
A revered lama and leading 
astrologist, Master Wengdi of 
the Paga Monastery in Bhutan, 
told me that I’m a fire monkey, 

born under a metal sign that imbues me 
with confidence and energy. 

Driven to success, I often gravitate 
towards leadership roles where I can 
exercise control and call upon my ability 
to draw people to me. But, I can be com-
petitive and stubborn (true), allowing 
my strong will and needs to overwhelm 
me, sometimes making decisions based 
on emotion and not logic (also true). To 
help balance the forces within me, Master 
Wengdi recommended that I practice 
patience and focus on doing more acts 
of compassion in my life. He ended my 
astrological session by telling me that 

2017 is a lucky year for fire monkeys, but 
that I should take precautions to avoid 
being near construction sites in the com-
ing months. And, oh, I should also wear 

brighter-colored clothing.
I had gone on a trip to Bhutan with 

Myths and Mountains, a highly ac-
claimed tour company, to learn more 
about this tiny kingdom in the Himala-
yas and its deep-rooted Buddhist tra-
ditions. However, I never expected that 
in the process I would have a personal 
spiritual journey. Known as the “Land 
of the Thunder Dragon,” Bhutan, with a 
population of roughly 750,000, is nestled 
between two powerful neighbors: Chi-
na in the north and India in the south. 
Almost completely cut off for centuries, 
the country began to open up to for-
eigners and some aspects of the outside 
world in the 1970s, while continuing to 
fiercely guard its ancient mores. The fear 
has always been that external influences 
would undermine Bhutan’s monarchy 
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Diversions
ARTS, ENTERTAINMENT & MORE TV LISTINGS

New play examines marriage 
in tart, humorous bites

From left: Monique Lacoste, James Jenner, Kelly Kiernan perform in “Forced Marriage” by Molière. BRENDA 
LYNN BYNUM/Courtesy

BY WREN PROPP
Special to the Monitor

Since June is a 
traditional time 
for weddings, 
July may be a 

good time to examine 
marriage. Hindsight 
should at least be enter-
taining.

To that end, a theater 
company new to north-
ern New Mexico offers 
three, one-act plays 
examining matrimo-
ny in tart, humorous 
bites from master 
playwrights George 
Bernard Shaw, Anton 
Chekhov and Moliere. 

The production 
called “Marriage by the 
Masters” began July 13 
at the Adobe Rose The-
atre in Santa Fe and is 
scheduled to continue 
until July 30, showing 
Thursday through Sat-
urday at 7:30 p.m. and 
Sundays at 3 p.m.

“It’s shedding new 
light on old percep-
tions. And while they’re 
in a different period, I 
think the audience will 
recognize people. We 

don’t really say what 
we mean,” said Brenda 
Lynn Bynum of the 
Oasis Theatre Compa-
ny, which is presenting 
the production.

Native New Mexi-
can Bynum and James 
Jenner make up the 
company. They moved 
their 10-year-old com-
pany to Santa Fe earlier 

this summer.
In an interview 

before the move was 
complete, Bynum and 
Jenner, who married 
in Santa Fe and own 
property there, said 
they see a growing in-
terest in theater in New 
Mexico, while interest 
in New York’s small 
theater companies has 

stagnated somewhat. 
They visited New Mex-
ico frequently.

“We fell in love with 
New Mexico every 
time we were there. I 
realized that I’d really 
like to work in Santa 
Fe and a lot of people 
come there in the sum-
mer,” Bynum said. 

They are presenting 

the production at the 
Adobe Rose Theatre, 
a black box theater on 
Santa Fe’s south side. 
The theater is a newer 
establishment – about 
two years old – among 
a growing creative 
community in an 
industrial area. Nearby 

See  MARRIAGE,  B7

Local butterfly citizen science 
project led by Steve Cary takes 
place on Saturday. PEEC/Cour-
tesy

Butterfly 
count set for 
Saturday

Do you want to 
learn more about 
butterflies? Are 
you already a 

butterfly expert, but want to 
help with the annual count? 

