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The Becomings of Narrative: Transformation and Transmutation in the 

Enchanted Corpse Cycle 

Rachel Mikos 

 

What is lacking is a Nomadology, the opposite of a history. 

---Gilles Deleuze 

Introduction 

The many questions surrounding the genesis and transmission of the cycle of tales 

known as the ‘Enchanted Corpse’ (Sanskrit: Vetālapañcavinśati, Tibetan: ro sgrung, 

Mongolian: siditu’ kegu’r-un u’liger)1 have long fascinated scholars involved with 

Buddhism and verbal culture in southern and central Asia. In my Bachelor’s Thesis, I 

analyzed the opening and closing frame narratives of the Sanskrit, Tibetan and 

Mongolian versions, and attempted to demonstrate underlying similarities particularly 

between the Sanskrit and Tibetan closing frame narratives.2 The aim of the present 

study is to continue this exploration in a like-minded spirit, that is, to treat the 

narrative as a narrative, as a text appropriate for analysis as a literary work, with, 

however, a shift of emphasis, now basing my analysis, using certain narrative events 

drawn from these Tales, on the ground-breaking work of French philosopher Gilles 

Deleuze (1925-1995). After a brief introduction to the Tales, I will examine why 

Deleuze’s work, particularly with regard to the constellation of analyses surrounding 

his key concept of ‘Nomadology’, is highly relevant for the consideration of this 

grouping of verbal literary expression. I will argue that the Tibetan and Mongolian 

tales constitute a  form of ‘nomadic narrative’, and as such, not only form an 

especially fruitful literary ‘plateau’ or ‘plane’, to use a Deleuzian term, for the 

application of many of his most important ideas, but perhaps more importantly, afford 

us a unique methodology of comprehension of the oral-literary strategies behind their 

                                                           
1
 For a full list of the versions under consideration here, see Appendix I. 

2
 Mikos, 2009. 
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creation. 

1.1     Brief Introduction to the ‘Enchanted Corpse’ Cycle 

While it would lie far beyond the scope and ambitions of this study to delineate the 

entire genesis of the Enchanted Corpse cycle -- not to mention the fact that much 

significant work has already been completed in this realm, I would like at least to 

present a brief sketch of its development based upon current knowledge.  

The first recensions of the Enchanted Corpse (Vetālapañcavinśati) cycle are known to 

us in Sanskrit. There are roughly five or six versions extant today;3 all, however, with 

fairly minor differences. The date of the earliest manuscript is 1487;4 some scholars, 

however, postulate the origin of the tales as much earlier. It appears the tales could 

have been transmitted orally for many centuries, or -- in an equally likely scenario -- 

the birch bark and palm leaves they would have been written on at some point could 

not have survived in the tropical Indian climate. Hence the relatively late manuscript 

dates. 

The only written record of transmission to Tibet -- the next ‘stage’ on the tales’ 

journey to central Asia -- is contained in an account of Atiśa, who, according to this 

source, heard of the cycle of stories from a translator, who himself had heard it from 

an Indian pandit.  Atiśa was particularly pleased with the emphasis on silence and 

holding one’s tongue and ordered them to be translated.5  These tales were not, 

however, for general distribution, however: Atiśa lists exactly who and who may not 

have access to them. In Tibet, the tales underwent a crucial transformation: not only 

are they placed within a framework of Mahāyāna Buddhism -- King Vikramakeśarin 

becomes Nāgārjuna -- but they are divided into two cycles; one containing 13 tales and 

                                                           
3 “In India, five Sanskrit recessions are extant. One important recession is by Ksemendra in his h 

atkathāmañjarī (Blossoms of Great Stories), which consists of 1203 ślokas. Another equally important 
one is by Somadeva in the Kathāsaritsāgara (Ocean of Streams of Stories), which consists of 2196 
ślokas.  The other three are: Jambhaladatta (in prose), Vallabhadāssa (prose and verse mixed) and 
Śivadāsa (prose and verse mixed). Versions of these popular tales also exist in Hindi, Bengali, 
Marathi, Tamil, Telugu and almost every Hindu vernacular.“  Poo (2009: 227). 

4 Emeneau (1934: ix.). 
5
 Macdonald (1990: 14). 
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the other 21. The division into two separate groups of tales is explained by the 

narrative action itself:  “At the time when previously Nāgārjuna and the prince Bde 

spyod6 both made gold from the corpse, the prince went to the cemetery Śitavāna 

thirteen or twenty-one times to the cemetery to get the corpse.”7  As ambiguous as 

this formulation sounds, no further explanation for the generation of two separate sets 

of tales in Tibetan, to my knowledge, exists.  

Concerning the transmission of the tales from Tibet to Mongolia, Macdonald writes: 

‘The question of the origin of the Mongolian version of the Vetāla tales and the routes 

by which they were borrowed remains, as we know, without resolution.’8  The opinion 

of J. Luvsandorj is that they must have been transmitted after the second great spread 

of Buddhism to Mongolia in the 16th and 17th centuries, due to the heavily 

Tibetanized language of the text.9 In any event, only the thirteen-tale version was 

originally translated into Mongolian. Damdinsu’ren, who did not find any manuscript 

equivalent to the ones contained in Macdonald 21a and Macdonald 21b, translated it 

for the first time into Mongolian in his monumental study of the Enchanted Corpse 

cycle.10
 

Keeping in mind both Damdinsu’ren’s scholarly project of providing the first 

Mongolian translation of the 21-tale cycle and the more recent retellings in both 

English and French, it is important to point out that the cultural and linguistic 

transmission of this cycle of tales continues to this day. A great many theoretical 

questions could be provoked by this phenomenon, but for the present, it is worth 

noting that the tales have been adapted for a new readership, in this case the literary 

public of the non-Buddhist West.11  As Françoise Robin, the translator of the Tibetan 

text into French, points out in her introduction,  

                                                           
6
 Prince “Blissful Deed.“  His name is very close to the name of the Prince in Krueger: Amuguulang 

sayin yabudaltai xaan, which Krueger translates as “King Peaceful Fine Action“.  Krueger (1978: 77). 
7
 Macdonald (1990: 14, 16) 

8
 Macdonald (1990: 3) 

9
 Luvsandorj, consultation, 2010. 

10 See Damdinsu'ren (1963, 1964). 
11
 Benson 2007 and Robin 2005. 
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Tibetan popular tales have been translated and published, but these 

initiatives are at risk of leaving readers unsatisfied for many reasons: some 

texts include cultural elements that are foreign to the world they describe, 

casting doubt upon their origin. At other times, it occurs that the source 

text is so adapted to a Western readership that it loses its original flavor. 12
 

In Mongolia, however, it does seem clear that thirteen additional tales somehow 

devolved onto the original thirteen translated from Tibetan, creating a new Mongolian 

cycle of twenty-six tales. According to Damdinsu’ren, tales 14-26 were in turn 

translated into Tibetan for the first time in the 1920s, by the lama Luvsanceren, about 

whom little is otherwise known.13
 

This new Mongolian 26-tale version (contained in Kara 26), however, clearly made its 

way back onto Tibetan soil (whether in Luvsanceren’s translation or another we do 

not know). It is this same ‘enlarged’ Enchanted Corpse cycle that has been the subject 

of the previously mentioned recent translations from Tibetan into both English and 

French.  Intriguingly, Robin mentions that the Tibetan manuscript she worked with 

was actually a retranslation from the Chinese, completed in 1963 by a former monk 

from Amdo, Sämten, who did not neglect  to impart to his translation a distinctly 

‘Amdoian’ flavor. 14
 

1.2    The Skeletal Narrative of the Opening and Closing Frame Stories 

The basic narrative dilemma common to all three versions is the following: a king or 

prince is sent by an ascetic to retrieve a corpse inhabited by a Vetāla, which hangs 

from a tree in a cemetery. By means of a certain (tantric) ritual, magic powers will be 

released from it. The one stipulation is that the king or prince should not reply, under 

any circumstances, to the words of the Vetāla. However, the Vetāla continually relates 

stories, which are either followed by riddles which the royal protagonist is compelled 

to answer, or which elicit a spontaneous response from him. Every time that the king 

or prince replies to the Vetāla’s riddle, the corpse flies back to his tree in the cemetery, 

                                                           
12

 Robin (2005: 8). 
13

 Damdinsu'ren (1977: 526). 
14 Robin (2005: 16). 
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and has to be retrieved yet again. Finally, after a series of failed attempts, the king or 

prince does remain silent and is thus able to carry the corpse back to the ascetic. The 

tantric ritual is then carried out successfully.   

1.3    Textological Considerations 

Examination of the literary genesis of these tales, as has been pointed out by Lőrincz, 

Damdinsu’ren, and others, reveals an extraordinary overlapping and crossing of 

themes.15  Examination of the skeletal narratives of the thirteen-tale Tibetan cycle, the 

21-tale Tibetan cycle and the 26-tale Mongolian cycle displays an extraordinary cross-

fertilisation of narrative motifs. The contrast with the situation of the Sanskrit tales 

could hardly be more striking. The established, orderly textological presentation of the 

five Sanskrit versions, and moreover the large extent to which the differences in the 

Sanskrit texts consist of surface details rather than essential substance,is nothing like 

the ‘textological world’ of either the Tibetan or Mongolian tales.16  The highly 

apparent dissimilarities have led a number of researchers to state that the Tibetan and 

Mongolian ‘Enchanted Corpse’ versions are utterly different stories from the Indian 

urtext and perhaps should not even be considered translations but new works in their 

own right.17  (In Section 5, I attempt to address the problematics of transference of 

narrative motifs in these Tales). 

For the Tibetan tales, there is at least the possibility of designating the 13-tale cycle a 

‘popular’ version and the 21-tale cycle a more ‘clerical’ one, on the basis of the greater 

length and complexity of the tales in the latter. Yet even this distinction becomes 

                                                           
15

 See Lőrincz, 1965 and 1967. 
16

 Damdinsu'ren (1976: 522-559). Robin mentions at least 20 differing Tibetan versions.  Robin (2005: 
10). 

17
 Damdinsu'ren, for example, notes that the common elements between the Indian, Tibetan and 

Mongolian narratives are very few.  Damdinsu'ren (1976: 558).  See also Lőrincz: ‘...since the 
Vetālapañcavinśati contained characteristically Hinduist philosophical elements, it was not 
translated into Tibetan; the mere transmission of such a work, contradictory to Buddhism in its 
philosophy, would have been impossible. With a view to the fact that the work itself from a literary 
standpoint -- with the help of the structure of the frame narrative -- was highly successful, and was 
preciously for that reason extremely popular as well, nothing remained but to take up the frame 
narrative, of course re-formulated to suit a Buddhist cosmology, and to create, within this now 
domesticated frame narrative, a collection of Buddhist folk tales.’ (1967: 10) 
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more difficult to impose in the context of the folk-narrative of the Tibetan-Mongolian 

milieu. As Lőrincz points out: 

We should note that the Tibetan folkloric versions are not ‘folktales’ in the 
sense of this term as used by European researchers. These folkloric 
collections have not been noted down by specialists in the presence of 
story-tellers, and it has not at all been shown that these versions are direct 
transcriptions. It is likely that it is the absence of literary versions that 
obliged the interested party to note down the tales. Once written down the 
text would undergo corrections, polishing up, and would be copied over 
several times, and even [. . .] prepared in xylographic editions, in other 
words, printed. These folkloric collections became, slowly but surely, 
literary, and if they cannot be considered as literary versions, their 
relationship with folklore is determined merely by the presence of certain 
traits. 18

 

Lőrincz here almost seems to assign the texts to a kind of bardo—an ‘intermediate 

state’ of genres—they became ‘literary’, but cannot be considered as ‘literary 

versions’, and yet they are no longer ‘pure’ folklore. 

The constant shifting back and forth between oral and written form as a basic element 

of Central Asian Buddhist popular literature was also confirmed by Luvsandorj, who 

characterizes the oral folk culture of pre-modern Mongolia as an endless communal 

process of revision. 19  A written legend (domog) could perhaps be read aloud or told 

from memory by the one literate person in a given settlement (ail); then, during the 

verbal transmission, the narrative would be immediately committed to memory 

(ceez’eer bic’ih:  literally, ‘written with the chest’)20 by a certain number of auditors 

then present, who then transmitted it further by ‘word of mouth’, at which point 

another literate person could write it down again, and the process could thus continue 

indefinitely. For this very reason, Vladimircov introduced the scholarly neologism 

‘ustnij-pisemskij’ (‘oral-literary’) which inherently acknowledges that an unambigious 

line of demarcation cannot be established in this context between the written and the 

oral -- to describe this mode of narrative-generation. 

                                                           
18

 Lőrincz (1965: 315). 
19

 Luvsandorj, consultation, 2009. 
20 Considered to be the traditional site of memory by Mongolians.  See Oberfalzerová (2007: 102-3). 
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Damdinsu’ren reinforces this point in referring to the ‘authors-translators’ of the 

expanded Mongolian version: ‘...it is evident that Mongolian authors were continually 

adding to, composing, and translating’ (the original Tibetan cycle)’.21
 

The fact that the fables have been handed down to us today in written form implies 

that they were indeed  ‘captured’ on paper at one specific moment, both in their 

development and in their wider historical framework – which is particularly true for 

the Mongolian and Tibetan versions. As such, the printed texts confronting us 

represent, most likely, one of many different versions of these tales. In opposition to 

the standard Western practice of textology, in which a definitive written version of a 

given literary work is determined on the basis of detailed comparison of all of the 

author’s other manuscripts, a quasi-anonymous creation such as the Tales of the 

Enchanted Corpse creates a situation in which all of the versions that can become 

available should be regarded as having equal validity with respect to one another. It is 

no less important to recognize that the tales of the Vetāla have (though wider 

investigation is understandably outside the scope of the present writing) continued in 

their process of transmutation, generating more narrative permutations outside of the 

strictly delineated domain of “literature” (there is for example, an Vetāla online TV 

show,22 online computer games, etc.)23
 

MacDonald states in his Introduction: 

One cannot, in effect, create a textual criticism of a popular work of the 
genre of our ro sgrungs as if it were a question of a purely literary work.24

 

                                                           
21

 Damdinsu'ren (1976: 550). The term zohiolc’ should not be understood only in the strict Western 
sense of ‘author’; in this context, it refers to anyone who might have had a hand in creating or even 
passing on the additional tales. Lubcandorj, consultation, 2010. 

22 See www.thevetala.com (Accessed June 6, 2012.) 
23 See witcher.wikia.com/wiki/Vetala: “An intelligent, talking ghoul is a rarity. And yet from time to 

time one encounters a specimen that ruins the reputation of the rest of the species by soliloquising 
over dead bodies and engaging in cogent discussions with witchers. Rumour has it that evolution 
equipped Vetala with a dangerous weapon: he can talk people to death. That rumour is not 
necessarily an exaggeration.”  (Accessed June 6, 1012.) 

24
    He adds in his footnote:  'This remark will be qualified after the study of the oral version, but one 

can admit from the beginning that the work at hand here is a written variation, which, from the oral 
point of view, is fairly decadent.  A good story-teller does not use notes (very often, otherwise, he 
does not know how to read), and he will supply without any difficulty a highly developed version, 
the limits of which will be largely determined by the time available to his auditors to listen to his 

http://witcher.wikia.com/wiki/Witchers
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Perhaps a brief discussion of the question of “style” is a good starting point for 

consideration of how far removed these tales actually are from our accustomed 

Western literary practice – or conversely, how far our perspective has become 

removed from the world of verbal expression that these tales represent. We need only 

recall the description given by Erich Auerbach in his Mimesis of the ‘separation of 

style’ as defined by Aristotle.  Yet as we read through the Mongolian and Tibetan 

‘Enchanted Corpse’ cycles, where elements of prayer, religious instruction and moral 

didacticism are so freely intermingled with moments of absurdity and parody, we 

already become aware of finding ourselves in what could well be called a radically 

different textual world. Certain scholars such as R. Davidson have noted the similarity 

between this ‘fictional world’ and the theoretical approaches of Mikhail Bakhtin.25 

This will be discussed at greater length in Section 2.2. 

The question then becomes, in the event that we are to take as our task the 

examination of these tales of ‘literature’, a task of finding the appropriate framework. 

In other words, the aim of the present study is not necessarily to arrive at a theoretical 

apparatus that would be capable of classifying these narratives within the rationalized 

Western categories of type or genre (see Lőrincz's attempt)26 but rather to find a way 

to approach this difference and understand it.  

In a sense, one parallel is offered here by the history of Western academic 

interpretations of the grammatical structures of non-European languages. Many 

European philologists of the early 19th century used Latinate categories to codify 

Sanskrit, effectively ignoring the linguistics of Panini. The application of Latin 

grammatical categories to non- Indo- European languages continued with Csoma de 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
tales.  The mediocre story-teller who33 is somewhat literate will possibly use an aid to memory such 
as a dkar chag [table of contents] of the tales.  Certain story-tellers call this memory-aid a dpe. In 
order to judge the respective contributions of the scribe and the story-teller, it is necessary to be 
present at the redaction.  A scribe who has read much and knows the formulas very well can create a 
relatively long written narrative on the basis of themes provided by a mediocre story-teller.'  
Macdonald (1990: 19). 

25 See Davidson 2002. 
26

 Described on p. 18. 
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Koros’s 1828 Grammar of the Tibetan Language.27  Admittedly, this process was a 

natural, perhaps even useful attempt at providing a set of coordinates for orientation 

in a language radically different from the proverbial “Standard Average European”, yet 

as modern linguistic science is increasingly aware, the Latinized “grid” leads to a 

distortion of how the language actually works in practice. (To cite one contemporary 

example, certain scholars such as B. Sechenbaatar have proposed that for the purposes 

of adequately describing languages such as the Chakhan dialect of Mongolian new 

categories of word classes are needed, such as imitatives and spatials.)28
 

In her monumental study, La Chasse á l'âme, Roberte Hamayon discusses the 

questions inherent in Western Buriyat oral epic recitation.  Many of her observations, 

although concerning forms of epic recited before the hunt, strike me as highly valid in 

terms of  textological questions surrounding the Enchanted Corpse cycle as well.  One 

crucial observation of Hamayon's is that an absolutely 'canonical' text from which the 

narrative would be drawn simply does not exist: 

...there is no such thing as that which is more or less authentic, one places 
one's faith in what is spoken in one's own region or one's own epic, and one 
wishes for the bard to recite it well.  There exists, in effect, a continual claim 
on meaning, in such a way that it compensates for the absence of a kind of 
'pure' treasury of origins, which would be, however, perhaps little more 
than a dead form.  But then this meaning, always in motion, no longer 
affords one, but many 'traditional' thoughts.  If only one single epic 
discourse were insisted upon, the advantage expected from the narrative 
[transformed into] this material would dissolve into its own luxuriance.  
Now, the variations go together with those of the circumstances in which it 
performs it role of being a 'model': it is the promise of a useful mutual 
reconnaissance.29

 

This important observation requires that we view such narratives through another 

lens entirely.  Hamayon writes of the reluctance of some of her informants to commit 

the text she is trying to collect to paper, which, from a Western perspective--at least 

since the time of Plato--could strike one as unusual, if not odd.  Hamayon, however, 

poses the question: 

                                                           
27

 See Csoma de Koros, 1996. 
28

 See Sechenbaatar 2003.  
29   Hamayon (1990:154). (My italics). 
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Is it even legitimate to reduce the Western Buriyat epic to a simple 
narration?  The refusal to write it down, while demonstrating that the exact 
memorization of a text is not the most crucial element in its transmission 
(and that the notion itself of a traditional text is an illusion), leads one to 
believe as well that one or more superior imperatives exist which would 
suit just such a fixation, and that the literary form and the content of the 
epic does not exhaust its range—in short, it underscores, at least by default, 
the major role of verbal performance. It places the emphasis of the 
discourse on its enunciation, prompting one to envisage a narrated tale in 
the light of how it is narrated, without disassociating the narrative material 
from its oral expression. 30

 

Hamayon describes, in effect, the Western Buriyat epic as an open text which can and 

never should be ultimately finalized. Through this argument, it can also be noted, 

Hamayon also offers a subtle critique of the occasion propensity of the Western (or 

Westernized) scholar to locate a 'pure' or 'fixed' wellspring of meaning among his or 

her sources.  What is clear from her description, however, is that what is at play here is 

a transmission of signification that cannot be ultimately 'pinned down': it is, to use 

Hamayon's phrase, 'always in motion'.   As Walter Ong writes in reference to the 

advent of the printed word in Western culture: 

Print encourages a sense of closure, a sense that what is found in a text has 
been finalized, has reached a state of completion. This sense affects literary 
creations and it affects analytic philosophical or scientific work.31

 

As we have noted, The Enchanted Corpse is a cycle of tales that have existed orally, in 

manuscript, and in printed form.  Walter Ong notes that in Western cultures the 

emergence and eventual predominance of the printed book closed off narrative from 

the world of orality: 

