we make no claims to have entirely understood the Langtangpa notion of ‘heritage’ or their processes of 
caring for the past; indeed, framing our argument in terms of how dominant and localised understandings 
of these themes diverge is more of a point of departure than a conclusion. 

In taking this point of departure, though, it has become clear that local discourses with the most bearing 
are religious, mythological and magical. Though we have only touched on these here, there is nonetheless a 
clear indication of the need to pursue such a line of enquiry and continue to press at the nature of esoteric 
material interconnection in Nyingma. In western doctrines, particularly scientific ones, materiality places 
stringent conditions upon the structure of cause-and-effect, which is almost exclusively non-transcendent 
(or at least limited to predictable effects through time), and linear. That is, the social field-of-influence of 
a material object is considered most acute in its immediate time-space vicinity. From intimations made 
during our interviews we are left with a sense that a complex cause-and-effect relationship, linked to 
magic and miracle, operates in the Langtang community’s sense of their place amidst their ancient things. 
When recounting one of the valley’s special places – a rock that has been impregnated with the shape of a 
mythological snake –, Gelbo became particularly animated, stating: ‘The snakes eats the peoples and then 
Guru Rimpoche sits there, and Guru Rimpoche has done a mantra, and Guru Rimpoche’s power is gone 
and the snake is destroyed. And then the people have life, easy to live’.31 The possibility of magic, or, cause-
and-effect relationships that are transcendent of space-time, and the impact of these practices on heritage 
engagement remain a substantial direction for future research.
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