The annual butterfly event 
is for beginners, experts 
and everyone in between. 
Participants will honor the 
memory of Dorothy Hoard 
by fluttering to three places 
around the Pajarito Pla-
teau: atop a mesa, at a high 
altitude and along a stream 
Saturday. 

New Mexico butterfly 
expert Steve Cary will be at 
the event to help identify 
butterflies and discuss their 
life histories.

The first count will start 
between 9-10:45 a.m. Satur-
day at the Burnt Mesa Trail-
head in Bandelier, located 
off of State Highway 4. 

The group will then move 
to Camp May from 11:15 
a.m.-12:45 p.m., where 
participants will stop to eat 
lunch. 

The final stop will be 
Cañon de Valle along State 
Road 501 from 1:45-3:15 
p.m. 

Butterfly counters are wel-
come to stay for the whole 
day or opt to only count at 
some locations.

Born and raised in the 
Upper Midwest, Cary 
earned his bachelor’s of 
science degree and mas-
ter’s of science degree from 
the geography department 
at the University of Wis-
consin. He arrived in New 
Mexico in 1980 and began 
a 30-year career in environ-
mental protection and nat-
ural resource management. 
Butterflies have always been 
Cary’s passion, and he has 
published scientific and 
popular articles on these 
amazing creatures. 

Through countless walks 
and talks around the state, 
Carey has become New 
Mexico’s unofficial butterfly 
guy. New Mexico Magazine 
published his book, “But-
terfly Landscapes of New 
Mexico,” in 2009. Having 
concluded his career in New 
Mexico state government 
in 2010, Cary is now the 
Operations and Resource 
Manager at the Randall 
Davey Audubon Center in 
Santa Fe.

Registration is required 
for this event, and admis-
sion is free for kids and $5 
for adults. Bring binoculars, 
cameras, nets, sturdy walk-

MONITOR STAFF 
REPORT

See  COUNT,  B7

TRAVEL: Bhutan

Festivals 
in Bhutan 
are colorful 
affairs with 
costumes, 
dancing, 
drumming 
and more. 
DEBBIE 
STONE/Special 
to the Monitor

Mountains, monasteries in the 
‘Land of the Thunder Dragon’

BY DEBBIE STONE
Special to the Monitor

Butter lamps symbolize wisdom of the 
awakened mind.  DEBBIE STONE/Special to 
the Monitor

See  BHUTAN,  B2
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THIS WEEK  
ON PAC 8

Views expressed on programs shown on PAC 8 do 
not necessarily reflect the views of the manager, 
staff, or board. 

Friday, July 21, 2017
6:00 AM Democracy Now! – Live
10:00 AM The Tom Hartman Program
11:00 AM County Council Meeting –Replay 7-11-17
1:00 PM Democracy Now!
2:00 PM United in Christ
3:00 PM Road to Recovery
4:00 PM Uprising
5:00 PM Democracy Now!
6:00 PM Chamber Business Breakfast – Housing in 
Los Alamos
7:00 PM Los Alamos History 
8:00 PM Los Alamos High School Graduation
10:00 PM Living Treasures Ceremony
12:00 AM Free Speech TV

Saturday, July 22, 2017 
Free Speech TV

Sunday, July 23, 2017
6:00 AM FSTV
5:00 PM The Prophetic Word
5:30 PM Key to the Kingdom
6:00 PM Drawing Men to Christ
7:00 PM United Church
8:15 PM Suicide Prevention PSAs
8:30 PM Mountain Chapel
9:00 PM That Which Is
12:00 PM Free Speech TV

Monday, July 24, 2017
6:00 AM Democracy Now! LIVE
10:00 AM The Tom Hartman Program
11:00 AM Elizabeth Clare Prophet
12:00 PM Building the Future
12:30 PM Motherhood by Choice
1:00 PM Democracy Now!
2:00 PM Jewel’s Unveiled 
4:00 PM Uprising
5:00 PM Democracy Now!
6:00 PM Chamber Business Breakfast – Housing in 
Los Alamos
7:00 PM Los Alamos History
8:00 PM Living Treasures Ceremony