The printed text is supposed to represent the words of an author in 
definitive or ‘final’ form. For print is comfortable only with finality. Once a 
letterpress forme is closed, locked up, or a photolithographic plate is made, 
and the sheet printed, the text does not accommodate changes (erasures, 
insertions) so readily as do written texts. By contrast, manuscripts, with 
their glosses or marginal comments (which often got worked into the text 
in subsequent copies) were in dialogue with the world outside their own 
borders. They remained closer to the give-and-take of oral expression. The 

                                                           
30

 Hamayon (1990: 154-5). 
31

 Ong (2002: 132). 
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readers of manuscripts are less closed off from the author, less absent, than 
are the readers of those writing for print.32

 

In light of these considerations, the refusal of some of Hamayon's informants to 

commit their ritual text to paper seems not unusual, but actually highly logical and 

correct.33
 

 

1.4.     The Enchanted Corpse and the French Philosopher 

To avoid a metaphorical “Latinization” of the analysis of Central Asian literary texts, 

yet to remain comprehensible within the realm of Western academically-based 

scholarship, one possible approach could be to examine this Asian corpus of texts 

through the lens of attempts from within Western thought to dismantle the system, 

and above all its relentless systematization. One key thinker in this regard is Gilles 

Deleuze (1925-1995), the French philosopher whose work, emerging from the tumult 

of the student protests of 1968, sought to create a left-wing critique that remained 

unconfined by the strictures of Western philosophy – beyond both the liberal 

capitalist order and the rigid necessities of Marxism.  As the scholar Claire Colebrook 

has stated: 

Instead of providing yet another system of terms and ideas, Deleuze 
wanted to express the dynamicism and instability of thought. He 
reinvented his style and vocabulary with each project. No term in his work 
is capable of being defined in itself; any single term makes sense only in its 
relation to the whole that it helps to create.34

 

Additionally, Deleuze did not see philosophy and literature as mutually exclusive, 

compartmentalized domains:  

We do philosophy not because it will clear up other areas of our lives, but 
because it is a dimension of life in its own right. We do philosophy because 
we can, and if we can do philosophy – if we can ask ‘big’ and possibly 
unsolvable questions – then we ought to… For Deleuze, there is a direct 

                                                           
32

 Ong (2002: 132). 
33 Of course, we should also consider that the inherent sacred nature of these verbal formulations (in 

their function of communication with a deity) could also play a very significant role. 
34 Colebrook (2002: 4). 
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link between philosophy, literature, and ethics…We use a creation of 
thought – logic and grammar--to imprison thought.…Not only philosophy 
but literature, are, cinema, stupidity, madness and malevolence all testify to 
a thinking that is not that of representation as much as production, 
mutation and creation…we do philosophy to expand thought to its infinite 
potential. 35

 

The desirability, therefore, when confronted by such a vast body of text as in the case 

of the Enchanted Corpse (and the term ‘corpus’ here strikes as more than just a play 

on words) may be clear. The Vetāla tales, taken in their whole, were first created 

within the context of a settled civilization, then transferred to a semi-nomadic and 

eventually fully nomadic one. They were first written in (Indo-European) Sanskrit, 

translated into (Sino-Burmese) Tibetan, then into (Altaic) Mongolian. The Sanskrit 

texts that have survived are marked by a strongly Brahmanistic world view; as they 

were translated into Tibetan, they were adapted (as can be, and has been presumed) 

to the philosophy of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Main characters, narrative lines, didactic 

lessons all changed, while other features and structures remained as a kind of 

narrative and verbal residue in the series in each new linguistic imagining. (See my 

own Charles University Bachelor’s Thesis, in which I examined a series of underlying 

structural similarities between the Sanskrit and Tibetan versions of the closing frame-

narrative contained in Jambhaladatta and Macdonald 21b.)36 Such a huge body of tales, 

expanded across so many different languages, so many divergent fictional worlds, so 

many variegated trans- and permutations on so many levels, cannot but contain an 

entire array of residual palimpsests and (particularly in the Mongolian corpse-tales) so 

many eclectic or even syncretic cultural intermixtures. And hence it easily appears as 

the ideal laboratory of verbal expression for many of Deleuze’s mental ‘lines of flight’, 

to borrow one of his key concepts. And we must not forget that Deleuze frequently 

turned to literature to explain his ideas outside of systematic philosophy; let us note, 

for only one example, his fascination with Kafka and his ‘becoming-animal’ (e.g. with 

Josephine the mouse-singer and the metamorphosis of Gregor Samsa). 

                                                           
35

    Colebrook (2002: 14-15). 
36 Mikos 2009.   
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The question may arise: why search out such an elaborate conceptual assemblage (in 

Deleuzian terms, deliberately not an ‘apparatus’) that forever defies all attempts at its 

own systematization, a method of thought that is grounded in ‘Western’ intellectual 

life even for its efforts to pass beyond it, and apply it to a series of Sanskrit-Tibetan-

Mongolian religious folk tales? One answer could be supplied in a specific aspect of 

the work of Deleuze, which has been taken up on a large scale by his current 

generation of interpreters. Deleuze was long fascinated with what he termed 

‘nomadism’ (a concept which is to be discussed in appropriate detail later on), and 

was also drawn to such American authors as Jack Kerouac, precisely because the 

‘nomadic’ free-form structure of his narratives such as On the Road. Within the social 

sciences, Deleuze has recently had a significant influence on musicology and 

ethnomusicology, in particular the idea that the music of nomadic peoples differs 

fundamentally from that of settled peoples, and his name is regularly cited in studies 

of the musical traditions of Central Asia. Yet, as far as I am aware, the analysis of 

literary narratives from the same region has rarely taken up the same approach: the 

‘nomadology’ of Deleuze has never been applied to a genuinely nomadic piece of 

verbal art, i.e. the orally transmitted assemblage compiled within a nomadic culture or 

civilization. While it is true that Deleuze never claimed to be an anthropologist, and 

perhaps never personally encountered any nomads, we should recall that the central 

purpose of his work is, beyond anything else, a challenge for the cultural West to 

think differently. Deleuze did not perform the work of anthropology, presenting 

empirical facts based upon direct field research; yet even so, on the basis of many of 

the actual findings of active anthropologists, it must be admitted that his ideas about 

the qualities of nomadic and non-nomadic space appear startlingly perceptive. The 

purpose of invoking the approach of Deleuze, in short, is not even to assert that he 

“knew something” about nomads, but that his own intellectual “lines of flight” 

present (when taken alongside empirical data-collecting) a way of understanding  

culture and way of thinking radically different from our own, to de-territorialize the 

reader from fixed assumptions not through self-alienation, the evocation of a 

complete openness to other modes of becoming.  
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With this in mind, it could be argued that some of the efforts of Western scholars to 

fit the Vetāla cycle into a standard literary paradigm have, for all their undoubted 

value, in some way misunderstood the key question. Perhaps the most telling example 

would be the attempt by the Hungarian scholar László Lőrincz to classify the 

Mongolian Vetāla tales using the widely invoked Aarne-Thompson system for 

classification of folktales: though many of them, as might be expected, do match the 

categories, Lőrincz’s frequent repetition of the phrase ‘inconnu au système Aarne-

Thompson’ ('unknown in the Aarne-Thomson system') is revealing. 37
 

Moreover, there is a way in which the Vetāla tales have functioned, and continue to 

function, as a kind of open text, making them in yet another respect ideal as a subject 

for Deleuzian scrutiny (even if, admittedly, Deleuze’s own treatment of literature in 

his writings never took up examples from outside of the European languages). 

Through their own perceptual shifting between oral transmission and written texts 

(and then back from written into oral culture), the Enchanted Corpse tales are, as 

Deleuze might have said, in a condition of permanent becoming, with no canonical 

text and indeed even no fixed form to speak of; a pattern of energy rather than a 

literary object. From India through Tibet to Mongolia – and even now, in English and 

French translations, re-tellings, TV adaptations, computer games and countless future 

possibilities on paper or hypertext, as mentioned above – the Vetāla cycle is a narrative 

in continuous motion, whose ongoing permutations have by no means come to an 

end. It represents a literature as Deleuze envisioned, ‘lines of flight’, ‘intensities of 

duration’, becomings, expressions of a ‘nomadically smooth’ space: not merely for 

aesthetic experiment, but as a method of thought to lead us “to ask more and more 

questions”. 

At this point, I would like to outline some of Deleuze’s most essential concepts to be 

taken up as methodologies of analysis in the current work. 

                                                           
37 For the 13 Tales 14-26 of the 27-tale Mongolian version, he lists at least 6 as “unknown to the Aarne 

system.” Lőrincz (1967.: 224-230). 
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1.5     Nomadology: Music and Narrative 

One of the most important philosophical and critical contributions made by Deleuze 

was his positing of the idea of a ‘nomadic space' (a space inhabited by nomadic 

peoples) as opposed to 'sedentary space'.  His analysis of this space begins, 

intriguingly, with a comparison of the games of chess and go, using them as 

representations of the institutionalized state of the sedentary with the nomadic ‘war-

machine’.  

Finally, the space is not at all the same: in chess, it is a question of 
arranging a closed space for oneself, thus of going from one point to 
another, of occupying the maximum number of squares with the minimum 
number of pieces. In Go, it is a question of arraying oneself in an open 
space, of holding space, at maintaining the possibilities of springing up at 
any point; the movement is not from one point to another, but becomes 
perpetual, without aim or destination, without departure or arrival. The 
‘smooth’ space of Go, as against the ‘striated’ space of chess. The nomos of 
Go against the State of chess, nomos against polis. The difference is that 
chess codes and decodes space, whereas Go proceeds entirely differently, 
territorializing it and deterritorializing it (make the outside a territory in 
space; consolidate that territory by the construction of a second, adjacent 
territory; deterritorialize the enemy by shattering his territory from within, 
deterritorialize oneself by renouncing, by going elsewhere…) Another 
justice, another movement, another space-time. 38

 

It should be noted, that in Deleuze’s conception,  nomos is something like ‘nomadic’ 

law; laws or rules distributed across a smooth space (the term nomos is related to 

Mongolian nom which is, of course, derived from the Greek word through the 

intermediaries of Sogdian and Uyghur: ‘book, law, teaching, Dharma.’)39  As such 

nomos is in opposition to the polis, the regulatory properties of which are inextricably 

tied to its settled and fixed environment.  

Fascinatingly, the notions of ‘smooth’ and ‘striated’ space have, as noted previously, 

been applied recently to the idea of a separate nomadic practice of music, particularly 

by the American ethnomusicologist Theodore Levin:  

Music provide numerous models of smooth and striated space.  For 
example, Jean During points to the contrast between the type of long-

                                                           
38

 Deleuze (1987: 353). 
39 Kara (1998: 291). 
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necked lutes used by nomadic and sedentary peoples.  Lutes used by 
nomads tend to be unfretted, thus exemplifying 'smooth' space in which 
musical intervals may be fluid and individualized, while lutes used by 
sedentary dwellers are fretted, making it easy for a group of performers to 
play one and the same interval—an example of striated space.40

 

Levin also notes: 'It is hardly surprising, then, that music rooted in mimesis of natural 

soundscapes would tend to favor rhythmic asymmetry over metrical rhythm.'41  As he 

points out, it was actually the composer Pierre Boulez that Deleuze and Guattari credit 

with originally developing the notion of the 'smooth' and the 'striated' in music.42
 

In his study “Line, Surface, Speed: Nomadic Features of Melody”, the author Ildar 

Khannanov continues to discuss the ‘prolonged’ song of the Bashkirs within the 

context of Deleuze’s analysis of ‘nomadness’: 

Even so, the meaning of melody as its end phrase is inapplicable to 
nomadic music. If anything, nomadic melody does not have a goal note, it 
does not move towards a large-scale cadence. Most Bashkirian melodies 
end by dispersing and vanishing into the vastness (Russian ‘prostor’) into 
the interval between darkness and light (German ‘Lichtung’). The time of 
Bashkirian melody is based upon the objects which sink into the past. The 
speed of Bashkirian melody is unmeasured. Thus the time is united with its 
endlessness (in Husserlian terms, ‘Einheit der Zeit und ihre 
Unendlichkeit’).43  

We can place this description alongside Deleuze 's own statement:  

...to the transcendant, organizational plane of Western music based on 
sound forms and their development, we oppose the immanent plane of 
consistency of Eastern music, composed of speeds of slownesses, 
movements and rest.44

 

In the next section I shall consider the implications of these theoretical considerations 

for narrative. 

 

                                                           
40 Levin (2006: 114). 
41 Levin (2006: 113)   
42  “In the simplest terms, Boulez says that in a smooth space-time one occupies without counting, 

whereas in a striated space-time one counts in order to occupy.”  Deleuze (1987: 477), cited in Levin 
(2006: 248). Levin also notes that at one point Deleuze received a recording of the Tuvan emsemble 
Huur-Huur-Tu as a gift, and had found the recording to be 'very impressive'.  Ibid. 

43  In: Hulse (2012: 259). (Italics mine). 
44  Deleuze (1987: 270). 
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1.6     Haecceities 

In terms of the 'entities' inhabiting this smooth space, whether verbal or musical, 

Deleuze posits the following: 

A body is not defined by the form that determines it nor as a determinate 
substance or subject, nor by the organs it possesses or the functions it 
fulfills.  On the plane of consistency, a body is defined only by a longitude 
and a latitude: in other words the sum total of the material elements 
belonging to it under given relations of movement and rest, speed and 
slowness (longitude); the sum total of the intensive affects it is capable of at 
a given power or degree of potential (latitude). Nothing but affects and 
local movements, differential speeds. 

There is a mode of individuation very different from that of a person, 
subject, thing or substance.  We reserce the term haecceity for it.   A 
season, a winter, a summer, an hour, a date have perfect individuality 
lacking nothing, even though this individuality is different from that of a 
thing or a subject.  They are haecceities in the sense that they consist 
entirely of relations of movement and rest between molecules, capacities to 
affect and be affected. 45

 

As Deleuze's translator helpfully explains, haecceity is a neologism derived from the 

term haec, 'this thing'.46  Haecciety can be understood as referring to a kind of 'this-

thingness' or a 'thing-in-itself-ness': one, however, not defined by boundaries of 'self' 

or 'thing'  as we usually define them: 

It is the entire assemblage in its individuated aggregate that is a haecceity; 
it is this assemblage that is defined by a longitude and a latitude, by speeds 
and effects, independently of forms and subjects, which belong to another 
plane.  It is the wolf itself, and the horse, and the child, that cease to be 
subjects to become events, in assemblages that are inseparable from an 
hour, a season, an atmosphere, an air, a life.47  

Deleuze is pointing at a different mode of perceiving identity, as is seen in the 

following passage: 

Among types of civilizations, the Orient has many more individuations by 
haecceity than by subjectivity or substantiality: the haiku, for example, 
must include indicators as so many floating lines constituting a complex 

                                                           
45 Deleuze (1987: 261). 
46

 Deleuze (1987: 540-541).  The inspiration for this term, originally lie, no doubt, in the title of 
Nietzsche's Ecco Homo, a seminal work for Deleuze. Deleuze's translator points out: 'This is 
sometimes writen as ''ecceity,'' deriving from the word ecce, ''here is.'' Ibid, p. 540. 

47 Deleuze (1987: 262). 
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individual.48
 

In addition to this very different way of positing 'identity',49 Deleuze distinguishes as 

well two modes of time: 

…...in the first case, it is the plane of consistency or of composition of 
haeccieties, which knows only speeds and affects; and in the second case, it 
is the altogether different plane of forms, substances and subjects.  And it is 
not in the same same time, the same temporality.   

Aeon: the indefinite time of the event, the floating time that knows only 
speeds and continually divides that which transpires into an already-there 
that is at the same time not-yet-here, a simultaneous too-late and too-early, 
a something that is both going to happen and has just happened. 50   

Chronos: the time of measure that situates things and persons, develops a 
form, and determines a subject.   Boulez distinguishes tempo and non-
tempo in music: the 'pulsed time' of a formal and functional music based 
on values versus the 'non-pulsed time' of floating music, both floating and 
machinic, which has nothing but speeds and or differences in dynamic. 51  

A example of how what such a contemporary verbal narrative might look like can be 

drawn from the work of the Hungarian writer, László Krasznahorkai, in his novel 

Seiobo There Below.  In this passage an amateur Bach-enthusiast, lecturing at a small-

town cultural centre, explains the musical Baroque as if it were one of Deleuze's 

haecceitic entity-non-entities: 

….you will hear [in this lecture] about the essence of music of the very 
highest order, a music whose time had come, so that from the very 
beginning of the 17th century until the middle of the 18th century it came, 
let this be enough of a beginning in place of a more precise designation, as 
you cannot really expect dates from me, generally I do not believe in dates, 
things flow into each other and grow out from each other, the whole thing 
proceeds somehow like tentacles, so that there are no definite eras or other 
such asininities, the world is much too complicated even for that, because 
just think about it, where does an accident begin and where does it end, so 
there you are...52  

                                                           
48 Deleuze (1987: 261). 
49 The comparison that offers itself between Deleuzes's 'aggregates', and, for example, the concept of 

the five 'heaps' or aggregates (skandas) in traditional Buddhist doctrine is very intriguing.  We can 
briefly note that in both cases, if for different purposes, the goal is nonetheless to 'undo' a 
'conventionally fixed' notion of self. 

50 Consider in this context the Mongolian tense ending '--laa2', which can refer to both the immediate 

future and the very recent past. See Luvsandorj (2004: 59, 159, 308).  For example, the term yavlaa, 
which, dependant on context, can mean 'I (he, she, it) have just gone, am going, am about to go.' 

51 Deleuze (1987: 260-1). 
52 Excerpt from Seiobo (Seiobo járt odalent), mss. in process, trans. R. Mikos. (My italics). 
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Haecceity, fog, glare.  A haeccity has neither a beginning or an end, origin 
ir destination; it is always in the middle.  It is not made of points, only of 
lines.  It is a rhizome.53

 

Deleuze strove to comprehend what a haeccitiy would look like in grammatical terms.  

Working within the confines of isolative French, he nonetheless concluded: 

This semiotic is composed above all of proper names, verbs in the infinitive, 
and indefinite articles or pronouns.  Indefinite article + proper name + 
infinitive verb constitutes the basic chain of expression...In the first place, 
the verb in the infinitive is in no way indeterminate with respect to time; it 
expresses the floating, non-pulsed time proper to Aeon, in other words, the 
time of the pure event or of becoming...54

 

The proper name does not indicate a subject...The proper name 
fundamentally designates something that is of the order of the event, of 
becoming, or of a haecceity.  It is the military men and meteorologists who 
hold the secret of proper names, when they give them to a strategic 
operation or a hurricane.  The proper name is not the subject of a tense but 
the agent of an infinitive.55

 

Deleuze does not see the indefinite article, the indefinite pronoun or the infinite verb 

as 'indeterminate', but rather as expressions capable of 'maximum determination:' 56
 

The HE does not represent a subject, but rather makes a diagram of an 
assemblage...The contents of the chains of  expressions articulates are those 
that can be assembled for a maximum number of occurances and 
becomings...He, or one indefinite article, proper name, infinite verb:  A 
HANS TO BECOME HORSE, A PACK NAMED WOLF TO LOOK AT HE, 
ONE TO DIE, WASP TO MEET ORCHID, THEY ARRIVE HUNS.  Classified 
ads, telegraphic machines on the plane of consistency...  57

 

One is struck by some of the grammatical phenomena pertaining to both the 

Mongolian and Tibetan languages that this passage evokes.  On the one hand, there is 

the seeming 'indeterminacy' of the verb in modern day Khalkha. The polyvalency of 

the verbal ending –laa2 has been mentioned above. At the same time, there is the 

iterative verbal ending -dag4, which, as one native speaker expressed it, is 'beyond the 

category of time'.58  The 'simple present tense' is actually a kind of generalized 

                                                           
53 Deleuze (1987: 263).   
54

 Deleuze (1987: 263). 
55

 Deleuze (1987: 264).  
56

 Deleuze (1987: 264).  
57 Deleuze (1987: 265).   
58 Lubsandorj, consultation, 2009. 
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'present-future',59 and Khalkha Mongolian does not have any 'infinitive' verbal form, 

but rather verbal nouns which can accept case endings.  In terms of Tibetan, I would 

simply like to point out that Stephen Beyer, in his book The Classical Tibetan 

Language, refers to the 'Tibetan telegraph principle' of sentences in written Tibetan.  

