
Ayesha Fuentes: My name is Ayesha Fuentes  
and I’m originally from Whidbey Island in 
Washington State. I am writing my dissertation 
at SOAS, which is the School of Oriental and 
African Studies, the University of London, nearby. 
I’m writing my dissertation on the use of human 
remains in Tibetan ritual objects. You know, we tend 
to think of Tibetan Buddhism as like monks, you 
know, studying, or sitting, or meditating somewhere 
on a high mountaintop, but actually we’re talking 
about music, we’re talking about different kinds  
of drums, and lots of different types of flutes. 

So these are just two musical instruments within  
a whole lot of different musical instruments that  
all have their application in monastic institutions, 
but also just in daily religious life. In the tradition  
of Chöd − in the material tradition of Chöd −  
it does tend to be human, especially the thighbone 
trumpet, because that’s the sound that the entities 
that you’re addressing − that’s what they like to 
hear, because that’s their character. The thing  
about these objects, and about the practice of 
Chöd, is that a lot of times, because it – the 
whole idea, is that you are subduing something, 
that you’re inviting something that is volatile and 
dangerous in, and then giving your body to that 
thing and imagining that you’re giving your body 
away to that thing. So, to invite them, you play the 
instruments, and you say: Come, come and eat this 
feast! That in doing that, that externalised demon, 
whatever that − can be called the demon − that 
externalised danger − it really can be anything,  
so it could be disease, it could be bad weather, 
it could be a very troublesome deity that lives in 
the land− this happens a lot, especially in the 
Himalayan plateau where you have a lot of seismic 
activity, you have a very volatile landscape and  
a lot of need for protection. 

So if you’re the kind of person who specialises 
in that, then you get a reputation and you end up 
being someone who’s very useful to the community, 
‘cause it’s like: Man we’ve got a disease, we’ve 
got a rock slide, we’ve got, you know, something 
that’s troubling us. Go call that guy! That guy’s the 
specialist, and he’s the least scared guy out there. 
Like, whatever it is, those guys will go out there and 
they’ll confront it − as a demon. And they’ll play 
their kangling, and they’ll play their drum, and they’ll 
do this particular ritual practice in order to subdue 
them. And, I mean, that’s really a social role and it’s 
a public service.