10:00 PM The New Pearl Harbor
12:00 AM – 8:00 AM Wednesday - Free Speech TV

Tuesday, July 25, 2017
6:00 AM Democracy Now! LIVE 
10:00 AM The Tom Hartman Program
11:00 AM Jazz Cardio Strength Stretch
12:00 PM United Church
1:00 PM Democracy Now!
2:00 PM The Prophetic Word
2:30 PM Recalibrate Your Life
3:00 PM Cheers for 20 Years – The White Rock 
Senior Center
4:00 PM Uprising
5:00 PM Democracy Now!
6:00 PM County Council Meeting Live
12:00 AM – 8:00 AM Wednesday - Free Speech TV

Wednesday, July 19, 2017
6:00 AM Democracy Now! -  LIVE
10:00 AM The Tom Hartman Program
11:00 AM Road to Recovery
12:00 PM A Chat with Glendora
12:30 PM Jewel’s Unveiled
1:00 PM Democracy Now!
2:00 PM Building the Future
2:30 PM Recalibrate Your Life
3:00 PM Inside Out
4:00 PM Uprising
5:00 PM Democracy Now!
6:00 PM From Danger to Dignity
7:00 PM Bandelier Naturalization Ceremony
8:30 PM Los Alamos High School Graduation
12:00 a.m. – 8:00 AM Free Speech TV

Thursday, July 20, 2017
6:00 AM Democracy Now LIVE!
10:00 AM The Tom Hartman Program
11:00 AM Jazz Cardio Strength Stretch
11:30 AM Recalibrate Your Life
12:00 PM Jewel’s Unveiled
1:00 PM Democracy Now!
2:00 PM PAC 8 Summer Class Videos
4:00 PM Uprising
5:00 PM Democracy Now!
6:00 PM Living Treasures Ceremony
8:00 PM Los Alamos Council on Cancer – PET/CT 
Imaging in Recurrent Prostrate Cancer
1:00 PM Bandelier Naturalization Ceremony
12:00 AM – 8:00 AM Thursday - Free Speech TV

is Meow Wolf, an artists’ 
collective that offers an 
immersive entertainment 
experience called “The 
House of Eternal Return.” 

Oasis’ production of 
the three, one-act plays of 
“Marriage by the Masters,” 
are also part of a citywide 
series of events tied to its 
Summer of International 
Arts. Shaw’s work is “How 
He Lied to Her Husband,” 
and represents an English 
setting, Chekhov’s “A Mar-
riage Proposal,” is staged as 
in Russia, and the offering 
of Moliere’s “The Forced 
Marriage” is set in France.

While the actors will 
be in the costume of 
the period, theater is an 
“interactive” art, when 
the audience connects 
to what’s happening on 
the stage, they said. Also 
planned this month are 
staged readings of an orig-
inal work based on the life 
of Moliere.

Oasis Theatre Compa-
ny presented classic work 
outdoors while in New 
York and they plan to take 
advantage of northern New 
Mexico’s natural settings, 
such as the outdoor amphi-
theater in Farmington, and 
other audience friendly 
spaces in Santa Fe, they 
said.

Bynum and Jenner also 
plan to offer voice classes 
for adults and acting class-
es for adults and children, 
as well as staged readings.

More information about 
“Marriage by the Masters” 
and other offerings by the 
Oasis Theatre Company is 
available at theoasistheatre.
com/. General admission 
tickets are $20 for adults, 
with lower priced tickets 
for seniors and students. 
Tickets are available at 
Tickets Santa Fe by calling 
505-988-1234 or tickets-
santafe.org. 

The Adobe Rose Theatre 
is located at 1213 B Park-
way Drive, Santa Fe.