(In effect, what this means is that things are usually stated as concisely as possibly, 

and whenever possible, terminology is abbreviated, grammatical particles are elided, 

and so forth.)60
 

To sum up, I would propose, and hope to demonstrate in this Thesis that Deleuze's 

descriptions of 'becoming' as expressed through music are remarkably close to what I 

would designate, to coin a term very loosely, 'nomadic verbal art'; and of which The 

Enchanted Corpse cycle, in its Tibetan and Mongolian permutations, is an outstanding 

example. 

 

1.7     Rhizome and Narrative 

Deleuze writes, in reference to rhizomes: 

A rhizome as subterranean stem is absolutely different from roots and 
radicals. Bulbs and tubers are rhizomes. Plants with roots or radicals may 
be rhizomorphic in other respects altogether; the question is whether plant 
life in its specificity is not entire rhizomatic. Even some animals are, in 
their pack form. Rats are rhizomes. Burrows are too, in all of their functions 
of shelter, supply, movement, evasion and breakout. The rhizome itself 
assumes very diverse forms, from ramified surface extensions in all 
directions to concretion into bulbs and tubers.61

 

For Deleuze, the rhizome is a way of envisioning an alternative ‘anti-structure’, as 

opposed to the structure of the ‘tree’, by necessity hierarchical. “Multiplicities are 

rhizomatic, and expose arborescent pseudomultiplicities for what they are.”62 Deleuze 

refers to ‘collective assemblages of enunciations’ and notes that ‘not every trait in a 

rhizome is necessarily linked to a linguistic feature”. Deleuze provides a succinct 

                                                           
59

 Lubsandorj (2004: 34). 
60

 Beyer (1992: 194-7). 
61

 Deleuze (1987: 6-7). 
62

 Deleuze (1987: 6). 
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example of how binary tree-thinking necessarily imposes hierarchy, for example, in 

the linguistics of Noam Chomsky: 

Chomsky’s grammaticality, the categorical S symbol that denotes every 
sentence, is more fundamentally a marker of power than a syntactic 
marker: you will construct grammatically correct sentences, you will divide 
each statement into a noun phrase and a verb phrase (first dichotomy…)63

 

In his writing on rhizomes, Deleuze seeks out ‘modes of nomadic and rhizomatic 

writing’; The rhizome operates by variation, expansion, conquest, capture, offshoots.  

What renders the ‘tree’ an essentially hierarchical structure is the culmination of the 

many underground roots into a single trunk that then branches out above; in a 

rhizomatic anti-structure, any one of the underground points can give rise to a 

sprouting. The structural organization (or rather anti-organization) of the cycle of the 

Enchanted Corpse tales is essentially rhizomatic, where “everything can be connected 

to anything else”. Rhizomes, or rather the rhizomatic assemblages, are only able to 

function as leading to ‘contrapuntal exchanges’, as they do if they exist in smooth 

space: 

It is in this sense that nomads have no points, paths or land, even though 
they do by all appearances. If the nomad can be the Deterritorialized par 
excellence, it is precisely because there is no re-territorialization afterwards, 
as with the migrant, or upon something else, as in the sedentary. (The 
sedentary’s relation with the earth is mediatized by something else, a 
property regime, a State apparatus). With the nomad, on the contrary, it is 
deterritorializing that constitutes the relation to the earth, to such a degree 
that the nomad reterritorializes a deterritorialization itself… [They] are 
vectors of deterritorialization. They fold desert to desert, steppe to steppe 
by a series of local operations where orientation and direction endlessly 
vary. The sand of the desert has not only the oases, which are like fixed 
points, but also rhizomatic vegetation that is temporary and shifts location 
according to local rains, bringing changes in the direction of the crossings. 
64

 

In relation to language, Deleuze writies about rhizomes:  
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 Deleuze (1987: 7). 
64 Deleuze (1987: 381-2). 
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A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic chains, 
organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, 
and social struggles.  A semiotic chain is like a tuber agglomerating very 
diverse acts, not only linguistic, but also perceptive, mimetic, gestural, and 
cognitive: there is no language itself, nor are there any linguistic universals, 
only a throng of dialects, patois, slangs, and specialized languages.  There is 
no ideal speaker-listener, any more than there is a homogeneous linguistic 
community.  Language is, in Weinrich's words, “an essentially 
heterogeneous reality.”  There is no mother tongue, only a power takeover 
by a dominant language within a political multiplicity.65 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
65 Deleuze (1987: 7).   
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( 

Image taken from Drugs and Medicines of North America 
66

 

                                                           
66

   www.henriettesherbal.com  Accessed June 6, 2012.   See Appendix III for more pictures of rhizomes. 
 

http://www.henriettesherbal.com/eclectic/dmna/index.html
http://www.henriettesherbal.com/
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Of course, it may strike us here that the Enchanted Corpse tales, taken in their 

entirety, are an example of linguistic as well as geographical cultural displacement, of 

stories deterritorialized and re-territorialized to an extreme degree. The act of 

translating a text itself constitutes a movement of de-territorialization into re-

territorialization (note the stance in current discussions of translation against the 

‘over-territorialization’ of source text into target language). In the case of the Vetāla 

tales, however, the verbal narratives were re-territorialized onto a ‘smooth’ nomadic 

space – a space that, as will be discussed in the course of the present work, is not only 

smooth culturally but linguistically.  

1.8     Becoming (devenir)  

The concept of devenir – quite literally ‘to become’ – lies at the very heart of Deleuze’s 

contribution to philosophical thought and, like his other ideas, cannot be easily 

encapsulated in a brief definition. (Cf. Ildar Khannanov: “Deleuze and Guattari offered 

more than their generation was capable of digesting, and even today their ideas 

overwhelm the channels of perception”.)67  The idea of Becoming, however, is of 

particular relevance for the Tibetan and Mongolian versions of the Enchanted Corpse, 

with their seemingly unending, seemingly unmotivated transformations and 

transmutations, both within and without their ‘fictional worlds’. 

Becoming: the formation of the ‘not-yet’ emerging, process in motion and 
movement, metamorphically changing and transforming states and 
conditions… In a Deleuze-Guattarian orientation, as Stephane Symons 
comments, the process of ‘emancipating the subject from its status as the 
subjected, i.e. as the bearer-of-qualities’ is what brings to fruition the 
creative potential of these very qualities. ‘Becoming’ is thus paradoxical, a 
process directed both towards imperceptibility and invisibility, and towards 
discernability, differentiation and actualization and refinement.68

 

The notion of Becoming is inextricably caught up to that flow: 

Materially and processually, we are, to seize upon a Deleuzian motto, 
becoming. We are becoming (gerund, continuous form), we are becoming 
(substantive). In order to express this state more accurately, we would need 

                                                           
67  Hulse (2012: 204). 
68  Hulse (2012: 204). 
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to replace the apparently simple statement ‘I am’ with something like an ‘I 
am- I am- I am- I am […]’, or some other verbal and typographical device 
which would allow us to visualize the flux of being which is our real nature.  

Rather than merely imagining ourselves temporally, as a punctual self 
embarked upon a linear trajectory, we would need to imagine ourselves 
spatially: as a region of intensity partly marked off from its environs but 
only by blurred borders, by interstitial grey zones rather than by clear 
demarcations.69

 

Becoming, in Deleuze’s view, is not a linear progression from point A to point B, but a 

multi-direction, non-hierarchical process: 

We believe in the existing of very special becomings-animal traversing 
human beings and sweeping them away, affecting the animal no less than 
the human. ‘From 1730 to 1735, all we hear about are vampires.’ … Yet in 
his study of myths, Levi-Strauss is always encountering these rapid acts by 
which a human becomes animal at the same time that the animal becomes 
… (Becomes what? Human, or something else?) It is always possible to try 
to explain these blocks of becoming by a correspondence between two 
relations, but to do so most certainly impoverishes the phenomenon under 
study. …Does it not seem that alongside the two models, sacrifice and 
series, totem institution and structure, there is still room for something 
else, something more secret, more subterranean: the sorcerer and 
becomings (expressed in tales instead of myths and rites)? 70

 

While, as has been mentioned, Deleuze was particularly fascinated by the animal-

becomings of certain writers (the narrator of Kafka’s Metamorphosis, Herman 

Melville’s Moby Dick, to name two), it is important to point out that his ‘definition’ of 

becoming is indeed more like an anti-definition, and has much more to do with a 

notion of being that is profoundly rooted in process, the sense of a (non-linear) 

continuum, perpetually in motion and with no clearly enunciated goal, than with any 

clear-cut ‘pragmatics’ descriptions: 

Becomings-animal are neither dreams or phantasies. They are perfectly 
real. But which reality is at issue here? For if becoming-animal does not 
consist in playing animal or imitating an animal, it is clear than the 
human being does not “really” become an animal any more than the 
animal “really” becomes something else. Becoming produces nothing 
other than itself. We fall into a false alternative if we say you either imitate 
or you are. What is real is the becoming itself, the block of becoming, not 
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the supposedly fixed terms through which that which becomes 
passes….The becoming-animal of the human being is real, even if the 
animal the human being becomes is not; and the becoming-other of the 
animal is real, even if that something other it becomes is not. This is the 
point to clarify: that becoming lacks a subject distinct from itself…71  
 

Without going into great detail, we can note that Deleuze's philosophical project, in 

works such as The Logic of Sense, also encompassed a rethinking of the notions of 

subject and object: 

To be actualized (s'effectuer) or to actualize oneself (être effectué) means to 
extend over a series of ordinary points; to be selected according to a rule of 
convergence; to be incarnated in a body; to become the state of body; and 
to be renewed locally for the sake of limited new actualizations and 
extensions.  Not one of these characteristics belongs to singularities as 
such; they rather belong to the individuated world and to the worldy 
individuals which envelop them.  This is why actualization  (l'effectuation) 
is always both collective and individual, internal and external, etc. 72

 

Deleuze, it seems, prefers to speak of singularities than of subjects: 

We see that the continuum of singularities is entirely distinct from the 
indviduals which envelop it in variable and complementary degrees: 
singularities are pre-individual.  If it is true that the expressed world exists 
only in individuals, and that it exists there only as a predicate, it subsists in 
an entirely different manner, as an event or a verb, in the singularities 
which preside over the constitution of individuals.  It is no longer Adam-the 
-sinner but rather the world in which Adam has sinned.73

 

If in the state or process of becoming, there is no 'analytical' subject, this also has 

implications for the predicational relations of language: 

...To the extent that what is expressed does not exist outside of its 
expressions, that is, outside of the individuals which express it, the world is 
really the “appurtenance” of the subject and the event has really become 
the analytic predicate of a subject.  “To green” indicates a singularity-event 
in the vicinity of which the tree is constituted.  “To sin” indicates a 
singularity-event in the vicinty of which Adam is constituted.  But “to be 
green” or “to be a sinner” are now the analytic predicates of constituted 
subjects—namely, the tree and Adam.  Since all the individuals express the 
totality of their world—although they express clearly only a select part—
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their bodies form mixtures and aggregates, variable associations with zones 
of clarity and obscurity.74

 

In the next section, I shall address the question of becoming-animal in The Enchanted 

Corpse cycle. 

2.       Becoming-Animal in the Enchanted Corpse Cycle 

2.1.    Becoming-Animal: A Comparison 

As in much of European folklore and legend, all three major linguistic variations of the 

Enchanted Corpse cycle (Sanskrit, Tibetan and Mongolian) contain animal-

becomings. For the purposes of the present work, more emphasis will be laid on the 

latter two cycles, although it is important to note that animal-becomings, while 

present in the Sanskrit cycle, are much closer in character to those usually associated 

with European folktales, and in general, their occurrence is not at all as frequent as in 

the Mongolian and Tibetan cycles. 

It might be helpful at this point to briefly examine one of the most well-known epics 

in European literature that took ‘becoming’ or transformation as its main theme: the 

Metamorphoses of Ovid.  

Indeed, certain critics75 argue that the Metamorphoses provide us with an ideal literary 

illustration of Deleuzian becoming, although I shall argue that this is not fully the 

case. One example of animal-becoming in Ovid is amply illustrated by the 

transformation of Io into a heifer by Jupiter’s jealous wife, Juno: 

Jupiter first saw her returning from her father’s stream, and said ‘Virgin, 
worthy of Jupiter himself, who will make some unknown man happy when 
you share his bed, while it is hot and the sun is at the highest point of its 
arc, find shade in the deep woods! (and he showed her the woods’ shade). 
But if you are afraid to enter the wild beasts’ lairs, you can go into the 
remote woods in safety, protected by a god, and not by any lesser god, but 
by the one who holds the sceptre of heaven in his mighty hand, and who 
hurls the flickering bolts of lightning. Do not fly from me!’ She was already 
in flight. She had left behind Lerna’s pastures, and the Lyrcean plain’s 
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wooded fields, when the god hid the wide earth in a covering of fog, caught 
the fleeing girl, and raped her. 

Meanwhile Juno looked down into the heart of Argus, surprised that rapid 
mists had created night in shining daylight. She knew they were not 
vapours from the river, or breath from the damp earth. She looked around 
to see where her husband was, knowing by now the intrigues of a spouse so 
often caught in the act. When she could not find him in the skies, she said 
‘Either I am wrong, or being wronged’ and gliding down from heaven’s 
peak, she stood on earth ordering the clouds to melt. Jupiter had a presage 
of his wife’s arrival and had changed Inachus’s daughter into a gleaming 
heifer. Even in that form she was beautiful. […] 

Though her rival was given up the goddess did not abandon her fears at 
once, cautious of Jupiter and afraid of his trickery, until she had given   into 
Argus’s keeping, that son of Arestor. Argus had a hundred eyes round his 
head, that took their rest two at a time in succession while the others kept 
watch and stayed on guard. Wherever he stood he was looking at Io, and 
had Io in front of his eyes when his back was turned. He let her graze in the 
light, but when the sun sank below the earth, he penned her, and fastened 
a rope round her innocent neck. She grazed on the leaves of trees and bitter 
herbs. She often lay on the bare ground, and the poor thing drank water 
from muddy streams. When she wished to stretch her arms out to Argus in 
supplication, she had no arms to stretch. Trying to complain, a lowing 
came from her mouth, and she was alarmed and frightened by the sound of 
her own voice. When she came to Inachus’s riverbanks where she often 
used to play and saw her gaping mouth and her new horns in the water, she 
grew frightened and fled terrified of herself. 

The naida did not know her: Inachus himself did not know her, but she 
followed her father, followed her sisters, allowing herself to be petted, and 
offering herself to be admired. Old Inachus pulled some grasses and held 
them out to her: she licked her father’s hand and kissed his palm, could not 
hold back her tears, and if only words could have come she would have 
begged for help, telling her name and her distress. With letters drawn in 
the dust with her hoof, instead of words, she traced the sad story of her 
changed form. ‘Pity me!’ said her father Inachus, clinging to the groaning 
heifer’s horns and snow-white neck, ‘Pity me!’ he sighed; ‘Are you really 
my daughter I searched the wide world for? There was less sadness with 
you lost than found! Without speech, you do not answer in words to mine, 
only heave deep sighs from your breast, and all you can do is low in reply to 
me.  Unknowingly I was arranging marriage and a marriage-bed for you, 
hoping for a son-in-law first and then grandchildren. Now you must find a 
mate from the herd, and from the herd get you a son. I am not allowed by 
dying to end such sorrow; it is hard to be a god, the door of death closed to 
me, my grief goes on immortal forever.’ As he mourned, Argus with his 
star-like eyes drove her to distant pastures, dragging her out of her father’s 
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arms. There, sitting at a distance he occupied a high peak of the mountain, 
where resting he could keep a watch on every side.76

 

In this excerpt—which follows a standard ‘pattern of shape-changing’ in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, the transformation, while fanciful, strictly follows an internal 

narrative logic: Jupiter, desiring Io, the daughter of Inachus, rapes her. Juno, 

suspicious of the mists covering the earth, dissipates them and vents her rage on Io, 

turning her into a heifer. She is guarded by Argus but eventually makes her way to her 

own family, where she forced to scratch out her pitiful story in the dirt with her own 

hooves, as she has lost her human voice. In this manner she makes her father 

cognisant of her identity. Part of the effectiveness of Ovid’s depiction is contained in 

the fact that throughout Io is fully aware of all the stages of her transformation: she 

preserves her human consciousness, the awareness of her identity as Io, while still in 

cow-form.  

In Deleuzian terms, her transformation represents a direct trajectory from point A to 

point B, that is to say: from Io-as-beautiful-young-girl to Io-as-heifer. This 

transformation is unidirectional, as there is no suggestion that she will change back to 

a young woman again at a future date (although the restoration of characters from a 

‘cursed’ animal state back to human form is certainly a wide-spread motif as well as 

in, for example,  the tale of Beauty and the Beast, in which the Beast is revealed as 

having been a handsome prince all along). Nonetheless, I would argue that such a 

trajectory does not represent a ‘line of flight’ in the Deleuzian sense—a concept we 

will return to in a moment.  

It is important to note as well that her transformation (as, for example, the self-willed 

transformation of Daphne into a tree to escape the amorous advances of Phoebus) is 

clearly explicated and fully motivated in narrative terms; it contains, in other words, a 

clear narrative logic. While one of Ovid’s translators into English, Horace Gregory, 

notes that ‘The very theme of metamorphosis depended upon violent and rapid 
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transformations, if you will, of normal law and action’, 77  he also admits to a 

significant line of psychic continuity between these ‘violently transformed’ states: 

‘What could be more appropriate than placid, yielding Io changed into a cow?...Or the 

charm of frightened Daphne into a quivering laurel tree, or a shrewd, quick-witted 

servant girl into a red-haired weasel?’78 Another crucially significant feature of these 

dramatic transformations in Ovid’s metamorphoses is the fact that Io, for example, 

retains the consciousness of her identity as being Io. Her transformation would be 

very different, and perhaps would lose much of its impact on the reader, if, for 

example, in her new life as a cow, she also would have lost the memory of having been 

Io: then she would no longer be Io-turned-into-a-cow, but (within the cultural and 

religious context of Ancient Rome) just a heifer, however pretty. The pathos of her 

transformation within this particular narrative would be lost. 

It is important to mention as well that for Deleuze, the goal of becoming was actually 

the perpetual process of becoming itself, and not the attainment of any particular 

given state. For this reason, I would tend to disagree with the interpretation of A. 

Gualandi, who, in discussing Deleuze, quotes Italo Calvino: 

For Ovid as well, everything can transform itself into new forms; for Ovid 
as well, the knowledge of the world is the dissolution of the compactness 
of the world; for Ovid as well, there is an essential parity among all that 
exists, against all hierarchy of powers and values  If the world of Lucretius 
is made up of inalterable atoms, that of Ovid is made of qualities, 
attributes, of forms that define the diversity of everything, plant, animal 
and person; yet these are naught but thin envelopes of a communal 
substance that, if agited by deep passion, may be transformed into that 
which is the most different from it. 79

 

Gualandi then states: 

Just as for Lucretius and Ovid, the world of Deleuze is a world of becoming 
and of fluctuations dissolving all establishing things, a world of actions and 
deep passions destroying all compact material and all conceptual identity. 
But above all, just as for Ovid, the world of Deleuze is a world of incessant 
metamorphoses of being, ‘plants, animals or people,’ who possess the same 
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quality of being.80
 

Although Gualandi interprets the many transformations of humans into animals, or 

for that matter, plants, in Ovid's Metamorphoses as reaffirming a Deleuzian 

'uniequivalence of being', it would rather seem that these transformations actually 

reinforce the presumed order of the fictional world of Ovid, in which the strict 

hierarchy of power always applies (proceeding from highest to most lowly) of: 

1. deities/rulers of the underworld 

2. people 

3. animals 

4. plants  

Transformation into the animal state is not considered as desirable (Io is deeply 

saddened, and her father is not especially pleased); if anything, the inferiority of the 

animal state is emphasized by her distress, particularly when she glimpses her 'new 

horns', and the existing 'hierarchy of beings', whether animate or inanimate, is, if 

anything, reinforced. It is also important to note that transformation in Ovid is 

almost always effected by a deity (a god or ruler of the underworld with similar 

powers), or virtually forced upon a human finding him- or herself in a dire situation 

created by a deity, as when Phoebus chases Daphne; metamorphosis as such is not a 

self-perpetuating 'force' or an 'effect' that moves in all directions across the narratives 

of Ovid, but rather is unidirectional from above to below. 

2.2.    Mihail Bakhtin and Carnival 

At this juncture, mention should be made of the work of the Russian scholar M. 