MARRIAGE
From Page B1

ing shoes, a lunch, 
and water.

Some nets will be 
provided.

For more informa-
tion about these and 
other Pajarito Envi-
ronmental Education 

Center (PEEC) pro-
grams, and to reg-
ister for the count, 
visit peecnature.org, 
email programs@
peecnature.org or 
call 662-0460.

COUNT
From Page B1

Got a News 
Tip? 
Call 

662-4185 

an eerie mist, adding an aura 
of heaven to the place; other 
times, the clouds dissipate and 
the monastery in all its glory 
emerges. Precariously perched 
on the side of a sheer, granite 
cliff at a height of 10,240 feet, 
it appears to shimmer with 
its whitewashed walls and 
golden pinnacles. Prayer flags 
and water-powered prayer 
wheels line the route, along 
with blue pine trees festooned 
with moss. If you’re lucky, you 
might see one of the resident 
golden langur monkeys hang-
ing out in the trees. You’ll 
share the route with sojourn-
ers from all over the world 
who project a kindred spirit 
and reverence for this special 
journey. A sense of camarade-
rie is present, as is the sweat 
that pours from everyone’s 
faces! 

The final approach to the 
monastery is over a bridge 
across a dramatic waterfall 
that drops 200 feet into a 
sacred pool. The entire area is 
wrapped in prayer flags, while 
rock crevices are crammed 
with tsa-tsas. One last bru-
tal flight of steep rock steps 
delivers you to the monastery. 
Inside are various temples 
and other chambers full of 
Buddhist icons and offerings 
of food and money heaped 
upon altars. Flickering butter 
lamps cast a warm glow upon 
the scene. The main attraction 
is Guru Rinpoche’s meditation 
cave, though most visitors 
only see the door to the cave, 
as it is opens for public view-
ing just once a year. 

During our trip, we also 
enjoyed visiting a traditional 
farmhouse, which featured 
special quarters for livestock 
and grain storage, along with 
family living space and an 
altar room. Between the up-
per level of the house and the 
roof is an airing area, typically 
used for drying chiles to use 
year round. Additionally, we 

toured the National Textile 
Museum in Thimphu, where 
Bhutan’s finest weavings and 
brocades are on display, and 
explored the various art, 
history and natural science 
exhibits at the National Muse-
um of Bhutan in Paro.

Handicrafts figure prom-
inently into the Bhutanese 
culture with weaving, wood-
working, papermaking and 
mandala art as the standouts. 
There are numerous places to 
view local artisans creating 
unique treasures, as well as 
plenty of shops and market-
places where such items are 
sold alongside fresh fruits and 
veggies, and other assorted 
goods. The outdoor venues 
are the best for checking out 
Bhutanese food staples such 
as rice (white and red), buck-
wheat noodles, lentils, curry 
and chili peppers. Chiles are 
not considered to be a season-
ing here, but rather a true and 
valuable vegetable. Tradi-
tional Bhutanese food makes 
lavish use of dried or fresh 

red and green chiles, and the 
national dish consists of chile 
cooked in cheese. If you’re not 
accustomed to eating chiles, 
it’s best to start off slow and 
sample small bites before 
diving into a five alarm fire! 
But, if Mt. Vesuvius erupts in 
your mouth, grab for a glass 
of milk, not water, to take the 
edge off the heat. 

A number of people in 
Bhutan are vegetarian due 
to Buddhism’s strict rules 
regarding the slaughter of ani-
mals. Those that do partake in 
meat will eat stew-like mix-
tures containing bits of pork, 
minced chicken or sometimes 
fish, seasoned with a variety 
of spices. Momos, Tibetan 
style dumplings stuffed with 
meat or veggies, are also 
popular. When it comes to 
beverages, sweet milk tea 
and salted butter tea are most 
favored. And as for libations, 
local beer and spirits distilled 
from rice, maize, wheat or 
barley are relatively easy to 
obtain in the bars, hotels and 

restaurants. 
As you explore Bhutan, you 

will undoubtedly see groups 
of men playing archery, the 
country’s national sport. Take 
time to watch, as it is a fasci-
nating experience. More than 
a sport, archery is a celebra-
tion of the Bhutanese way of 
life and an expression of the 
culture and heritage. 

It’s a colorful spectacle 
with everyone dressed up in 
their very best traditional 
outfits. Bowmen participate 
in established routines that 
include singing and dancing 
to celebrate each hit.

A trip to Bhutan is the 
adventure of a lifetime. I am 
grateful for the services of our 
phenomenal guide, Kinley, 
who enriched my experience 
tenfold by helping interpret all 
things Bhutanese. 

BHUTAN
From Page B2

Training to become a monk can start as early as four years old. For more information, visit mythsand-
mountains.com.  DEBBIE STONE/Special to the Monitor

Met Live in HD at the Lensic

The Lensic and Santa Fe Opera 
will present the 2017-2018 season of 
The Met: Live in HD, the Metropoli-
tan Opera’s award-winning series of 
high-definition live cinema simul-
casts. The HD season includes 10 
operas, with five new productions and 
starry revivals starring the world’s 
leading opera artists.

 The 2017-18 Live in HD season 
will feature the series’ first broadcast 
of Bellini’s Norma, starring Sondra 
Radvanovsky in the title role; the Met 
premiere of Thomas Adès’s “The Ex-
terminating Angel;” Rossini’s “Semi-
ramide,” which has not been staged 
at the Met in 25 years; Verdi’s tragedy 
“Luisa Miller,” starring Sonya Yonche-
va and Plácido Domingo; and the Met 
premiere of Massenet’s “Cendrillon,” 
starring Joyce DiDonato in the title 
role.

Audiences can also see the Met’s 
new stagings of “Puccini’s Tosca,” 
starring Sonya Yoncheva and Vitorio 

Grigolo, and Mozart’s Così fan tutte, 
set in 1950s Coney Island, with an 
ensemble cast including Tony Award 
winner Kelli O’Hara.

The season will also feature Mo-
zart’s full-length German opera 
“Die Zauberflöte,” conducted by 
Met Music Director Emeritus James 
Levine (the abridged version of The 
Magic Flute was the first Live in HD 
transmission in the series); Doni-
zetti’s L’Elisir d’Amore, starring Pretty 
Yende in her first Met performances 
as the spirited Adina, with Matthew 
Polenzani reprising Nemorino; and 
Puccini’s La Bohème, featuring Sonya 
Yoncheva and Michael Fabiano as 
the young Parisian lovers, Mimì and 
Rodolfo.

The Lensic Performing Arts Center 
is located at 211 W. San Francisco St., 
Santa Fe. Tickets are $22‒$28 and go 
on sale at 10 a.m. today. To purchase 
tickets, visit Lensic.org, call 988-1234, 
or visit the Lensic box office, 211 W. 
San Francisco St., Santa Fe.

MONITOR STAFF REPORT

Markus Werba as Papageno in Mozart’s “Die Zauberflöte.” Courtesy

The Los Alamos Monitor, the community’s voice  
for more than 50 years
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and culture. In fact, television 
didn’t even come to the coun-
try until 1999, followed later 
by the internet. 

Visitors to Bhutan will 
discover that it is no or-
dinary place, but rather a 
realm shrouded in mystery 
and magic. Some consider 
it to be the last “Shangri La.” 
The kingdom is notable for 
its lofty peaks, venerated 
religious sites, diversity of 
flora and fauna, and distinct 
national identity based on 
Buddhism. Its dramatic land-
scapes range from subtropical 
plains to snow-capped moun-
tains and lush valleys. Pic-
ture-book vistas are around 
every corner with environ-
mental protection key to this 
unspoiled, staggering beauty. 
By law, at least 60 percent 
of the country must remain 
under forest canopy for all 
future generations. Current 
figures are above 70 percent. 
Bhutan prides itself on being 
carbon neutral, but it actually 
absorbs more carbon than 
it emits, offering one of the 
remaining pristine pockets in 
the entire Himalaya. 