Bakhtin (1895 - 1975), as his theories have often been mentioned in the context of the 

narrative of Asian cultures. Bakhtin's interpretations of the 'fictional worlds' of 

Rabelais, Dostoevsky and Lucian (a Roman satirical author) have been widely 

influential in twentieth-century European critical thought.  For Bakhtin, the legacy of 

the tradition of the Roman Saturnalia and medieval carnival is crucial to 

understanding the work of writers such as Rabelais: their writings describe fictional 
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worlds which are continually subjected to the laws of 'carnival', that is, the utter 

upheaval of the existing social order, in which beggars are made kings and vice versa 

and mocking parody of usually highly respected social figure is the norm. Bakhtin 

perceives these extreme narrative upheavals, whether in Rabelais or Dostoevsky, as  

the literary descendants of these traditions.81
 

One scholar of Indo-Tibetan cultural and religious tradition who has relied upon 

Bakhtin's work is Ronald Davidson. As he points out, in the context of a discussion of 

the marked propensity for the grotesque in medieval Indian Siddha literature, Bakhtin 

was well aware of the connection between the Saturnalia and the lore of the so-called 

Orient: 

...Bakhtin has shown that Rabelais' love of the grotesque was grounded in 
part in the legends and stories of 'Indian wonders' that had been the stock 
in trade of descriptions of the East since the time of Ctesias in the fifth 
century B.C.E. Thus the affirmation of extreme forms of conduct and 
physicality--so much a part of the Indian sense of spirituality--fueled the 
religious imagination of the Orient as well as the Occident. For Bakhtin, 
Rabelais was giving a voice to the folk culture of carnival, which he strongly 
distinguished from the official culture and its approved festivals. 82

 

Given the extremity of transformations and becomings, as will be examined later, in 

the Mongolian and Tibetan 'Enchanted Corpse' cycles, it would be very tempting to 

regard these as well as an expression of Bakhtinian 'carnivalesque' space. That there 

are elements of carnival, particularly in tales such as 'The Pig-Headed Seer', in which 

a wandering fool awes the entire royal court with his 'powers of prophecy', after he 

happens upon the princess' lost jewel entirely by accident, and is subsequently 

appointed as the official Court Seer, is undeniable.83  In this case a wandering lazy 

fool, kicked out of his house by his own wife, who then goes on to lose his horse, his 

clothing and all his worldly possessions, moves from the social status of lowly, naked 

outcast to that of an individual of prominent social status in the space of one short 

narrative movement. Bakhtinian carnival, however, always represented a temporary 

reversing of the accepted order of the referential social order within the given 
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fictional world: such narrative reflects the 'sanctioned rebellion' of Carnival strictly 

within the confines of this textual world. In Carnival, beggars were king for a day, but 

the next day they were once again beggars.84  The question that Davidson raises of 

the propensity for the grotesque in medieval descriptions of Indian siddhas is 

fascinating, but I would argue the Bakhtinian notion of 'carnival' represents a more 

'striated' than the 'smooth' space of nomadic narrative, as Deleuze might define it. 

The becomings that characterise the Tibetan and Mongolian narratives, while 

certainly containing elements of carnival are of an entirely different order of 

narrative event, as I hope to demonstrate in the following section. 

2.3.     Becoming-Animal and the Linguistic Sign 

As stated above, the Deleuzian notion of becoming is inextricably linked with that of 

‘lines of flight’, and ultimately -- here it is necessary to backtrack somewhat -- with 

Deleuze’s critique of the sign as defined by Saussurian linguistics.   Although there is 

not space to treat Deleuze’s critique of the Saussurian sign in depth here, it might be 

useful to briefly describe it, as it informs his thinking on the question of becoming 

most profoundly. Deleuze’s thinking about the Sign was informed by his reading of 

Spinoza: where Saussurian linguistics would perceive the signified and the signifier, 

(i.e., on the one hand, the actual referent of the linguistic sign, the object in 'real life' 

it is referring to, and on the other, the linguistic sign, whether acoustical or visual, 

that represents it), Deleuze turns to Spinoza to discover 

a new kind of sign, with signs considered as expressions, with ‘asignifying 
signs’ connected with [his] Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism and 
Guattari’s machinistic unconscious…These signs are not to be 
characterized by their infinite and circular connection to other signs, nor 
by their connection to the abstract theatre of Spirit. They are to be 
considered as intensive and immanent signals expressing, marking and 
unfolding the powers of a given milieu or heterogeneous arrangement.85

 

Indeed, Deleuze's thought on signs could be presented as a long succession 
of a special kind of `case studies' largely based on the concept of affect and 
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on his readings of Spinoza and Nietzsche. In each `case' Deleuze replaces 
the problem of signs, designation, signification and representation with 
that of the expressed and the expression. What am I affected by? What do I 
affect? What creates in me great joy or great sadness? What forces me to 
think? What kind of political, social, sentimental arrangements am I 
connected to, associated with? What are my, your, our desiring machines? 
To the founding oppositions of Saussure and the linguistic model of French 
structuralism, Deleuze opposes the `complicatio', the dynamic 
combination of heterogeneous series expressing, `unfolding', the power of 
the virtual. Such a method has direct implications for Deleuze's various 
non-linguistic definitions of a sign. 86

 

 

Colombat goes on to state, quoting Deleuze:  ’Signs do not have objects as their direct 

referents. They are states of bodies (affections) and variations of power (affects), each 

of which refers to the other'. 87
 

In Deleuze’s analysis, therefore, the very status of the linguistic sign as such is drawn 

into question.  His primary interest, however, was not the sign itself, but 

the processes, the resisting strategies writers invent in order to demystify 
language itself, to experiment with it, to ‘complicate’ signs, to confront the 
Outside or Life itself, to survive the confrontation and to create their own 
work, their own events, milestones or shelters for a new ‘life in the 
folds’…In this regard, philosophy and literature are inseparable. 88

 

In Deleuze’s interpretation, what traditional linguistics might refer to as a ‘sign’ 

should therefore be understood as a kind of unpredictable spontaneous force, an 

'essence' capable of generating effects, an 'expressive machine'.  Almost as if the 'sign' 

itself, in Deleuze's analysis, has no precisely defined contour, or rather is constantly 

bursting its own boundaries to penetrate into other realms, essences.  It is important 

to understand the essential dynamism of Deleuze's analysis and his refutation of this, 

one of the most basic linguistic 'givens' of the twentieth century, in order to fathom 

the radicality of his concepts of becoming and of lines of flight. In many of his 

writings, Deleuze seems to be searching for something pre- or extra-linguistic, as if 

constantly frustrated by the limitations of language as we know it. He is intrigued by 
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the concept of 'stammering', of speaking one's own language as a foreign tongue, in 

short, his was a project of resisting every possible form of normalization and 

standardization (which also explains why his theoretical 'assemblages' do not fit into a 

neat, self-contained system). Deleuze associates the theoretical construction of the 

linguistic sign, neatly divided into signified and signifier, as part of the overweening 

constructs of social order that (particularly) define sedentary peoples and civilizations, 

social orders that limit and constrict its subjects. 

Deleuzian philosophy, therefore, challenges us not only to question the seemingly 

unquestionable social order that governs our lives, but extends this challenge even to 

the linguistic level; in this way we can come to understand how the societal mandates 

surrounding us are inextricable from the language that communicates them. While it 

is certainly true that every nomadic society has its own 'order' and taboos (in other 

words, no society exists without constructs), we can perhaps state that even the 

precepts and taboos that govern a particular nomadic society have a differing 

linguistic foundation. As examples we can briefly cite Deleuze's own analysis of 

'nomadic law' (largely, it appears, based upon Vladimircov's Le regime social chez les 

Mongoles), as well of the work of anthropologists such as Alena Oberfalzerzová, who 

has conducted invaluable field research in to how nomadic Mongolians use language 

express the conditions of the society they live in.89  The process of becoming itself, in 

other words, has to be based upon an interpretation of the sign that allows it the 

greatest potentiality of dynamism. The sign, like becoming itself, is never static.  

It is little wonder, then, that Deleuze experienced a lifelong fascination with nomadic 

civilization. While the charge could be levelled against him that he did not personally 

trek across the steppes on camel- or horse-back (or, for that matter, in a Soviet-

vintage microbus, the vehicle of choice in many parts of modern-day Mongolia), it 

should be recalled, as stated above, that he was a philosopher, not an anthropologist. 

The primary value of his work therefore lies in his ability to make us see these cultures 
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differently, to think about them differently: to allow his 'lines of thought' to influence 

ours, and in that way possibly to arrive at alternative perceptions.  In this sense his 

work was profoundly empirical, giving rise to the designation 'transcendental 

empiricism.'  And, in brief, this is why his approach strikes me as ideal for attempting 

what might be termed 'alternative ways of perceiving' narrative cycles such as the 

'Enchanted Corpse.'  

2.4.    Becoming-Animal in the ‘Enchanted Corpse’ Cycle 

In the space of this work it would not be possible to examine all of the incredibly 

numerous animal-becomings in the Tibetan and Mongolian Enchanted Corpse cycles. 

I would, however, like in this section to briefly describe two of the main 'genres' of 

becomings that demonstrate the very different narrative strategies at play in these 

works.  These are, respectively, animal-human becomings and animal-cosmological 

becomings. 

I would like to explore the first set of transformations as they are evidenced in part in 

those narratives that contain the motif of the bird-spouse. The longest and most 

complex version of this tale is found in Macdonald 21a as well as in RGR 21.90 Krueger 

and Kara 26 both contain abbreviated versions which do not contain the lengthy 

preliminary narrative in both Maacdonald 21a and in RGR 21, while the 'Amdo' Tibetan 

version contained in Robin is closer to the shorter Mongolian version. 91
 

The essence of this narrative motif, as common to all the above versions, can be 

summarized as follows: In a family with three girls, the main livestock of the family--a 

water-buffalo or cow--is lost. As each of the girls respectively goes in search of the 

cow, she encounters a talking bird who requests to marry her (in some versions stating 

that if she does so, he will reveal where the cow is). In all versions, the third daughter 

agrees to marry the bird, who in fact regularly sheds his feathered bird-shell to appear 

in the local festivals as a handsome sturdy young man on a fine steed. His wife is 
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either informed of this by an old woman or discovers the fact herself. When she does 

so, she burns the feather-shell. When her husband returns, he tells her that she has 

just destroyed his spirit-shell and that they can no longer be together. The most 

important distinction between the versions in Kara 26 and Macdonald 21a and RGR 21 

is that in the longer Tibetan versions, the young girl is reunited with the prince in 

human form through the assistance of the deity Hayagriva at times appearing as a 

deity, at others in the form of a horse, whereas in the shorter Mongolian versions she 

must first drum incessantly on her 'conch door'92  and then fashion a new 'spirit-shell' 

for the prince. When she has done so, the 'bird shell man', as he is referred to in 

Krueger, suddenly appears again. 93
 

The closing frame story contained in Kara 26 and expresses a very similar narrative 

thread: a man, formerly the Khan's guardian of a dancing frog and a parrot 'of artistic 

speech' is exiled from the court.  While he is wandering about in exile, he happens to 

rescue a snake who turns out to be the son of the Naga Khan White Conch Shell 

Protector. When the Naga Khan himself emerges from a lake on a white horse, 

searching for his son and finding him thanks to the exiled guardian, he ultimately 

rewards him with a red female dog, who, as it turns out, is a dog by day, and a woman 

at night. The husband burns her dog-skin one day, at which point, as she foretells, she 

is abducted by a Khan from a neighbouring kingdom. As she is being carried off, 

though, she provides her husband with instructions on how to get her back: he must 

fashion a magpie coat for himself and come to the festival in a years' time. The 

husband, now known as 'Magpie Coat' comes to the festival, tricks the abductor-Khan 

into donning it, and declares himself Khan of that kingdom, thus gaining back his wife 

and becoming Khan.94
 

What is interesting for me in these narrative evocations, apart from the clear 

shamanistic references contained in Krueger, as well the presence of Hayagriva in the 
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    Krueger (1987: 101). 
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  Krueger (1978:  102). 
94  Kara (1984: 94-98). 
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Macdonald 21a and the subsequent disaapearance of the deity' in the Kara 26, is the 

narrative movement of repeated or serial becoming.  Very much unlike, for example, Io 

and her transformation into the pretty heifer, this is a becoming which repeats itself 

over and over again, almost as if wanting to express, more than anything else, an 

oscillation between the different states, perhaps even more so than the states 

themselves--woman by day, dog by night; bird at home, handsome young man at the 

village festivals: the narrative entity in question is always in the midst of becoming one 

or the other. In aesthetic terms, an immediate effect of unending narrative movement 

is undeniably created.  

In each case, it is the disruption of this oscillation (the burning of the dog-skin or 

feather-shell by the dissatisfied spouse) that brings calamity upon the union: the 

'spirit-shell' has been destroyed, in terms of the explicit explanation provided by the 

narrative. I would, however, also argue that it is the disruption of the movement of 

ceaseless becoming which is the underlying source of the calamity in terms of the logic 

of nomadic-becoming. Becoming is first and foremost a movement which can move in 

every direction, a 'line of flight'. We can recall the utterly essential significance of 

movement, of the capacity to move in traditional Mongolian nomadic culture:95 the 

loss of this capacity is regarded as fatal in every respect. Sadly, abundant examples are 

provided as well from contemporary life of the disastrous effects of forced settlement 

of nomadic clans, whether in Tibet, Mongolia, or for that matter the United States or 

Australia and the historical forced settlements of their own indigenous populations.   

In these cases, the imposition of a necessarily 'striated' -- that is to say bounded, fixed, 

or otherwise constricted -- space onto the 'smooth' space of these nomadic 

populations, rendering free movement impossible, is intensely detrimental to every 

aspect of traditional nomadic lifestyle and culture.  

To return to our analysis: there are, of course, many possible readings of such a 

complex narrative: the dog-body and the wife-body may, for example, represent two 

different 'souls' of the same individual.  Even in this case, however, the life-force of the 
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    See Oberfalzerová, 2006. 
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narrative entity as it ceaselessly travels from one form to another is largely expressed 

through its capacity to move, to reappear in a different body. In all the narrative 

variations, this life-force is literally seized by demons once it is trapped in only one 

body or external form, unable to move anywhere else. 

In the opening frame narrative of Kara 2696 as well as in Robin,97 there is a fascinating 

series of becomings in which two narrative entities move through as many as five or 

six different forms with lightning speed. I will not repeat the entire narrative, as I 

treated it extensively in my Bachelor's Thesis;98 for the purposes of this study, 

however, I would like to concentrate on the series of becomings in the Mongolian 

version that one of the narrative personages undergoes. The younger of two brothers, 

able to gain the secret knowledge of seven magicians with a single glance at them 

through a semi-closed door (the older brother having studied for years with them in 

vain), is now being pursued by those self-same magicians for having 'stolen' their 

esoteric knowledge (he has by this point, already turned himself into a horse): 

...reaching the water's edge, that horse thought: my older brother could not 
[help me], now I am in their hands: as he was thinking, now I would turn 
into any animal, there was in the water of that land one fish: he 
transformed into that: the seven magicians became seven birds and gave 
chase: the fish escaped and the birds could not seize it; the fish saw a 
pigeon flying in the sky and it transformed into that: the seven magicians 
also turned into seven hawks: they chased the pigeon over mountain and 
field and were on the verge of seizing it when the pigeon sought refuge in 
the bosom of Nāgārjuna, sitting in a grotto in the land known as 
Amuγulang on the illuminated mountain of Örön-e Bede: those seven 
hawks all came to the outside of the cave: they became seven humans:  

Baγsi thought: what is the reason for these seven hawks chasing this pigeon: 
when he said,  'Pigeon, you have come like this in a panic' [the pigeon] 
briefly told this:  when those seven arrive outside next to Baγsi they will ask 
for Baγsi's rosary, at that point, I shall turn into the head bead of the rosary: 
protect the head bead in your mouth and scatter the rosary outside, he 
entreated: The seven men arrived and asked Baγsi for his rosary: Baγsi 
protected the head bead in his mouth: as he scattered the rosary: in one 
second the beads became insects: the seven men became seven roosters: in 

                                                           
96 Kara (1984: 9-11). 
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 Robin (2005: 42-55). 
98  Mikos 2009. 
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a second they ate the insects: when Baγsi there took the head bead out of 
his mouth, it became a man, and taking a club, killed the seven roosters: 
becoming corpses, the seven men left: 99

 

The Mongolian narrative contained in Kara 26 describes this series of doubled 

becomings with remarkable brevity. While it is true that the written (or, for that 

matter, any oral) form of this text cannot ever be regarded as 'definitive' or canonical' 

in the Western sense of the term, meaning that someone narrating the story could 

certainly use or have used the written narrative as a kind of 'skeletal base' which could 

then be embellished with further details,100 the sheer brevity of this narrative 

sequence, considering the number of events it describes, is still very striking. The 

becomings are as it were nearly compacted into each other, giving the flow of events 

an extraordinary density. The original, it must be pointed out, is even much more 

densely told than the English translation attempted above: pronouns are regularly 

elided, converbial and other non-perfect verbal forms are continually used, giving the 

entire sequence the feeling of being one long sentence, and any information which 

could possibly be gleaned from context or from a preceding statement is summarily 

dropped. In this case, two narrative entities shift with dizzying speed through a rapid 

succession of forms: the narrative effect of speed is greatly enhanced by the 

compacted quality of the telling. It would perhaps be difficult to find a more telling 

                                                           
99

 Usun-u j’aq-a tur ku’rbesu’ tere morin sedkiru’n: mini aq-a ber ese c’idaba: edu’ge yambar amitan-dur 

qubilbasu bolqu kemen sedkiku’yin j’aγur-a usun dotor-a nigen j'iγasun aj'uγu: tegu'ndu'r qubilai: 
doloγan yilvic'i ber uqar sibaγun-dur qubilai ko'gebesu' basa tere jiγasun dutaγaju γar-un yadaj'u 
yabutal-a: oγtarγui-dur nigen kegu'rj'igen-e sibaγun nisc'u odquy-yi u'j'eged tegu'n-du'r qubilbasu 
doloγan yilvic'i basa doloγan qarc'aγai bolun qubilj'u aγula tal-a u'gei neken ko'gebesu' bariqui-
dur oyir-a boluγsan-dur O'ro'n-e Bede neretu' c'oγtu aγula-yin qadayin ko'ndei Amuγulang-tu 
kemeku' oron-dur Naganjun-a baγsi saγuγsan tegu'n-u' o'bo'r deger-e sibaγun qorγadabai tegu'n-
e doloγan qarc'aγai ber egu'den-u' γadan-a irej'u' bu'ru'n: doloγan ku'mu'n qubilbai: baγsi 
sedkiru'n:  ene kegu'rj'egen-e sibaγun doloγan qarc'aγai ko'gegsen-u' siltaγan anu yaγun kemen 
sedkiged: kegu'rj'egen-e sibaγun c'i ene metu' ayuj'u mengdegsen c'inu' yaγun kemebesu' siltaγan-
iyan nariqan o'c'iged:  γadaγadu tere doloγula baγsi-yin dergede ireged:  baγsi-yin eriken-i eriku' 
bo'gesu' tere uc'ar-tureriken-u' ekin-du'r qubilj'uaqu bui:  ekin-i aman-dur o'mgu'j'u' reiked-i 
γadaγsi sac'un o'g kemen o'c'ibei:  doloγan ku'mu'n ber irej'u baγsi-yin eriken-i eribesu':  baγsi ber 
ekin-i aman-dur o'mgu'ged: eriken-i sac'un o'ggu'gsen-iyer:  nigen daγun-dur bo'gen qoroqai 
bolun odbai:  doloγan ku'mu'n doloγan er-e takiy-a bolun qubilj'u:  qoroqay-yi nigen daγun-dur 
idebei:  tere j'aγur-a baγsi ekin-i aman-ac'a γarγaγsan-dur ku'mu'n boluγad tayaγ barij'u doloγan 
takiy-a-yi alabasu ber:  doloγan ku'mu'm-u' kegu'r bolun odbai:    Kara (1984: 10). 
100 V. Zikmundová, consultation, 2012. 
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example of oral expression of the Deleuzian concept of 'nomadic speed'--perhaps 

except for the attempt of Deleuze himself to create “nomadic speed” in an Indo-

European language: “This should be read without a pause: the-animal-stalks-at-five 

o'clock.”101  As in the above example, however, it is as if what is being emphasized 

more than anything else is a sense of a certain state of incessant motion: there are no 

fixed boundaries anywhere, anyone can become anything, the locuses of becoming 

seem almost haphazardly determined (when the young brother glances at a fish, he 

becomes that fish, when he espies a pigeon, he becomes the pigeon, and so on). The 

'interstices' between beings -- people, animals, plants, insects and things -- that seem 

so self-evident are utterly blurred. We can recall Deleuze's statement quoted above:  

'This is the point to clarify: that becoming lacks a subject distinct from itself…'102 To my 

mind at least this would represent an example of a textual world much closer to 

Deleuze's notion of the 'uniquivalence of being' than that of Ovid. 

2.5.     Animal-Cosmos Becomings 

One of the animals most associated with becoming in the Macdonaold 21a and 

Macdonald 21b is the horse. Interestingly, the horse as a protagonist is entirely absent 

from Kara 26. Given the equal or even increased primacy of the horse in traditional 

Mongolian culture, one can only speculate as to the reason behind its absence in the 

tales. 