Happiness is akin to ho-
liness here and the nation’s 
progress and prosperity are 
measured not by the standard 
GDP, but rather by a unique 
barometer known as “Gross 
National Happiness” or GNH. 
Pioneered by the fourth mon-
arch of the country back in 
1971, the GNH is set in pol-
icy and based on the pillars 
of equitable social develop-
ment, cultural preservation, 
conservation of environment 
and the promotion of good 
governance. The belief is that 
the rich are not always happy, 
while the happy generally 
consider themselves rich. 
And true development of so-
ciety transpires when materi-
al and spiritual development 
occur side by side, comple-
menting and reinforcing one 
another. The philosophy of 
GNH has received recogni-
tion on an international level. 
In fact, the United Nations 
has implemented a resolution 
recognizing that the GDP 
does not adequately reflect 
the happiness and well-being 
of people, and that the pur-
suit of happiness is a funda-
mental human goal.

Traveling throughout Bhu-
tan, visitors see affirmations 
directed towards this idea of 
happiness. There are signs 
posted everywhere along 
the roads that offer mantras, 
such as “Life is a journey! 
Complete it!” or “Let na-
ture be your guide,” and my 
favorite, “Fashion your life as 
a garland of beautiful deeds.” 
They give a person pause to 
think about his/her actions 
and consider how they are 
affecting quality of life. 

Bhutan is not a rich coun-
try by economic standards, 
but it has a richness seldom 
found elsewhere. It’s in the 
natural beauty of the scen-
ery and ancient buildings, 
combined with the grace and 
warmth of the people, as well 
as the genuine spirituality 
that derives from their Bud-
dhist beliefs. More than a re-
ligion, Buddhism is a way of 
life that permeates every facet 
of secular existence, bringing 
with it a reverence for the 
earth and its well-being along 
with the desire to be mindful 
and aware of one’s thoughts 
and actions. The Buddhist 
path is one of wisdom and 
understanding with the aim 
of leading a moral life. 

Buddhism everywhere. It’s 
in the massive dzongs (mon-
astery fortresses), temples, 
monasteries, stupas (recep-
tacles for offerings), flutter-
ing prayer flags and golden 
prayer wheels that punctuate 
a landscape of dazzling rice 
fields and villages unchanged 
by time. Chimes of ritual bells 
and the sound of gongs ring 
out, while observing throngs 
of people circumambulating 
the stupas and shaven-headed 
monks in red robes conduct-

ing assorted rituals pass by. 
They serve as testaments to 
the importance of Buddhism 
in Bhutanese life.

On Myths and Mountains’ 
“Bhutan and its Buddhist 
Traditions” trip, participants 
do more than simply visit 
noted sites in typical tourist 
fashion. The focus instead is 
more on developing an un-
derstanding of Buddhism and 
its teachings, and how the 
various beliefs are interwoven 
into the cultural fabric of the 
country. It’s an experiential 
journey that offers many 
opportunities to be immersed 
in the rituals and practices, 
as well as to interact with the 
people on a personal level. 
This type of approach allows 
one to go beneath the surface, 
to gain deeper knowledge and 
increased perspective, and 
maybe even achieve greater 
consciousness in the process. 

One morning, for example, 
our group started the day ear-
ly with a cleansing ceremony 
at a temple in the capital city 
Thimphu. A Buddhist monk 
conducted the ritual which 
included chanting, prayers, lit 
candles, and the use of water 
and rice, which were either 
dripped or strewn to disperse 
any bad energy. At the 
conclusion of the ceremony, 
the monk tied a blue string 
around each of our wrists sig-
nifying we’d been blessed, and 
sending us off with a wish for 
good luck in the future.