In Macdonald 21a, however, the horse figures prominently, and is even the major 

protagonist of Tale XIV, “The Horse Who Rewarded the Benefits of Another life and 

Reduced the Demon to Slavery” [tse sngon drin lan 'jal ba'i rta pho des srin po bran du 

bskul].103  In this tale, a sister and brother whose parents have died live together. They 

keep a flock of sheep. One day, when herding the sheep, the girl meets a boy who 

wants to marry her. This can only occur, it seems, if her older brother disappears from 

the scene, i.e., is killed. The boy advises the girl to dispose of her brother by feigning 

illness, and then sending him to fetch some garlic from the garden of the demon 

                                                           
101   Deleuze (1987:  263). 
102   See p. 28. 
103   Macdonald  (1990: 218-233), and RGR  (137-148). 
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named ‘Little Pot’ (rja chung) who lives in the ‘upper part’ of the country. He rides 

there on his horse, described as ‘omniscient’ (‘cang shes kyi rta bzang po’).104 He is 

accompanied by two good dogs as well. When Little Pot discovers the boy collecting 

garlic in his garden, he is, needless to say, no match for the omniscient horse, the two 

good dogs, and the boy himself, who, however, does not kill him. The boy then has to 

repeat the same mission, this time in the garden of the demon Big Pot. Once again, 

thanks to his horse and dogs, he emerges triumphant, this time returning with both 

demons (Little Pot is now his assistant, carrying the garlic). The sister’s would-be 

suitor then advises her to tell her brother to get some salt from the ‘large lake’.  He is 

now assisted by both Little Pot and Big Pot. Little Pot has to pull him up on the cord 

he is attached to after he has gathered the salt at the bottom of the lake.  When Little 

Pot pulls up the cord, however, the boy is no longer attached to it.  They drain all the 

water from the lake by sucking it up with their mouths (the omniscient horse and the 

two dogs helping out as well), and Big Pot finally locates the bones of the boy in 

between some of his teeth. He and Little Pot eventually revive the boy with nectar, 

and he returns back home to his sister again. She finally resolves to kill him with her 

own two hands. When that very night she aims the stone at the pillow where her 

brother usually lies down to sleep, not noticing that he is in fact sleeping somewhere 

else, Big Pot realizes that she is a demoness, and swallows her. Despite her 

malfeasance, he boy is saddened at her death. Big Pot and Little pot return to their 

own country and he sets off alone on his omniscient horse. The narrative continues: 

From there they arrived at a great barren place. The horse, near to the time 
of dying, fell [down]. The horse said: I am going to die. You should not 
worry about me or cry for me. Peel [off] my skin, spread it out, and place 
my head in the middle. Put my heart in my mouth.  Break [up] my teeth 
and scatter [them]. Put my two kidneys by the head.  Spread my belly on 
the plain. Surround the skin and the head with the intestines. Take my 
lungs to the upper part of the valley.  Cut my liver into pieces, place these 
to the right and left of my lungs, pull out my hairs and scatter them onto 
the mountain. Place my spleen at my head. Do not cry. If you cry, it will be 

                                                           
104   ro sgrungs  (139). Cang shes is defined as finest breed of horse in Tibet, or one who knows all about 

something, well-informed, god, clever person (www.thlib.org. Accessed 30.03.2012). 
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cold, said the horse, and it died.105
 

The boy, after shedding some tears (upon which it does grow cold), follows the horse’s 

commands. Fatigued, he falls asleep. When he awakens, he sees a radiant girl adorned 

in magnificent jewellery. She explains that in fact she was the horse who repaid his 

kindness, and invites him into her palace. The parts of the dismembered horse have 

vanished, in their place the boy now finds an entirely new spatial entity, which is 

elucidated in the text as follows: 

 The horse’s head has become a magnificent nine-story palace. 

 The heart placed inside the horse’s mouth has become the beautiful girl. 

 From the two kidneys has become a horse as good as the one the he had before. 

From the entrails scattered all around an excellent rampart emerged (lcags ri)106  

From the scattered hairs has become a forest of various kinds of trees. 

By the scattering of teeth onto the grassland, a flock of sheep (’ur rdos mi ‘gul 
ba): immoveable by slingshot107 emerged.   

By having carried the lungs to a high point (phu ru), a valley with a  mountain 
like one made from glass has come about.108

 

In this passage it is the omniscient horse itself that is subject to a cosmological 

becoming: an entire new world springs out of the various dismembered sections of its 

carcass. MacDonald, in his commentary, does not perceive ritual significance in this 

passage, noting that ‘It is not a question of sacrificing a horse, but of dismantling the 

cadaver of a horse’.109  He does however point out that there is a similar incident in 

one of the Ladahki Gesar epics.110 The passage, however, clearly bears some kind of 

ritual connotations, even if destined to remain undeciphered.  It is interesting that in 

this ‘becoming-cosmos’, as opposed to the many origin myths of many cultures based 

upon an animal or part of an animal, the agency of the becoming is refracted through 

the character of the boy. 

                                                           
105  RGR (146). 
106  Lcags ri also refers metaphorically to the edge of a tradtional Tibetan robe (chupa). Nyima Woser 

Choekhortshang , consultation, May 2012.  
107   By implication very many.  Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang, consultation. 
108   RGR (147). 
109   Macdonald (1990: 231). 
110   Macdonald (1990: 231). 
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What is crucial for our analysis, of course, is the way in which this narrative pushes 

the movement of becoming in an opposite direction than the one envisioned by 

Deleuze: here an animal is involved in becoming-cosmos. (It also demonstrates the 

great flexibility and openness of Deleuze’s thought, in that it can embrace possibilities 

of becoming not originally considered by the philosopher). We can see the cosmos 

that has emerged as a potentiality that was there, always latent within the animal’s 

body, perhaps just waiting for the right conditions or the right moment to be released.  

Here we must speak of a different relationship between an animal or human body and 

the natural landscape that surrounds it than the one familiar, and perhaps even 'self-

evident' to us within the post-Enlightenment Western epistemological context that 

objectifies the natural world as irredeemibly 'other'.   

It is telling that Mongolians as well as Tibetans perceive natural landscapes, especially 

mountains, as ‘bodies’.111  There is a direct continuum between the ‘world’ of men 

and animals and the ‘world’ of nature: suddenly even expressions such as ‘world’ and 

‘nature’ become highly problematic. The term ‘nature’, for example, in English, was 

originally associated with the idea of birth: 

c.1300, "essential qualities, innate disposition," also "creative power in the 
material world," from O.Fr. Nature, from L. natura "course of things, natural 
character, the universe," lit. "birth," from natus "born," pp. Of nasci "to be 
born," from PIE *gene- "to give birth, beget". Original sense is in human 
nature. Meaning "inherent, dominating power or impulse" of a person or 
thing is from late 14c. Nature and nurture have been contrasted since 
1874.112

 

It could be argued that the very concept of 'nature‘, as in exists in modern English 

(and in all western European languages), based as it is upon the dialectic between the 

'natural world‘ and 'civilization‘, is non-extant in the traditional nomadic linguistic 

world of both Mongolians and Tibetans.  Danièle Masset writes, in the context of 

Tibetan folk poetry: 

Songs such as these give evidence of the existance of a law of similitude 

                                                           
111   Oberfalzerová (2006: 43-47). 
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  http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?allowed_in_frame=0&search=nature&searchmode=none   
Accessed: June 6, 2012. 
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which applies to realities appearing a priori to be different.  They reveal a 
kind of holistic consciousness of the unity of the world, and of the place 
man occupies in this world.  If the beings and the elements in nature are 
endowed with qualities that humanize them, then this 
anthropomorphism, while generalized, is certainly not just poetic artifice.  
On the contrary, it bears profound significance: from the sky to the earth, 
the same experiences are lived, the same rhythms and the same necessities 
are felt.  Each part of the universe is a mirror of the other parts, and the 
theatre of events unfolds in an identical manner:  from man to nature, and 
from one level to another, the same scenario reproduces itself without 
having to resolve the question of continuity, and without the slightest 
appearance of that severance [between man and the natural world] which 
has been present in the West for several centuries now, and which appears 
to be connected to the development of the scientific spirit, to the 
discovery that the world functions according to its own laws having 
nothing to do with various projections onto it and attempts by humans [to 
control it].113

 

I would differ with Masset's argument only in that in my view, since the time of the 

Enlightenment, man has sought to analyse and comprehend the natural world the 

better to subdue it and harness it for his own purposes.   

In Tibetan, the word 'nature' is often translated by the expression rang chung gi 

khams, literally, 'the self-arisen realm'.114  But rang chung ('self-arisen') can also be 

used to designate, for example, a cliff inscription, thus designating that it did not arise 

through human endeavour.  In this context, it is associated with the powers of the 

local deity who caused the inscription to come about.115   

When Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang was questioned on this topic, he noted 

that for traditional Tibetan thought, 'nature' is a sphere fully inhabited by sa dags 

(literally, 'owners of the earth', usually translated as 'local deities'.)116  These landscape 

features are perceived as being animate, and thus, in Deleuzian terms, we can say that 

they are linked in the eternal chain of perpetual becoming.  As Masset observed, they 

                                                           
113  Masset (2004: 128-9),  She also notes that this is a ancient aspect which can be gleaned as well from  

early Dun Huang manuscripts. 
114

 Goldstein (1999: 203). 
115

 D. Berounský, consultation, 2011. 
116 sa dbag:  1. king, master, or owner of land, sovereign. 2. demons gen. of the Nāga class; god of the 

ground of  any locality supposed to be a jealous and angry being, of  terrific appearance, to whom on 
many occasions offerings are brought.  Chandra-Das (2004: 1258). 
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are also perceived as being in parallel to human experience:  various features of the 

landscape are considered to be the organs of the deity who resides there.  The forest, 

for example, is the hair of the mountain.117
 

This brief digression is only to point out how aware one has to be when attempting an 

analysis of a textual world such as the one we find in the Enchanted Corpse cycle of 

stories.   The becoming-cosmos of the horse discussed above does contain a certain 

logic based upon visual ressemblances—scattered broken teeth become flocks of 

sheep, for example—and yet inherently reflects a very different comprehension of 

'man' and the 'natural realm' than the one we may be used to.  I have tried to simply 

demonstrate here how terminology itself can get in the way, if not used consciously.  

In conclusion, I would only note that the 'becoming-cosmos' of the horse has a kind of 

seamlessness to it which resonates uncannily with Deleuze's words: 

A fiber stretches from a human to an animal, from a human or an animal to 
molecules, from molecules to particles, and so on to the imperceptible.118 
(1000 plat p.249)  

In fact, the self is only a threshold, a door, a becoming between two 
multiplicities…The error we must guard against is to believe there is a kind 
of logical order to this string, these crossings or these transformations. It is 
already going too far to postulate an order descending from the animal to 
the vegetable, then to molecules, to particles. Each multiplicity is 
symbiotic: its becoming tany locality supposed to be ies together animals, 
plants, microorganisms, mad particles, a whole galaxy. 119

 

2.6.     Becoming-Woman as the Basis for all Other Becomings 

It is interesting to consider that for Deleuze, all becomings are intrinscially associated 

with the notion of Becoming-Woman.  He writes: 

Excessive importance should not be attached to becomings-animal.  Rather, 
they are segments occupying a median region.  On the near side, we 
encounter becomings-woman, becomings-child (becoming-woman, more 
than any other becoming, possesses a speciasl introductory power; it is not 
so much that women are witches, but that sorcery proceeds by becoming-
woman)  On the far side, we find becomings-elementary, -celluar, -

                                                           
117  Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang, consultation, May 2012. 
118   Deleuze (1987: 249). 
119   Deleuze (1987: 248). 
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molecular, and even becomings-impeceptible  Towards what void does the 
witch's broom lead?120

 

Deleuze did not regard 'becoming-woman' as intrinsically tied up with a biological or 

physiological state of any kind.  'Becoming-woman' is a process in which any being (or 

even molecule) may participate. He begins his analysis in stating the case of the writer 

Virginia Woolf: 

When Virginia Woolf was questioned specifically about women's writing, 
she was appalled at the idea of writing 'as a woman'.  Rather, writing should 
produce a becoming-woman as atoms of womanhood capable of crossing 
and impregnating an entire social field, and of contaminating men, of 
sweeping them up in that becoming.  Very soft particles—but also very 
hard abd obstinate, indomitable...The girl is not defined by virginity; she is 
defined by a relation of movement and rest, speed and slowness, by a 
combination of atoms, an emission of particles: haeccity.  She never ceases 
to roam upon a body without organs.  She is an abstract line, or a line of 
flight.  Thus girls do not belong to an age group, sex, order or kingdom: 
they slip in everywhere, between orders, acts, ages, sexes; they produce n 
molecular sexes on the line of flight in relation to the dualism machines 
they cross right through.  The only way to get outside the dualisms is to be-
between, to pass between, the intermezzo—that is what Virginia Woolf 
lived with all her energies, in all of her work, never ceasing to become.  The 
girl is like a block of becoming that remains contemporaneous to each 
opposable term, man, woman, adult, child.  It is not the girl who becomes a 
woman:  it is becoming-woman that produces the universal girl...But it is 
also certain that girls and children draw their strength neither from the 
molar status that subdues them nor from the organism and subjectivity 
they receive; they draw their strength from the becoming-molecular they 
cause to pass between sexes and ages, the becoming-child of the adult as 
well as of the child, the becoming-woman of the man as well as of the 
woman.  The girl and the child do not become: it is becoming itself that is a 
child or girl. 

...Although all becomings are already molecular, including becoming-
woman, it must be said that all becomings begin with and pass through 
becoming-woman.  It is the key to all other becomings. When the man of war 
disguises himself as a woman, flees disguised as a girl, hides as a girl, it is 
not a shameful, transitory incident in his life.  To hide, to camouflage 
oneself, is a warrior function...121

 

We have already analyzed how the processes of transformation, transmutation, 

                                                           
120   Deleuze (1987: 249). 
121   Deleuze (1987: 276-7). (Italics mine). 
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metamorphosis in the Tibetan and Mongolian tales seem quite close to Deleuze's 

description of becoming (see Section 2.4.) What remains to be emphasized for our 

purposes is the way in which the presence and the narrative functionality of women 

undergoes a truly dramatic transformation as the tales of the Enchanted Corpse shift 

from a Sanskrit Brahmanistic setting to the Tibetan linguistic milieu.  In the Sanskrit 

recensions, women are largely passive, seen either as potential marriage partners who 

must be fought over, or as repositories of undesirable qualities.  (As Deleuze 

accurately notes: 'The girl's becoming is stolen first, in order to impose a history, or 

prehistory, upon her.')122  In Jambhaladatta, there is hardly one female character who 

carries any real agency in all the 24 tales.  Suddenly, in Macdonald 21a and 21b, we find 

a girl rescuing a prince from the land of the dead, a girl who takes charge of a 

government, a girl who becomes queen even though she was tricked by a demon, and 

the story of a girl whose life was “full of merit.”123
 

Of course, it is a commonplace that women tend to have higher status in a nomadic or 

semi-nomadic milieu, so it should not perhaps come as any great surprise that this 

higher status would be reflected in the fictional worlds generated by these societies.  

Nonetheless, Deleuze's comments seem strikingly prescient, however, in terms of the 

narratives under consideration here: the increased intensities of all kinds of 

becomings that we observe as the tales move to the Central Asian Buddhist milieu 

goes hand in hand with the highly increased narrative agency of the female characters.  

3.       Becoming-Corpse, Becoming-Spirit: Lines of Flight between Realms 

3.1.    The Sanskrit Corpse 

In this section I would like to examine a different genre of becoming as is manifested 

in the Enchanted Corpse: that of becoming-spirit, becoming-corpse. In the textual 

                                                           
122   Deleuze (1987:  276). 
123   See in Macdonald 21a: “The girl who lead the prince back from the land of the dead“ (52-69), The 

girl Slang na slang chung, who, because she had rendered hommage to her tutelary deity in her 
previous lives, returned to the land of bcan that protected the grottoes, and took control of the 
government“,  (136-155),; “The girl, who, although tricked by a demon, thanks to her own mother 
who had been a jnāna-dākinī, became queen, once her bad action was redeemed“ (172-189) and “The 
life of the girl full of merits“ (288-303).  Macdonald 1990. 
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world of the Mongolian and Tibetan Enchanted Corpse, these two are often 

simultaneous. 

As described in my bachelor’s thesis, the closing frame narrative in Jambhaladatta 

contains the story of the Corpse, as narrated by himself to King Vikramakesarin.124 In 

it, he describes how, formerly an ordinary oil-miller, he became the disciple of a 

wandering ascetic. After having betrayed this ascetic’s command to receive the other 

disciple as the ascetic’s own son, he was ultimately transformed into the Enchanted 

Corpse as a punishment. In this case, at least in structural terms, a straightforward 

linear narrative is observable from point A to point B, or from oil-miller to enchanted 

corpse. The transformations that occur along the way are clearly defined and fully 

justified in terms of the logic of the narrative.  To take a few examples: 

‘Householder, you have done many services for me continually. Therefore I 
am pleased with you. Come. I shall tell you a way to acquire magic 
knowledge.’ [The ascetic speaking to the oil-miller].125

 

This transference of magical abilities is in stark contrast to the opening frame 

narrative in Krueger and Kara 26, in which the younger of two brothers acquires all of 

the magical capabilities of the seven magicians merely by glancing at them by 

happenstance through a crack in the door.  The older brother (to whom the younger 

brother is bringing food), has been studying with them for a number of years and still 

hasn’t learnt anything.126
 

The ascetic of Jambhaladatta’s narrative then clearly instructs the oil-miller to receive 

his wandering disciple as a brother, making the consequences of disobeying this 

injunction abundantly clear: 

‘And he shall be your brother.  You shall not defraud him.  If you do not 
act in this way, then because of my curse, which has evil; consequences for 
you, you shall die a frightful death.’ 127

 

                                                           
124

   Emeneau (1934:  143-155). 
125

   Emeneau (1934: 147). 
126

   Kara (1984: 9). 
127

   Emeneau (1934: 147). 
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The oil-miller then describes to King Vikramaśarin how he refuses to receive the 

disciple of the ascetic.  Although he does not impart his motivations for disobeying 

the ascetic, he is nonetheless immediately aware of the consequences: 

When he had gone, from that time on I dwelt in my house sorrowfully, 
meditating on those instructions.  I was guilty because I had transgressed 
my teacher’s commands and great fear harassed me within.128

 

We can briefly note here again the great contrast with the narrative ‘logic’ of, for 

example, the fictional world of the 21-tale Tibetan recension, in which transgression 

and error play an utterly different role.  Transgression, error and inadvertent actions 

in these narratives frequently lead the protagonist to an exalted worldly and spiritual 

position in a manner which may seem highly paradoxical to the Western reader.  To 

cite one brief example: the tale of the merchant who, against his parents’ wishes, sets 

off to engage in commerce, ends up wandering into a strange castle, and ultimately is 

received as the King of that realm by a tantrist who seems to have been expecting him 

all along and who wishes to establish the traditional relationship of lama and patron 

with him.129  

To return to Jambhaladatta’s narrative, the oil-miller then describes the following 

narrative actions as occurring through ‘the power of fate’.130  He seems to have a 

general sense of his own doom, but merely awaits the discovery of  what concrete form 

it will take.  ‘The power of fate’ moves quickly and soon he is accused of stealing a 

horse from the royal stables when one of the thieves ties one of the stolen horses to his 

door.  He is impaled on a stake as punishment (the ‘frightful death’ predicted by the 

ascetic).131   The oil-miller then states: 

As I was there on the stake, I kept my life going by the power of magic and 
by mental concentration; and when my heart had gradually ceased to beat, 
then being inhabited by a goblin, I rested on a tree which is on the bank of 
the Ghargarā opposite to that place.  Through the power of magical 

                                                           
128

   Emeneau (1934: 149).  (Italics mine). 
129

   Macdonald  (1990: 198-9). 
130

   Emeneau (1987: 149). 
131

   Emeneau (1987: 149).  
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knowledge I obtained omniscience.132
 

Through his omniscience, the oil-miller, his corpse now inhabited by a Vetāla, hears 

the ascetic’s words to his disciple, and relays them to King Vikramaśarin: 

‘That oil-miller householder stole my knowledge. Therefore he has received a 
suitable reward. He through the power of magic has become a corpse inhabited 
by a goblin and hangs always on a branch of a śinśapā tree in the capital of ten 
million felicities on the banks of the Ghargarā River.’133

 

The ‘becoming-corpse’ or perhaps more appropriately, the ‘becoming-Vetāla’ of the 

oil-miller is clearly outlined in a step-by-step process, demonstrating a clearly 

traceable chain of causal events.  In other words, this entire narrative sequence clearly 

demonstrates one possible version of the stations of a ‘becoming-Vetāla.’ 

As I hope to demonstrate in the next section, the status of the Corpse differs greatly in 

the fictional words of the Tibetan and Mongolian narratives. Similarly, as the narrative 

shifts to a Tibetan and then a Mongolian milieu, the relationship between the realms 

of the living and the dead, as defined in the textual world of these narratives, 

undergoes a truly radical shift.  To demonstrate this shift, in Section 3.3., I examine 

two closely related tales in the Tibetan and Mongolian versions. 

3.2.     Nomadic Corpse Lacking a Biography 

Firstly, however, it may be important to note that nowhere in the Macdonald 21a or 

21b or in Kara 26 is the Enchanted Corpse given a chance to tell its own narrative, as is 

the case in the Sanskrit version: there is no ‘back story’ as to how he got that way. We 

can assume that for the purposes of the Tibetan and Mongolian narratives, this 

information was not considered to be crucial. Whether it actually existed in an earlier 

version and was gradually diminished over time until the point when it vanished from 

the narrative altogether, or was omitted at the time of the first transmission, is largely 

unimportant. Just as the transfer to the Tibetan and Mongolian narrative space bears 

witness to a tremendous increase in the agency of women in the narratives, the Corpse 
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himself loses all agency (apart from, of course, his story-telling) but for his passive 

usefulness in the tantric ceremony for which he is needed. (We can recall that after he 

tells his own story in Jambhaladatta, he gives explicit instructions to King 

Vikramakesarin on how to defeat the evil ascetic Ksāntiśīla). 

In a sense the insertion of the lengthy narrative of the Corpse into the Sanskrit version 

can be interpreted as a necessary support for the logic of the narrative: otherwise, the 

Corpse’s reasons for helping King Vikramaśarin might seem rather illogical. His telling 

of his own story does though ‘humanize’ him, rendering him something almost like a 

human actor within the space of the narrative (His humanness is cast backwards into 

the narrative onto the period of his existence when he was an oil-miller). It could be 

said that with his self-narration, another trajectory is completed: from Corpse, if not 

to Human, to something perhaps vaguely human-like, a Corpse who communicates in 

a human way and who still has human motivations. 

What can be highlighted, however, in the Sanskrit narrative is the irrevocable nature 

of the transition between the world of the living and the world of the dead: once the 

oil-miller has become a Corpse, there is no turning back, no matter how ‘human’ he 

may seem, particularly in his wish to aid the King. Similarly, once he has uttered his 

own story – that is, once he has fulfilled the function of telling King Vikramaśarin how 

to vanquish the evil ascetic – his voice disappears from the narrative. The 

reader/auditor never learns anything of his future fate (was he ultimately rewarded for 

helping King Vikramaśarin?) Once he has departed from the human sphere, he never 

inhabits that space again. 

The difference here with the textual world of the Tibetan and Mongolian tales could 

not be more pronounced. I would argue that with the transition to the semi-nomadic 

or fully nomadic space of the Tibetan and Mongolian narrative worlds, the ‘lines of 

flight’ as expressed by these narratives include lines of flight – that is, trajectories 

expressing a transition across smooth space – between the realms of the living, the 

dead, as well as the ‘living dead’.  Characters move across these spatial entities as 

effortlessly as if moving through the ‘smooth’ physical space of the steppe. It is as if 
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the entire concept of ‘nomadic space’ were now being realized through the sphere of 

spiritual and religious imagination, while the clearly tantric elements of the Sanskrit 

narrative seem even further enhanced. At the same time, as I shall demonstrate, the 

very boundaries themselves between these realms are much more porous and vague. 

3.3.    Passages Between: A Tibetan Psyche 

In the tale, “The Girl Who Lead the Prince Back from the Land of the Dead’,134 a 

young Prince has, unbeknownst to his family, a beautiful young lover. He tells her on 

one visit that he is due to be married off by his family to a bride of his own rank, 

saying he will die if this occurs. Nonetheless, his mistress says he should marry, citing 

the need for an heir. When he does pass away shortly after the wedding, she is 

unaware that he has died. One evening he comes to visit her. Humour is perhaps not 

lacking from their spectral encounter, as she notes to the ghostly Prince:  “You’ve lost 

your élan.” (sku sha’i mdong wang shor lags shu pas).135  As he leads her away from her 

home, she notes what seems to her to be a kind of celebration going on in the 

distance. She continues to think that her lover is only temporarily ill.  In Kara 26, the 

prince eventually informs her that these are actually his funeral rites: 

okin ci ese uqabasu ene minu qonoɣ-tur nom ungsiɣcid bui kemen 
ugulebesu…136

 

“He said, showing her, 'You have not understood, girl, they are reciting 
prayers for my week' [funeral rites].” 

In Macdonald 21a, he informs the girl: bu mo khyod la nga’i lus po ‘di yod pas nga’i 

sems ‘di khyod la ‘khor ba yin: “Girl, since my body/remains have transmigrated to 

you, my mind/soul has transmigrated to you.”137 (Macdonald translates this passage 

                                                           
134   bu mos rgyal bu shi yul nas blangs pa'i le'u:  Macdonald (1990: 52-69). 
135   ro sgrungs (18).  Nyimas Woser Choekhortshang notes that the prince has clearly made himself 

look unkempt to emphasize the fact that he has returned to the girl from the realm of the dead (the 
narrative makes mention of his unbrushed hair); in other words, he at first tries to communicate this 
information to his lover non-verbally. 

136   Kara (1984: 41). 
137   Macdonald (1990: 54). 
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as: ‘Girl, since you are pregnant by me, my soul as well has transmigrated into you.’)138 

He advises her to give birth on the grounds of his mother’s house. 

In all versions, the Prince’s lover eventually meets the mother of the Prince, who 

accepts her, but refuses to believe the girl when she claims that on the fifteenth of 

each month the Prince comes to her in spectral form for a rendezvous that lasts only 

until the following morning.  The parallels here with the European tale of Amor and 

Psyche are obvious, although the conclusion of the two tales differs considerably.  As 

is well known, in both the Greek and Roman versions, when Psyche, mocked by her 

friends for her night-time lover whom she has actually never glimpsed, secretly steals 

a glance at him, she loses him forever.  

The narrative paradoxes involved in the encounters of the Prince, now in the 

‘intermediate state’ (bar do) and his lover, particularly in the longer Tibetan version, 

are striking, especially when placed alongside the Greco-Roman tale. It would seem in 

the latter that Psyche must pay the price for disturbing the boundary (by the act of 

looking) between the world of human beings and the world of gods.  Only after 

completing superhuman tasks (in which she is aided by ants, a river god, an eagle and 

a talking tower) is she officially elevated to the godly status of her husband by the 

chief God, Zeus. 

In the Tibetan-Mongolian version of the Enchanted Corpse, the boundaries between 

the realms of the living and the dead are much more malleable, much less clearly 

defined in terms of their own presence in space, and above all, are not commandeered 

by a ‘chief deity’. These boundaries are traversed repeatedly by various characters in a 

fashion very different from that of the fictive world of Greco-Roman myth.  

In this passage, the Prince’s dead body is lying in the midst of the funeral rites being 

held for him, his spirit or soul (if we may term it as such) is visiting his lover.  At one 

point, after having explained to the young woman where she must unearth the jewels 

taken from his wife and buried before his death, he states: ‘They are giving me (that is, 

                                                           
138   Macdonald (1990: 55).  Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang  also saw a different meaning to this 

passage: The Prince's “real“ body is at the funeral, but, nonetheless, he is following her around. 
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my corpse) food. I must go’. 139
 

At this same moment, as ‘the dead and the living are assembled together’ (shi gson 

chogs pas),140 as the narrative puts it, his widow and his mother are arguing as to the 

whereabouts of the disappeared jewels in the presence of the Prince’s corpse.141 

MacDonald explains in a footnote: 

Generally, the dead and the living do not communicate except through the 
intermediation of rites. Here, however, the corpse of the King is with the 
two women in the bar khang, while his soul (bla) is with his friend (i.e., his 
lover) in the ‘og khang of the same house.142

 

As MacDonald notes: ‘In Tibetan thought, an individual or a group of people can 

possess several ‘souls’ or ‘exterior lives’. These supports of life (bla gnas),143 may be 

fish, trees, pieces of iron, turquoise, and so on.’144  We can consider then that the 

turquoise stones buried by him before his death also are commensurate with one or 

more of his souls, so that in effect, in terms of his spiritual ‘being-in-the-world’ 

(dasein), he in is at least four places at once – upstairs with his mother and widow, 

arguing with each other over the whereabouts of the jewels, downstairs with his lover, 

present in the belly of his lover as her unborn child, and finally buried underneath the 

ground with the buried jewels. Simultaneously present, as well, in the world of the 

living, the world of the dead, and the world of ‘objects’ (the turquoise life-jewels). 

While the evocation of this narrative situation does not necessarily call to mind 

Deleuze’s portrayal of nomadic movement per se, the reader may be struck be the 

absolute lack of striation in the sense of spatiality between all of these differing 

realms.  In fact, we can recall how strongly hierarchized these realms are in the 

fictional world of Greco-Roman mythology (see Section 2.1. above).  

It is interesting as well to consider in this context the reflections of Roberte Hamayon 
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   Macdonald (1990: 56-7). 
140   Macdonald (1990: 56-7). 
141   Macdonald (1990: 57). 
142   Macdonald (1990: 57). 
143   These are also used during soul retreival rituals  (but only one at once).  Geshe Nyima Woser   

Choekhortshang, consultation, May 2012. 
144    Macdonald (1990: 57). 
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on the concept of 'soul' (âme in French) within the context of Siberian nomadic 

hunter-gatherers. In the first place, it is perceived as that which 'animates', that which 

gives lives to a being.  This is opposed to the inanimation of beings which are not 

currently inhabited by a soul; this opposition is only partial, however, as inanimate 

objects may habour this animating principle.  It is, therefore, relatively mobile with 

regard to the body.  It may leave the body without that body being subject to death.  It 

does so during dreaming, or other states close to the dream-state.  Death occurs when 

it becomes definitively absent from the body. 145  Hamayon outlines the basic 

characteristics that are shared by spirits: 

Souls and varying types of spirits are conceived as being formed of identical 
substances; they communicate between themselves, and they are endowed 
with similar properties, especially that of being able to move around at will, 
to evade their support in order to enter into another one, and having a 
need for nourishment.  146

 

The mere fact that a Western reader may perceive the depiction of these realms as 

‘nebulous’ or ‘lacking clear spatial boundaries’ is of course culturally conditioned 

(whereas for an indigenous reader or auditor this depiction could well seem entirely 

self-evident and once again, to use that problematic term, ‘natural’.)  The comments 

of Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang that arose in the context of discussing this 

tale are very revealing: “It is easy to wander,” he said. “Rituals are in fact needed to 

protect people from overwandering.” He then noted that, “He was smart to take the 

support of soul to save himself, so he had control over where the turquoise [his soul] 

was.” 147  

The highlighting of these differences, therefore, should be not interpreted as any kind 

of value judgement whatsoever.  The aim of this section is to elucidate some of the 

differences in spatiality between two mytho-poetic narrative worlds. This is merely to 

point out how problematic language itself can be when discussing these questions, an 

issue that Deleuze himself was acutely aware of.  

                                                           
145   Hamayon (1990: 329-330). 
146   Hamayon (1990: 329-330). 
147   Nyima Woser Choekhortshang, consultation, May 2012. 
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In the Tibetan and Mongolian versions, the accounts by the young woman of these 

nocturnal visits by her spectral lover are also subject to disbelief (although not scorn, 

as in the case of Psyche) by her mother-in-law.  When she laments the fact that they 

cannot spend more time together, the prince, however, informs her that there is a way 

to bring him back to the land of the living, although he expresses doubt in her ability 

(as a ‘lower-born’ woman) to withstand the trials this would entail. She finally 

persuades him that she is capable of doing so. 148
 

In the longer Tibetan version, she is then given a detailed and explicit set of verbal 

instructions to facilitate her passage. All of these entail speech reversals; she is 

required to name certain things as their exact opposites. In doing so she will arrive at a 

different place, which is not specified in any detail: ‘When you go to over there from 

the place where we are’ (rang re’i ‘d’i nes phar phyin pa na).149  

We can note here as well that the location of the castle full of demons and tantric-like 

beings in the ‘land of black demons’(lung pa’i bdud lung nag pa)150 which is her 

ultimate destination, is extraordinarily vague in relation to the space where the two 

protagonists are, and is defined only in a deictic fashion.  To reach it, the girl must 

always just go ‘farther, over there, there, yonder, away’ (phar);151 no direction, 

whether up or down, north or south, etc., is given. She is simply told that ‘If you go 

from where we are to over there, there is a land of black demons…’  This realm is not 

specified in any other way; it is simply where she has to go in order to accomplish the 

mission the Prince has set out for her. Tellingly, it is never portrayed as necessarily 

being ‘underneath’ in any way (as in the case of the Greek myth), but rather, in the 

narrative, it seems vaguely tangential to where she is starting out from, as she always 

just has to keep on going ‘over there’ to get to it. If anything, this greatly facilitates 

the impression that these two spaces, while wildly different in character—the first is 

the place where Prince, his mother  and his mistress live, the second the ‘land of black 
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demons’ where the iron castle is—are somehow adjacent to one another, on one 

physical ‘plane.’ Also, we can note that, as it were, ‘you can get there from here’: if she 

displays fortitude and courage, she can arrive safely. The agency is hers alone. 

This certainly provides a stark contrast with the cosmology of the mythical world of 

the Greco-Roman Amor and Psyche, in which the boundaries between the different 

realms are much harder to cross and much more clearly defined. They almost create 

the impression of a well-guarded state border, in contrast to the more porous 

‘borders’ between the realms in the ro sgrung tale.  

This sense of clear and unequivocal demarcation exists as well in the consciousness of 

these mythical or figures as they cross from one realm to the next. Psyche knows she 

must not look at Amor, for example. The protagonists in the Greco-Roman mythical 

world are fully aware when they have transgressed a forbidden boundary to another 

realm. The confusion of the young mistress in the “The girl who rescued the prince 

from the Land of the Dead,” when her ghostly lover greets her is significant; she thinks 

he is alive, but only ill, and will soon surely be on the mend thanks to his recent 

arranged marriage. This serves to blur still further the narrative boundaries between 

these realms.  

To return, however, to the description her task of going to the “land of the black 

demons”, the first of her two doubled speech reversals, as instructed by the Prince, 

involve declaring that a pure source of water tastes nauseating and that another 

source comprised of black pus is delicious. Then she must declare that a beautiful 

stupa is repugnant, and incapable of imparting blessings, while another black stupa, 

comprised of dog dung, is highly purifying . She must also request a blessing from this 

dog-dung stupa. 152
 

MacDonald, at this point, mentions in a footnote: 

The King asks his friend [lover] to complete an itinerary of trials. The 
scenario does not fail to bring to mind the situation sketched out in the 
frame-narrative, in which Nāgārjuna subjects his disciple to many trials: 
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here again, stress is placed upon the necessity of proving one’s obedience 
and courage. The theme of the ‘return from the dead’ (‘das log) is attested 
in many texts.153

 

It is worth mentioning that certain elements of the Tibetan ro sgrung stories bear 

traits in common with the ‘das log narratives, which are a highly specific genre in their 

own right within Tibetan narrative tradition.154  There is not sufficient space to 

examine that relationship in detail in this study, but the situation of the Prince is very 

similar to that of many ‘das log narrators: while his apparently dead body lies in the 

midst of funeral rites, he (or his soul) is busy wandering around, visiting this or that 

realm or person, issuing instructions to his mistress, and so on. Unlike most ‘das log 

narrators, however, he has not exclusively visited the underworld, subsequently 

returning to tell the community whom they should pray and perform ceremonies for 

in there. Instead, he tells his lover how to rescue him from bardo, the intermediary 

state. (It is still only seven days after his death).155
 

The restoration of her lover to the realm of the living forms a fascinating basis of 

comparison with, for example, the well-known Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. 

We recall that Orpheus was given but one chance to retrieve his bride, once his music 

had charmed Hades and Persephone, and on the explicit condition that he never look 

back while leading Eurydice from the underworld.  In a sense, Orpheus could not look 

back because as one of the living, he was not a part of that realm.  When he violated 

the boundary between his own self and the realm of Hades by gazing backwards onto 

it, he lost Eurydice forever.  

As we have seen in the Tibetan tale, however, the Prince is not unequivocally and 

singly located in an ‘underworld’ from where he can be retrieved and brought back, as 

if he were just one distinct physical entity in one time and place. He is simultaneously 

present in many places at once, in many embodiments at once. In the manifestations 

of his physical presence after death, he is therefore highly ambiguated.  

                                                           
153  Macdonald (1987: 65). 
154  In a tale in Macdonald 21a, two brothers, who have been saved from being sacrificed to the nāga of 

the local lake, are reluctant to return to their own village, for fear of being taken for das logs.   
155  Macdonald (1990: 62-65). 
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Restoring his physical embodiment back to the realm of the living, perhaps not 

surprisingly, calls then for something more approaching a tantric ritual. It involves the 

retrieval of a heart (not necessarily defined as being his) which is in the centre of a 

mandala in the iron castle. The mandala is encircled by black hearts (MacDonald 

interprets these as being ‘older’)156 The heart she needs to take can be easily 

recognized as it is smaller (and seems younger) than the older black hearts urging her 

to ‘Take me, take me!’ Moreover, as the Prince tells his mistress, the young heart will 

call out to her, ‘Don’t take me, don’t take me!’157 (This, of course, represents another 

important speech reversal). On her way back to the Prince, heart pressed to her chest, 

her previously uttered series of speech reversals now save her from being detained by 

the two water sources and the stupas, who although commanded to by the sinister 

tantric-like figures in the iron castle, refuse to do so. The vomit-like water states that 

never before had anyone had the compassion to praise it, whereas the pure water 

source is afraid of her powers.  Similarly, the dog-dung stupa is appreciative of the fact 

that she actually respectfully requested a blessing from it, whereas the beautiful stupa 

is also afraid to challenge her, since she had the courage to condemn it. 158
 

It is very significant that in order to pass into and out of this strange realm safely, she 

needs to be so highly artful and precise in her use of speech. In this sense, the Tibetan 

tale of “The Girl Who Rescued the Prince” would seem to highlight the primacy of the 

power of speech in oral cultures. The act of naming itself, when performed skilfully, 

can allow us to pass into another realm entirely.    

3.4.     A Merchant Wanders into a Castle 

Yet another example of how unequivocal demarcations between the different realms 

do not even exist in the consciousness of the characters occurs in the 12th tale in 

Macdonald 21a (‘The Merchant who Got Lost and Gained a Kingdom’).159  In this tale, 
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the son of highly religious parents who are, moreover, connected to the royal court, 

declares his wish to set off and engage in commerce. Despite their objections that no 

one in the family has ever done so, he insists upon his intention, and they eventually 

reluctantly agree to let him go. He sets off with his ‘merchant friends’, but somehow 

soon loses track of them. Although advised to turn back by a female inn-keeper, he 

continues on, looking for some trace of his friends, who never again emerge. The inn-

keeper has in the meantime given him a gift very much in the nature of a tantric 

implement, a sword which only has to be unsheathed only in the presence of ‘demons 

without bodies’  (gzugs med kyi dgra) to be effective against them. (In the case of 

‘demons with bodies’, it does not need to be unsheathed).160 The errant merchant 

then somehow finds himself in a great valley. This valley is described as being 

completely full of castles (mgar rdzag ge rdzog ge mang po ‘dug),161 yet he makes his 

way to the palace of the king. There an extraordinary scene awaits him: 

As he entered inside, although he looked here and there, he saw not even 
one human being.  There was a big stable. When he looked up he saw that 
some horses had collapsed. Some of the horses were near death. There was 
not a single person. Looking in at the cattle, the dzo (cross of male yak and 
female cow) were in the same state. He left his things there and went up 
the double staircase of the palace. When he got to the middle storey, he 
saw that the servants and ministers of the court were also dead. As he 
ascended higher [he saw that] the king was, upon his golden throne, dead. 
The queen upon her turquoise throne was dead. Not even one person was 
there from the great castle…162

 

While it is not my intention here to enter into a detailed analysis of this particular 

tale, this incident is especially noteworthy as the merchant, who actually ran away 

from his ‘highly religious’ family milieu, seems to have unwittingly embarked upon a 

kind of shamanistic or tantric initiation.  

He has unintentionally entered the land of the dead, merely through the act of 

wandering into a royal castle in an unspecified foreign valley. It is also interesting that 

his penetration deeper into this realm is associated with his ascent upwards, as he 
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climbs the double staircase of the palace, witnessing ever more bizarre phenomena. 