We also experienced a 
smoke ceremony, as well as 
a Dued ritual. The former 
involves burning herbs and 
incense to cleanse the con-
taminated mind and body, 
and feed the deities of the 
land. This ceremony is be-
lieved to eliminate obstacles 
from the path of these spirits. 
When they are content, the 
environment gets purified. 
In the Dued ritual, the goal 
is similar - to cleanse all the 
negative interferences from 
the world of spirits. We 
participated in such a ritual 
at Paga Monastery, conduct-
ed by Master Wengdi and 
the other resident monks, 
who ranged in age from four 
on up. The ceremony fea-
tured extensive recitation of 
prayers, drumming, trumpets 
made from human thigh-
bones, metal horns, hand 
bells, various offerings of 
cakes and liquor, along with 
the proverbial rice. Each per-
son in our group had his/her 
own personal altar, which had 
been created by the monks. 
We placed offerings of wheat 
dough and monetary dona-
tions, and then added scraps 
of our old clothing. The altars 
were later taken outside to be 
burned to combat spirits that 
bring illness and bad fortune. 

During our time at the 
monastery, we were able to 
learn more about the life of a 

monk and the years of train-
ing and education required 
to undergo such a vocation. 
Many of the young boys we 
encountered came from poor, 
rural backgrounds where 
there is little hope of finding 
work or education.

It is a common practice in 
Bhutan for parents in such 
situations to place one or 
more of their sons within a 
monastery, often because they 
can’t afford to feed them or to 
pay for the uniforms or text 
books required at the govern-
ment run schools. 

The lifelong service of a 
monk is a respected path and 
represents a better future. The 
children we spoke with were 
learning English because the 
language is a requirement of 
their schooling. They were 
initially shy, but eventually 
warmed up to us. We found 
it amusing and heartwarm-
ing to see that their behavior 
was characteristic of young 
boys all over the world. I 
caught several poking at each 
other and making funny 
faces during the ceremony. A 
few yawned and even dozed. 
One threw rice at his friend’s 
back, but immediately denied 
being the culprit when his pal 
turned around in annoyance. 

Another day, our group 
observed a trio of monks 
creating a mandala. One of 
the richest visual symbols in 
Buddhism, the mandala is a 
representational picture of 
the universe and the basis or 
foundation for the teachings 
of the religion.

As part of our continued 
experience with Buddhism, 
we made tsa-tsas with wheat 
flour. A tsa-tsa is a little mon-
ument that Buddhists use as 
an offering. It’s a powerful 
means of dispelling obsta-

cles to one’s well-being and 
increasing one’s luck-force, 
but it can also be made to 
benefit a suffering soul of a 
deceased relative, friend or 
pet. After being blessed by 
a monk, these offerings are 
put in various places that are 
considered holy, such as on 
altars, near Buddha statues, 
by lakes, in caves and other 
sites. As our tsa-tsas were 
made of flour, we were able 
to throw them in the water to 
benefit the fish.

At Mebartsho Lake, a holy 
site in central Bhutan’s Jakar 
Valley, we had the opportuni-
ty to enjoy meditating while 
listening to a pair of nuns 
chant prayers in the quiet 
of the morning. The sounds 
of birds and rushing water 
accompanied them, helping 
to create a sublime setting. 
Mebartsho is known as the 
“burning lake,” as it is from 
this body of water that Terton 
Pema Lingpa, an incarnated 
disciple of Guru Rinpoche 
(the patron saint of Bhutan), 
was believed to have discov-
ered treasure in the late 15th 
century. With a butter lamp 
in hand, he jumped into the 
lake and reemerged holding 
a chest and a scroll of paper 
in his hand, astonishing the 
cynical local ruler and village 
people. The butter lamp in his 
hand was still burning bright, 
thus, the name “burning lake” 
was coined.  