He remains there one night (during which, among other things, some monkeys in 

turbans show up and dance the tsam for him). The merchant has ended up in a space 

of tantric initiation without even having the slightest notion that he has done so, or 

why he has done so. Eventually, a tantric shows up and explains to him why the King 

and Queen are dead and why he is there. The errant merchant, who left home to 

engage in commerce, literally ‘strays’ into his new role as King of Dharma. 

It is at the same time very possible that the merchant himself has died and does not 

realize that yet.  (In Mongolian tradition, for example, it is not uncommon for the fear 

to arise among the surviving relatives that the deceased will remain in the yurt, not yet 

realizing that he or she has left this existence.)163  The merchant seems equally 

unaware that he has embarked on a kind of tantric or shamanistic initiation.  In 

relation to Tibetan délok (das logs) narratives, Brian Cuevas notes that: 

The individual is not immediately aware that he or she has died and is 
confused when relatives and friends are seen performing the memorial 
services or going about their normnal business.  Confusion turns to anger 
as the deceased perceives that the group is ignoring his or her attempts to 
communicate with them.  In truth, as we know from the doctrinal 
literature, the living cannot see or hear the dead.  At some point, the 
person comes to realize the reality of his or her situation and then is 
transported to the otherworld where he or she is guided by a vaguely divine 
figure...164

 

An interesting counter-example is provided in Kara 26 in the 11th tale, “The Girl Altan 

Tara” (Altan dari o'kin), in which a girl is given to a thief in marriage: hidden behind 

the parent's shrine, he pretends to be the voice of Avalokiteśvara, and advises the 

parents to give the girl to the next person whohappens to show up at the family's 

home (who is, of course, the thief).  The girl is then carried off by the thief, but 

eventually rescued by a prince.  After some time, she decides to visit her parents again, 

who receive her with much joy and festivity.  The next morning, however, she awakens 

to discover that she is sleeping on a barren rock: the family home, the shrine, her 
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parents, everything is gone.  She then realizes that her “meeting” with her eldery 

parents was actually thanks to a transfiguration of the Bodhisattva, and returns to her 

husband.165
 

3.5.    Deleuze’s ‘Body without Organs’ 

Two commentators on Deleuze’s thought, Faber and Stephenson, have highlighted 

Deleuze’s fascination, traceable across many of his works, for the ‘glorious body 

without organs’.166  Forming a part of the ‘chaosmos’ it is in and of itself the ‘pure 

affirmation of manifoldness’.167  Deleuze posits this ‘plenitude of manifolds’ (note the 

adjective used as a substantive) as continually ‘folding, un-folding, de-folding’ –in 

other words, constantly in motion, constantly becoming something else, embracing an 

otherness of one sort or another.  These unregulated and unregulate-able bodies are 

opposed to what Deleuze terms ‘substantialism’.168  A thought-process which begins, 

in Deleuze’s work, with an admiration for Nietzsche’s description of Dionysus,169 

reaches its culmination in the delirious image of the ‘Body without Organs’ Deleuze 

himself abbreviates the term as ‘BwO’ (corps sans organs).  This entity, typically hard 

to pin down, is ‘the process of becoming itself as an active process of transgressive 

deregulation of being.’170  Deleuze describes it in the following way:  

The BwO: it is already under way the moment the body has had enough of 
organs and wants to slough them off, or loses them. A long procession. The 
hypochondriac body. . . . The paranoid body. . . . The schizo body. . . . The 
masochist body. . . . Why such a dreary parade of sucked-dry, catatonized, 
vitrified, sewn-up bodies, when the BwO as also full of gaiety, ecstasy, and 
dance? . . . Is it really so sad and dangerous to be fed up with seeing with 
your eyes, breathing with your lungs, swallowing with your mouth, talking 
with your tongue, thinking with your brain, having an anus and larynx, 
head and legs? Why not walk on your head, sing with your sinuses, see 
through your skin, breathe with your belly: the simple Thing, the Entity, 
the full Body, the stationary Voyage, Anorexia, cutaneous Vision, Yoga, 
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Krishna, Love, Experimentation. Where psychoanalysis says, ‘‘Stop, find 
your self again,’’ we should say instead, ‘‘Let’s go further still, we haven’t 
found our BwO yet, we haven’t sufficiently dismantled our self.’’ 
Substitute forgetting for anamnesis, experimentation for interpretation. 
Find your body without organs. Find out how to make it. It’s a question of 
life and death, youth and the old age, sadness and joy. It is where 
everything is played out.171

 

As is evident from this description, one of the crucial properties of a ‘BwO’ is its 

absolute integration into streams of energy of ‘exchange and circulation’.  The usual 

‘mundane’ channels of physical circulation to which human beings are subject—

blood, urine, oxygen, etc.—are utterly supplanted by the body’s insertion into a field 

of immanent becoming.  Deleuze refers, in an example of one of his ‘Bodies without 

Organs’, to a 10th century Japanese compilation of Chinese Taoist practise: 

We see it in the formation of a circuit of intensities between male and 
female energy, with the woman playing the role of the innate or instinctive 
force (Yin) stolen by or transmitted to the man in such a way that the 
transmitted force of the man (Yang) in turn becomes innate, all the more 
innate: an augmentation of powers. The condition for this circulation and 
multiplication is that the man not ejaculate. It is not a question of 
experiencing desire as an internal lack, nor of delaying pleasure in order to 
produce a kind of externalized surplus value, but instead of constituting an 
intensive body without organs, Tao, a field of immanence in which desire 
lacks nothing and therefore cannot be linked to any external or 
transcendental criterion.172

 

The parallels with certain Buddhist Mahāyāna tantric practise are striking. We can 

note as well the inherently tantric aspect of the frame narrative of the Enchanted 

Corpse cycle: the corpse must be retrieved in order to defeat the evil ascetic (in the 

Sanskrit version), or to be retrieved and then turned into gold for ‘the benefit of 

religion’ in the Tibetan and Mongolian versions.  The Vetāla is an integral part of a 

tantric ritual. His retrieval can be viewed as well as a necessary exchange or circulation 

of energy. This of course puts us in mind of Roberte Hamayon’s theory of exchange 
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and circulation among the pre-hunting rituals of Siberian nomads.173  

In addition, the Vetāla inhabits a tantric space (the cemetery, where he hangs from the 

tree) par excellence.  Here I would merely like point out how much of a ‘BwO’ the 

Vetāla is, and to highlight the fact that Deleuze chose a Tantric Body to illustrate his 

idea (among the two others he discusses) of the organless body.   

For this ‘Body without Organs’, as posited by Deleuze, in its transgressiveness of 

being, it’s resistance to external definition or regulation of any kind, its potential 

physical repulsiveness as well as it’s unmistakeable élan, almost seems to describe 

perfectly the Enchanted Corpse itself.  Also, as was pointed out on section 3.1., the 

animated ‘corpseness’ of the Vetāla within the world of the living grants him a special 

status similar to that of the Body without Organs (in other words, an entity to whom 

the ‘normal’ rules do not apply).  The Vetāla, of course, is still somehow in possession 

of the faculties of seeing, hearing and speaking (otherwise he would not be able to tell 

his tales or keep track of when the Prince has failed to keep silent), but we can 

perceive him as a body liberated in this very Deleuzian sense into an endless becoming 

of narrative potentialities.  

Why, one might ask, ‘endless becoming’, when in fact his narrations do in fact always 

come to an end?  If we take into consideration the ‘ever-unfolding repetition’ of the 

story-telling of this ‘compulsive narrator’ through all the different languages and 

versions of the Enchanted Corpse cycle (continuing, as we noted, to this very day), it is 

evident that we are dealing with a kind of open text which can never—and, for that 

matter—should never be encapsulated in any sort of final definitive canonical ‘form’. 

The becoming of the corpse, the ‘body without organs’ of the Vetāla is, therefore, 

irrevocably tied up with the becoming of narrative, and of speech itself.  (The topic of 

speech and becoming will be addressed in more detail in section 4.) 

An intriguing description of the physical appearance of a Vetāla in one of the Sanskrit 

recensions is given by Po-chi Huang: 
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Finally, what does a Vetāla look like? In a later tale, it is said that while 
meditating on Vetālas gānkadatta saw a ghostly apparition in his 
visualization: The Vetāla has the color of black antelope’s skin, is camel-
neck high and has the face of the elephant, the leg of the buffalo, the eye of 
the owl and the ear of the mule.174

 

As we will see in Section 4.2, a Mongolian native speaker who grew up with these tales 

perceived the Corpse as practically an invisible being, endowed with no physicality at 

all, only a voice.  The compendium of qualities the Vetala amasses through Somadeva's 

narratives in The Ocean of Story very nearly give him the quality of an Archimboldo 

painting, and rather than Deleuze, may put us in mind even of some of Surrealist 

imagery created by the Czech and French Surrealist groups of the inter-war period.175
 

3.7.     Summary: A Spiritual Non-Striated Space 

As we have seen from the proceeding analyses, the 'smooth nomadic space' of the 

fictional world of The Enchanted Corpse tales that we have posited equally applies to 

the fictional space of realms inhabited by the non-living, as well as to the transitional 

spaces between these realms and the realms of the living.  Characters wander in and 

out of these realms as casually as, for eaxmple, a character in a Western story or tale 

might wander in and out of a house.  The sense of their presence, as expressed 

through the conception of a 'spirit' or 'soul' that may be in several places at once, 

already lends them a physical polyvalence or even ambiguity.  This, I would suggest, is 

closely connected to Deleuze's ideas about multiplicity and becoming: 

...becoming and multiplicity are the same thing.  A multiplicity is defined 
not by its elements, nor by a centre of unification or comprehension.  It is 
defined by the number of dimensions it has; it is not divisible; it cannot 
lose or gain a dimension without changing its nature.  Since it's variations 
and dimensions are immanent to it, it amounts to the same thing to say 
that each multiplicity is already composed of heterogeneous terms in 
symbosis, and that a multiplicity is continually transforming itself into a 
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string of other multiplicities, according to its thresholds and doors.176
 

4.0.   The Becoming of Speech in the ‘Enchanted Corpse’ Cycle 

4.1.    Deleuze’s Analysis of Speech 

In this section I would like to examine the questions surrounding the becoming of 

speech and speech-acts in the Enchanted Corpse narrative. All of these issues offer a 

particularly fertile field for investigation.  Given the enormity of this topic, it will only 

be possible to briefly outline some of the major concerns in regards to this theme, 

which can hopefully then be elaborated upon in future studies. 

We can recall that for Deleuze, the questions of becoming are deeply embedded in 

questions of language: he turns especially to Anglophone authors to address questions 

of becoming as embodied in literary art.  Our focus now is a little different: for while 

Deleuze is concerned with becoming, for example, animal- or woman-becoming as 

reflected in literature, in this section I will examine the becoming of language itself as 

it is employed in the Enchanted Corpse narratives, as well as the depiction of linguistic 

becomings within certain narratives (which could perhaps be then characterised as 

meta- or intra-linguistic becomings).  

In addition to Deleuze’s views on the linguistic sign, which was touched upon in 

Section 2.3,   I would like now to briefly consider his views on language as a whole. 

It is important to keep in mind that Deleuze’s project was (and continues to be) in 

many respects a political one.  He was intensely aware, as was his contemporary, 

Foucault, of the use of language as a tool of social control and regulation.  

Consequently, he is deeply concerned with the potentiality of language to interfere 

with any potential processes of becoming. 

A typical feature of his analysis can be seen in his concept of the order-word (mot 

d’ordre in French, which can mean a political slogan or a word of command),177 which 
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Deleuze postulates as being central to all linguistic phenomena.  His dismal view of 

how language is used in childhood education, for example, is clear: 

Words are not tools, but we give children language, pens, and notebooks as 
we give workers shovels and pickaxes.  A rule of grammar is a power 
marker before it is a syntactical marker…Language is not life; it gives life 
orders.  Life does not speak; it listens and waits.  Every order-word, even a 
father’s to his son, carries a little death in it—a Judgement, as Kafka put 
it.178   

Deleuze, it appears, would contrast the state of becoming with the process of 

‘incorporeal transformation’, which is effected by the order-word: 

We call order-words, not a particular category of explicit statements (for 
example, in the imperative), but the relation of every word or every 
statement to implicit presuppositions, in other words, to speech acts that 
are, and can only be, accomplished in the statement.  Order-words do not 
concern commands only, but every act that is linked to statements by a 
‘social obligation’.  Every statement displays this link, directly or indirectly.  
Questions, promises, are order-words.  The only possible definition of 
language is the set of all order-words, implicit presumptions, or speech acts 
current in a language at a given moment.  

The relation between the statement and the act is internal, immanent, but 
it is not one of identity.  Rather, it is a relation of redundancy.  The order-
word itself is the redundancy of the act and the statement.  Newspapers, 
news, proceed by redundancy, in that they tell us what we ‘must’ think, 
retain, expect, etc.179

 

For Deleuze, all language is necessarily ‘indirect discourse’: something that has been 

said before, which the speaking ‘subject’ (a problematic concept for Deleuze, as he 

prefers to speak of ‘assemblages’, or in French, agencements) then passes on to other 

‘subjects’.  In this sense Deleuze does not see language primarily as a means of 

‘transmitting’ information, but rather as an overarching web that literally defines all 

who fall into its mesh.  All linguistic phenomena are necessarily collective, but 

determined by, ordered by the collective order-word.  Deleuze pushes his analysis of 

language, seen through this lens of the endless interweaving within the linguistic 
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fabric of inescapable social construction within a given society, even further to its own 

logical extreme. He states: 

There is no individual enunciation.  There is not even a subject of 
enunciation.  Yet very few linguists have analysed the necessary social 
character of enunciation.  The problem is that it is not even to establish 
that enunciation has this social character…the social character of 
enunciation is intrinsically founded only if one succeeds in demonstrating 
how enunciation in itself implies collective assemblages. It then becomes 
clear that the subject is individuated, and enunciation subjectified, only to 
the extent that an impersonal collective assemblage requires it and 
determines it to be so…The notion of collective assemblage of enunciation 
takes on primary importance since it is what must account for the social 
character.  It is for this reason that indirect discourse, especially ‘free’ 
indirect discourse, is of exemplary value: there are no clear, distinctive 
contours; what comes first is not an insertion of variously individuated 
statements, or an interlocking of different subjects of enunciation, but a 
collective assemblage resulting in the determination of relative 
subjectification proceedings, or assignations of individuality and their 
shifting distributions within discourse.  Indirect discourse is not explained 
by the distinction between subjects; rather, it is the assemblage, as it freely 
appears in the discourse, that explains all the voices present within a single 
voice, the glimmer of girls in a monologue by Charlus,180 the languages in a 
language, the order-words in a word.  The American murderer ‘Son of Sam’ 
killed on the prompting of an ancestral voice, itself transmitted through the 
voice of a dog. 181  

I have quoted this passage at length, because it demonstrates the complexity of 

Deleuze’s analysis.  As we noted in Section 2.2, his ideas clearly bear some 

resemblance to those of Mikhail Bakhtin, whose ideas about polyphony and the 

intersubjectivity of language, particularly in regard to Dostoevsky, proved so 

transformational in the history of twentieth-century critical thought. Deleuze, 

however, diverges greatly for example, from the notions of linguistic inter-subjectivity 

of Bakhtin.  Bakhtin saw the subject as existing somewhere in between the ‘I’ and the 

‘thou’ of polyphonic discourse.182  (His ideas were of course clearly deeply rooted in 

and influenced by the religious context and affectional world of pre-revolutionary 
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Russian Orthodoxy.)  This notion of the self inextricably caught in and defined by the 

webs of communal discourse surely bears some relation to Deleuze’s ‘collective 

assemblage’.  And yet, as we see, Deleuze sees no subject whatsoever; in fact, only a 

kind of ‘relative subjectification proceedings’—in other words, this vast unwieldy 

‘collective assemblage’ posits a subject here and there only contingently, and only to 

the extent that it determines one to be necessary for its own purposes.  To cite a well-

known example from contemporary life: the ‘subject’ or ‘person’ of the ‘corporation’ 

that is entitled to the same privileges and protection as a ‘real’ person (and quite often 

even more).  It is clear that the intent of Deleuze’s analysis is to help make us more 

aware of this ‘collective assemblage’ we are a part of.  For Bakhtin, the inevitable 

intersubjectivity of the subject is ultimately redemptive: it frees one from the 

limitations of the individual boundaries of the subjective self.  For Deleuze, the 

situation seems to be a good deal more ambiguous.  We are determined by the order-

words of this ‘collective assemblage’ (by the fact of its being an assemblage as such, 

and not, we should point out, linguistically determined in a Whorfian sense of the 

term). 

Deleuze seems to posit incorporeal transformation against becoming, with its 

spontaneity, lines of flight, and rhizomic structures:   

The incorporeal transformation is recognizable by its instantaneousness, its 
immediacy, by the simultaneity of the statement expressing the 
transformation and the effect the transformation produces; that is why 
order-words are precisely dated, to the hour, minute, and second, and take 
effect the minute they are dated …In an airplane hijacking, the threat of a 
hijacker brandishing a revolver is obviously an action; so is the execution of 
the hostages, if it occurs.  But the transformation of the passengers into 
hostages, and of the plane-body into a prison-body, in an instantaneous 
incorporeal transformation, a ‘mass media act’ in the sense in which the 
English speak of speech acts. 183

 

Here, Deleuze almost seems to be indicating that all language—and not just poetry, as 

Roman Jakobson has so famously stated—is violence against being.  Grammar, in any 
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event, normalizes being because due to its very nature  it can never be truly 

rhizomatic—if there could be a ‘rhizomatic language’, for Deleuze it would be 

nomadic music, stuttering...  In the passage quoted above, we read: ‘Life does not 

speak; it listens and waits.’ 184  Deleuze is more drawn to music, or music-like modes 

of expression, which he views as unconditioned by the indirect discourse of ‘collective 

assemblage’.  He is fascinated by the phenomenon of ‘secret language’: as if it would 

be language’s task to flee from the ‘collective assemblage’: 

It should not be thought that music has forgotten how to sing in a now 
mechanical and atomized world; rather, an immense coefficient of 
variation is affecting and carrying away all of the phatic, aphatic, linguistic, 
poetic, instrumental, or musical parts of a sound assemblage—‘a simple 
scream suffusing all degrees’ (Thomas Mann).  There are many procedures 
for placing the voice in variation, not only Sprechgesang (speech-song), 
which constantly leaves pitch behind by descent or ascent, but also circular 
breathing techniques and zones of resonance in which several voices seem 
to issue from the same mouth.  Secret languages are very significant in this 
connection, in learned as well as popular music (in Dahomey, for example) 
where a first, diatonic, vocal part is superseded by a chromatic descent into 
a secret language that slips from one sound to the next in a continuous 
fashion, modulating a sound continuum into smaller and smaller intervals 
until it becomes a ‘parlando’ of all the intervals which blur together…It is 
perhaps characteristic of secret languages, slangs, jargons, professional 
languages, nursery rhymes, merchants’ cries to stand out less for their 
lexical inventiveness or rhetorical figures than for the way in which they 
effect continuous variations of the common elements of language.  They 
are chromatic languages, close to a musical notation.  A secret language 
does not merely have a hidden cipher or code still operating by constants 
and forming a system; it places the public language’s system of variables in 
a state of variation. 185

 

For anyone even remotely familiar with, for example, the audible world of Mongolian 

culture (both of the countryside and urban), two points immediately stand out.  The 

first is the notion of many voices being present in a single voice, which could almost 

be in itself a precise definition of throat singing, or ho’omii in which two or more 

pitches are superimposed upon one another—(the sound produced is two voices and 
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one at the same time, impossible to totally differentiate).186
 

Another example, this time drawn from Mongolian urban life, is that of the calls of 

‘ticket collectors’ on public buses and private microbuses that run regular routes in 

Ulaanbaatar and other urban areas.  This is a subject deserving a linguistic study in 

and of itself, as the ticket collectors on buses, in my experience, tend to lean out the 

door in the middle of the bus (in most cases today, an older Daewoo) and yell out 

their destinations to the public at large (as do the microbus ‘ticket collectors’, who do 

not actually collect tickets but receive payment for the service of riding in the 

microbus).  The called-out destinations are usually repeated in highly abbreviated 

form with incredible verbal speed; they can be extremely difficult to decipher even for 

a non-native speaker, as one confirmed to me.187  For example, the microbus going to 

the Naran Tuul market would have someone leaning out the window or standing near 

the bus, calling out, ‘Zah deer, zah deer!’ (‘To the market, to the market!’)  but in 

such a condensed, rapid form, over and over again, that this type of utterance can 

justifiably be viewed as a form of verbal art in its own right.  What emerges is an 

abstracted verbal pattern, in which the individual morphemes meld into the whole of 

a continuous utterance of pure speed, without a beginning and without an end, 

almost as if the caller were enacting or performing in language, or creating a sound 

image, of the projected movement or speed of the bus (which then, however, is much 

more likely to inch along in starts and fits in of the many never-ending traffic jams of 

today's Ulaanbaatar). 