Festivals are a highlight 
of any trip to Bhutan and 
we were fortunate to see the 
Nimalung Festival in Chumey 
Valley. The country has many 
indigenous celebrations 
and the most popular are 
the Tsechu festivals. Tsechu 
means “the tenth day” of the 
lunar calendar when Guru 
Rinpoche was born. Such 
religious festivals are held 
in various temples, mon-
asteries and dzongs, where 
communities come together 
to watch spectacular dances, 
receive blessings and social-
ize. The people dress in their 
finest traditional attire. Men 
wear the Gho, a knee-length, 
kimono-like robe that is tied 
at the waist by a belt known 
as a Kera. The kangaroo style 
pouch that forms at the front 
was once used to carry food 
bowls and a small dagger. 
Today, however, it holds 
articles such as wallets and 
mobile phones. Women wear 
the Kira, a long, ankle-length 
dress, accompanied by an 
outer jacket knowns as a Tego. 
It is common to see men and 
women clothed in such fash-
ion during the day, while at 
work, and not only on special 
occasions.

Mask dances take center 
stage at the festivals. Each one 
has a special meaning or a 
story behind it and many of 
them are based on incidents 
that happened centuries 
ago. Most are performed by 
monks and/or village men. 
In the Black Hat Dance, for 

example, performers attempt 
to subdue and drive out the 
evil spirits. The men wear 
spectacular brocade robes 
and tall, wide brimmed black 
hats, and execute a series of 
mesmerizing movements. 
The drama is intense and it’s 
difficult to take your eyes 
off these whirling dervishes. 
Observing these performanc-
es was a feast for the senses, 
with hypnotic music and 
drumming, colorful cos-
tumes, the smell of incense, 
and the rapt faces of the 
elated crowd.

In addition to festivals, 
temples and dzongs are major 
attractions in Bhutan. Some 
highlights include the Tem-
ple of the Divine Madman, 
dedicated to a popular lama 
known for a radical approach 
to Buddhism in the 15th cen-
tury; Punakha Dzong, which 
served as Bhutan’s capital 
from 1637 to 1955 and was 
the birthplace of many cultur-
al, social, economic and po-
litical foundations; Tamshing 
Lhakhang, known for having 
the oldest surviving wall 
paintings in Bhutan; Paro Dz-
ong, a massive and stunning 
work of architecture; and 
Kyichu Lhakhang, the oldest 
temple in the country. Also of 
special mention is the Bud-
dha Dordenma Statue, which 
overlooks Thimphu Valley. At 
169 feet, it is the tallest sitting 
Buddha in Asia. Still under 
construction, this massive 
figure is made of bronze and 
gilded in gold, and contains 
125,000 smaller Buddha stat-
ues inside.

The piece de resistance, 
however, has to be the 
Taktsang Monastery, oth-
erwise known as the Tiger’s 
Nest. This is said to be the 
most sacred site in the coun-
try, as it is widely considered 
the cradle of Bhutanese 
Buddhism. Guru Rinpoche 
materialized here some 1,300 
years ago on the back of a 
flying tigress. Story has it that 
he took shelter in a series of 
caves and preceded to med-
itate for three years before 
setting about converting the 
Bhutanese to Buddhism. The 
structure that commemorates 
this auspicious beginning 
was built nine centuries later, 
although the buildings seen 
today have been replaced sev-
eral times, including major 
reconstruction completed in 
2005 after a fire devastated 
the place in 1998.  

The trek to get to the 
monastery is a pilgrimage 
that every visitor to Bhutan 
hopes to undertake. And 
though it involves a bit of 
uphill legwork, the climb is 
well worth the effort as the 
rewards are great. As you hike 
the seemingly endless snak-
ing path up the mountain, 
peek-a-boo views of the place 
emerge at various junctures. 
Sometimes it is shrouded in 
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Tiger’s Nest Monastery is Bhutan’s most sacred site. DEBBIE STONE/
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Chanting and meditation are essential practices of Buddhism. DEBBIE STONE/Special to the Monitor

See  BHUTAN,  B7