Alena Oberzerfalová perceives a connection between the calls of the microbus drivers 

to their potential passengers and the incredibly variegated range of specific sounds 

that Mongolians use when calling out to animals.188  In her view, just as the herder 

may use a certain call when gathering up his flock of sheep, the calls of the microbus 

                                                           
186

  It is interesting to note that this migrated to the Hungarian- speaking population of Rumania as the 
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187
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driver or the city bus ticket collector serve the function of 'rounding up' the 'herd' of 

passengers, inciting them to board the vehicle headed to their destination.189
 

In terms of Deleuze’s notion of secret language and the Tibetan textual world (and 

this would include by extension the textual world of the Tibetan Enchanted Corpse 

tales), the obvious example that comes to mind is that of ‘secret’ tantric teachings, 

which, even though written down, may be done so in such an terse fashion as to defy 

all subsequent interpretation. 190
 

The main point, however, is that in Deleuze’s view, these ‘secret languages’ represent 

something like an escape from the collective assemblage and its order-words.  These 

audible forms may include music or stammering, which held a clear fascination for 

Deleuze. Finally, though, Deleuze seems to seek to philosophically undercut language 

by defining an aspect of existence that would forever escape it:  

‘Behind’ statements and semioticizations there are only machines, 
assemblages, and movements of deterritorialization that cut across the 
stratification of the various systems and elude both the both the 
coordinates of language and of existence. 191   

4.2. Speech and Silence 

The transmission of the entire Vetāla narrative, at least in its Tibetan version, came 

about because Atiśa, having the heard the tales as related by an Indian master, ordered 

their translation into Tibetan, giving the following justification: “Take as an eaxample 

for all this story of the corpse wh escaped because because the prince did not listen to 

the instrucion of his master to keep silent!  Secrets are very important...” 192
 

The narrative dilemma as expressed in the Sanskrit original greatly emphasizes the 
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  In an English-language context, the only equivalent that comes to mind is the calling of some 
auctioneers, which at times can be so rapid as to defy comprehension.  We could mention as well 
the phenomenon, present in the American South, of glossolalia (speaking in tongues), which 
certainly bears relation to the speech fragments uttered when a shaman or ritual specialist is 
inhabited by a deity in terms of its incomprehensibility. 
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necessity of silence: King Vikramakeśarin is instructed by Ksāntiśīla never to respond 

to the Corpse under any circumstances whatsoever. The Corpse, however, then 

informs him that he must respond to the riddle he presents. In Somadeva’s version, 

the Corpse tells him that him that if he does not respond to the riddle, his head will 

“fly apart into one hundred pieces”.193  In Jambhaladatta, he is only ‘permitted’ not to 

respond if he truly does not know the answer to the riddle presented by the corpse 

(which finally occurs in the 25th story).194  In both versions, Ksāntiśīla neglects to tell 

the King he will have to answer riddles, possibly because he himself is unaware that 

the Corpse has been planning all along to unveil his, Ksāntiśīla’s, evil scheme in the 

end.  Like the two fairies in the Jātaka tale (see Section 5.5), the King must now make 

quick and accurate assessments about when and when not to speak. 

The riddle is, therefore, an ‘order-word’ in the sense that in Jambhaladatta, it is an 

implicit command to answer a question, and it implies the entire ‘collective 

assemblage’ of the Hindi society of that time with all of its mores, societal 

stratification, and so on. 

Let us however note again the implication of Atiśa’s message: It is only through 

speech, through the transmission of speech, that we can learn the value of silence.  

There is an inherently contradictory movement, it would seem. The task of the prince 

or king is to remain silent, and yet this is impossible. The tales of the Corpse always 

elicit a reply, whether through involuntary exclamation on the part of the prince (as in 

the Tibetan and Mongolian versions) or because there exists the absolute obligation to 

answer the riddle as formulated by the Corpse himself (as in the Sanskrit version). 

The dichotomy between speech and silence may remind the reader of the famous 

dictum of another twentieth-century philosopher, Wittgenstein, who said, ‘Of that 

which we cannot speak, we must remain silent’.195  This statement encapsulates, as it 

were, the contradictions between the simultaneous necessities of speech and silence; 
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they are posited as two opposites.  In the case of Atiśa’s admonition to be silent, 

however, we should return to Deleuze’s concept of the expressive-sign, the sign as a 

line of flight, the sign whose most important attribute is not its referent or component 

parts of signifier and signified, but its ability to have an impact. Speech and silence are 

not contradictory here, but outcomes of each other.  Speech leads to its opposite, the 

becoming of silence, or becoming-silent. 

It is also important to keep in mind who is doing the speaking: it is the Corpse who in 

all of these narratives has a privileged relationship to speech, it is he and only he who 

ordains when speech may occur, especially in the Sanskrit version.  He is in fact a 

compulsive narrator par excellence.  In the Tibetan and Mongolian versions, his tales 

cause an involuntary lapse from the Prince’s attempt to maintain silence. (The Prince, 

however, is at least able to remain silent in the face of the Corpse’s initial proposal 

that he relate a story).  After the story ends, though, the Prince always comments 

despite his best attempts not to do so.  In one sense, his involuntary remarks function 

as a kind of highly abbreviated verbal commentary to each tale.   

At the conclusion of the story of the girl who brought the Prince back from the land of 

the dead, for example, we read:  

The Prince said [literally: from his face fell (the words)]:196 That person had 
great merit.  To this said the Corpse:  Talk to the Corpse, the hawk cries 
'hur!'  With three blows [like] setting a fire it was gone.197

 

The Dharamsala edition has a slightly different ending: 

To this said the Corpse:  Talk to the Corpse, the Corpse cries 'hur!'  With 
three blows hot like fire, it was gone.198

 

Macdonald translates this passage in the following way: 

...the Prince let escape [the words]’: ‘This person had a great merit.’   The 
Corpse said: ‘You have spoken to the corpse, the falcon soars!' and he gave 
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three great beats of his wings, as if to ignite a fire, and escaped. 199
 

It is of course interesting to consider the extreme difficulty of rendering a text such as 

this one in a European language. When a native speaker of Tibetan was consulted in 

relation to this passage, he felt that the phoneme 'hur' refers to a sound the Corpse 

might make in rushing back to the tree.200 Chandra Das gives the following definitions 

for hur ba:  'to be quick, active, dextrous'.201  Macdonald, however, changes the tern 

ldan cag to 'gram lcag, noting: 'The correction changes the sense from ''the beating of 

wings'' to a ''clacking'' sound.'202 Chandra Das gives the meaning of ldan cag as 'slap on 

the face, a box on the ears',203 which certainly fits in with the overall thrust of the 

passage.  There actually do not appear to be any wings in the original text, although 

perhaps there is an implication that the corpse is flying back to his tree (how else 

would he get there?) MacDonald writes: 

The Corpse is at the top of a tree.  He comes down only when the Prince 
threatens to hit the tree.  At the end of each tale, as we shall see, the 
Corpse will fling out the expression the falcon soars and he will return to 
his tree; he seems to return there by flying, like a bird.  Just as Nagajuna, 
who was disturbed by the beggar boy throwing the stone at a bird's nest 
[in the opening frame narrative of Tibetan 21], the Corpse is thus 
assimilated to a bird...In all the versions, the Corpse is very attached to his 
tree.  One is lead to wonder if, in Tibetan thought, certain deceased 
beings do not require trees as their support of life (bla shin). 204   

Daniele Masset, in her dissertation, notes that the flight of a bird (although usually a 

Garuda or khrung, is 'the symbol itself of Enlightenment':205
 

Thus the sudden eruption of Enlightenment is illustrated, in writings 
falling under that inspiration, by the image of the khyung, which suddenly 
swoops from the heights of the sky to acquire, in one swift blow to acquire 
the single 'fruit' it wishes to obtain—and which will be at times contrasted 
to the [movements of] monkeys, climbing labouriously from branch to 
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branch to obtain the object of their desire...206
 

Another native speaker, this time of Mongolian, who grew up hearing the tale, 

specifically recalls the phrase j 'ayaγan-iyan baraγsan qaγan-u aman-ac'a daγun γarbai'  

(“The khan's good luck has run out, from his mouth a sound has emerged”)207 being 

repeated with great relish in stentorian tones—and not without a tinge of irony.  This 

auditor perceives the Corpse as an invisible being who manifests its presence largely 

through its ability to speak.208 (This would seem to support the interpretion of the 

Corpse, as a Deleuzian Body Without Organs in a perpetual state of becoming-

narration.)209  Its methods of returning to the tree could be many, as it is possessed of 

magical powers.  Perhaps more importantly, however, is that this native speaker 

clearly prioritizes the voice of the Corpse over his putative 'body.'  As we have noted, 

in none of the Mongolian or Tibetan narrations is the physical aspect of the Corpse 

described in any detail at all.  Only in the last narration in the Tibetan 21-tale version 

does the Prince suddenly reflect to himself that he has been carrying the Corpse for 
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quite a while now, and yet he is not repelled by it. 210
 

This repeated inadvertent speech, occuring without fail at the end of each story, serves 

as a trigger to release the Corpse from the sack he is being carried in on the Prince’s 

back. He returns to the tree from which he hangs in the cemetery. The Corpse’s true 

‘straightjacket’ is therefore not the array of tantric implements the Prince has brought 

along to capture him, but the silence itself of his interlocutor, the Prince, or rather his 

refusal to answer or respond to any of the Vetala’s statements.  This silence is 

powerful: it immobilizes him in the Prince’s sack. And it is only the prolongation of 

this immobilization that will render the Corpse fitting for tantric sacrifice. Silence and 

speech are intertwined in a series of cyclical becomings.   

This repeated motif is expressed with extreme brevity in Jambhaladatta.  It is also 

interesting to note the variations in language in the Sanskrit version in the transitional 

passages between the tales: 

As the king said this [i.e., answered the Vetala’s riddle], the goblin hung again on 

the śiṅśapā tree.   

So ends the second story of the goblin… 

The king went quickly and when he had fetched him down from the tree, 
he put him again on his shoulder and went again toward the cemetery.211

 

So he [the Vetala] constructed a weighty problem, which the king thus 
solved; and so, having caused him to break his silence, he went again to the 
tree.  

So ends the third story of the goblin, written by Jambhaladatta… 

Then the king seeing that the corpse was not on his shoulder went back to 
the foot of the tree and put the body on his shoulder.   

In just the same way as before, he set out with the body to go to the 
cemetery.  The goblin mounted on his shoulder again spoke to the king: 

‘Pay attention, oh king who art wholly given to virtue, as I tell an interesting, 
varied, delightful tale.’212 

When the goblin by the pretext of a riddle had brought an end to the king’s 
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silence, he hung again on the śiṅśapā tree.   

So ends the sixth story of the goblin… 

When the goblin had heard the king’s answer, laughing he again left the 
king’s shoulder quickly and hung on the śiṅśapā tree.   

As the goblin was being carried along again, he told another story...213
 

 

The impression arises here of a slight variation in language for the sake of the artistry 

of the narrative (not to mention the opportunity the author takes to remind the reader 

of who has written down these tales).   

It is illuminating to contrast these transitional passages to the passages contained in 

Macdonald 21a and 21b, in which every time the Prince approaches the Corpse, he 

enumerates his impressive list of tantric implements, given to him by Nāgārjuna, as if 

he were reciting a mantra.  The wording does not change from tale to tale.  Let us here 

take the first part of this narrative movement, as the Prince approaches the tree where 

the Corpse hangs: 

The Prince came to the great tree. At the summit of this tree there was a 
large corpse. ‘Do not take me, do not take me,’ it said.  The little corpses 
all around were saying, ‘Take me, take me.’ There is the Sword that cuts 
Wet Stone.  There is the net, the Nine Iron Eyes. Taking out the Sword that 
cuts Wet Stone, [the Prince said]: ‘My lama is Nāgārjuna Hrdaya.  I am the 
Prince Bde spyod bzang po.  My sword is the Cutter of Wet Stone. My net 
is the Nine Iron Eyes.  My stake is the Dark One of acacia wood.  My lasso 
is the Ring of Iron. 214

 

It is perhaps worthwhile to pause here and examine the question of narrative agency. 

The Sanskrit version portrays King Vikramaśarin as ‘beset’—or even besieged—by the 

Corpse’s incessant narrations, against which his only weapon is his own imperfectly 

erected fortress of silence.  (Given the extreme emphasis placed on the value of 

‘masculine’ attributes in Jambhaladatta, and in the Sanskrit versions of the Vetāla 

Tales in general, the military metaphor does not appear to be out of place.) 

And yet, in the Tibetan version, things occur differently, while the basic narrative 
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motif is the same.  It is as if it is these implements, combined with the Prince’s ritual 

recitation of them, as well as of his own name, given to him by Nāgārjuna, as well as 

the name of his master, which causes the narrative to unfold further in its ‘becoming’.  

We can at the very least ask if, rather than the Prince being ‘challenged’ by the 

Corpse’s narrations, his actual (hidden) intent is to cause them to come about. 

Clearly, associations here are evoked with Tantric practise of the evocation of a deity.  

While there is not space to discuss this issue in detail here, I would merely like to raise 

the possibility that in the Tibetan version the Prince is in fact engaging in a tantric 

ritual every time he approaches the Corpse, and perhaps is evoking a kind of ‘deity of 

narrative’.  If we recall the special status of narrative in early Tibetan society this idea 

might not seem so far-fetched. 215
 

The Corpse himself is in any event an instance of becoming-narrative, even as he is a 

Body without Organs: a body-without-organs-becoming-narrative.  His narrative-

becoming can only be propelled onto a further layer of becoming (becoming-tantric) 

through the immanent field of the absolute sustained silence of the Prince. The Prince 

must be therefore become an empty vessel for all of these stories; it is as if, when he 

blurts something out at the conclusion of each tale, his own words get in the way too 

much, as if he has verbally disrupted the smooth space of the Corpse’s narrative, a 

space of story-telling that seemingly wants to be infinite.  Perhaps, then, as the Prince 

approaches the tree in the cemetery where the Corpse hangs, with all of his ritual 

implements, we should not see him neccesarily as ‘capturing’ the Corpse (as the 

narrative overtly prompts us to) but rather as ritually readying his own self to become 

the empty recipient of the Corpse’s endless narration.  The Prince’s silence, or 

attempt at silence, would then constitute a kind of becoming-empty, becoming-

negated.   In the meeting between the Prince and the Corpse, two different streams of 

becoming, or two different lines of flight encounter each other.  Macdonald also notes, 

in reference to the Prince’s approach to the Corpse, that: 
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This presentation of the prince and his implements by his own self has the 
appearance of a formula from the Gesar epic: ‘If you do not know me, I am 
such-and-such…’  The style is certainly ancient.  When the spirit-deities 
inhabit a human receptacle, that is to say a medium, they declare their 
identities in a similar fashion. 216

 

At this juncture, I should like to merely mention once again the work of Roberte 

Hamayon,  and her work on the function of the epic in Siberian hunting rituals, which 

in her interpretation forms part of a larger cycle of exchange between different 

worlds.217 In this sense the Prince could be understood to actually be 'hunting' the 

Corpse's stories: his ritual implements and ritual incantation of their names would 

bear a certain similarity to the recitation of an epic before setting off for the hunt, as 

described in Hamayon's La chasse à l'âme.218  While the Prince certainly does not 

recite anything like the Gesar epic, we have just seen that MacDonald found stylistic 

similarities between the Prince's 'self-introduction' to the Corpse and elements of the 

Gesar epic. Hamayon herself writes: 

...although the fusion of myth and ritual is proper to the epic, this is 
neither the only oral genre to fulfill a mythic function, nor the only one to 
engage in ritual enactment, nor the only collective ritual. 219

 

As she notes, the word used for 'epic' in all the Mongolian languages, u'liger, also has 

the sense of 'model', something that serves as a reference for comparison, illustration 

or imitation.  In Khalka, u'liger also designates a tale;220 in Kalmyk, a proverb; in the 

Ordos dialect, a tale, proverb or a riddle.221  Hamayon perceives a definite linguistic 

connection between the epic, the tale and the proverb.222
 

Relying upon the insights outlined above of Deleuze and Hamayon, we may conclude 

that the contest of speech and silence between the Prince and the Corpse is a 

depiction of a ritual exchange, the main function of which is to ensure the perpetual 
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flow of narrative.  At the same time, we should not ignore the becoming-ritual of the 

narrative itself which Hamayon describes, and which I touched upon briefly in my 

Bachelor's Thesis.223 

4.3      Speech and Stuttering, Nonsense Syllables 

Earlier, we briefly considered Deleuze's fascination with stammering and nonsense 

syllables, as if these might provide one possible way of escaping from the restrictions 

of language and its inevitable functions of social control, restriction and 

regimentation.   

In this section, I would like to examine the use of nonsense syllables in the Oirat and 

Mongolian versions of the Enchanted Corpse cycle.  Needless to say, it is the Corpse 

who most prominently manifests in such seemingly 'nonsensical' speech in both of 

these versions.  For example, in Krueger, after the Prince has let fall his inadvertent 

comment, the Corpse utters:   

sarva la mis dod yaqcang224 

whereas in Kara 26, the Corpse exclaims: 

sarvan dur ülü saγuma bi 225   

and in the 13-tale version contained in Peking 13, there are slight variations in his 

parting words from story to story.  These include: 

sarvala  midod  yagc'ub  kemegku'n aldagulun nisc'u' zorc'ibai: 226 

bi u'lu odon γajar-taγan qarimou kemeku'n nisc'u' odobai: 227 
(“I will not go [with you], but will return to my own place [the Corpse] said, and 
flew away.”) 

bi edu'ge u'lu' saγun qarimou kemeku'n aldagulun nisc'u' odabai:  228 
(“I will not stay now, I am returning [the Corpse] said, flying away, and 
disappeared.”) 
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sarva-dur u'lu' saγun odomou kemeku'n aldaγulc'u odbai: 229 
(“I will not remain in sarva, he said, and left, disappearing.”)  
(See discussion of sarva below). 

It is interesting to examine how various translators have rendered this difficult 

passage.  In Krueger's translation of the Oirat version mentioned above, we find: 

When [the Bewitched Corpse] said that, the king said, 'Oh the poor, dear 
girl!'  The Bewitched Corpse said, 'The King has sealed his fate, and let slip 
a word.'  Uttering the words 'Sarva-la mis dod yaqcang', he flew away.230 

Vladimircov mentions that he is working from an Oirat manuscript, although he does 

not state specifically which one.231 In any event, his rendition of this passage is as 

follows: 

Царевич Амугуланг-Едлегчи воскликнул:  «Бедняжка! Как жалко!» – 
«Ты произнес слово, несчастны царевич, – сказал Волшебный 
мертвес.  – Теперъ я не останусъ в этом мире!» И улетел. 232   

This could be transposed into English as: 

The Prince exclaimed: “The poor thing!  What a pity!”  “You have spoken, 
unfortunate Prince,” said the Enchanted Corpse.  “Now I shall not remain in 
this world!” And he flew away. 233 

Krueger appends, to the Corpse's final phrase ('Sarva la mis dod yaqcang') before he 

disappears yet again,   the following footnote: 

Distorted Sanskrit and Tibetan, “Enlightenment (bodhi) is not for all,” or 
perhaps colloquially, “Some people just don't have it.” 234 

Sarva would actually appear to be a Uyghur loan-word originally derived from either 

Sanskrit or Sogdian.  The Dictionary of Early Turkish gives the following meanings: 

Uyghur: Šravak [Sanskrit śrāvaka]: uchenik buddhy, posledavateli, uchenich 
buddhy 235   
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Uyghur:  Sarvaγ {Sogdian srw'γ] dvorec236 

The former meaning is attested in Mongolian in Bold (2008) as well under the entry 

s'arvan III: buddiin s'as'nii surgaal nomloliig bis'ren dagagc', ('a 

believer/follower of the teachings of Buddhism)'.237 

La, in the phrase sarva-la, is clearly the Tibetan locative case;238 mis dod could possibly 

be a transliteration in Mongolian classical script of Tibetan mi sdod [neg. particle + 

sdod, to stay, remain].239  In Luvsandorj's opiniion, the more opaque yabc'ang (or 

yabc'ub) could be a somewhat distorted phonetic rendering of Tibetan byang chub, 

'enlightenment'.240  Such abbreviated phonetic renderings of Tibetan words and 

phrases, particulary having to do with Buddhism, became especially frequent in 

Mongolian beginning in the 17th-18th centuries. 

It would appear thus that the Corpse is saying one of two things: either 'I will not 

remain with this disciple of Buddha, yabcub!', or: 'I will not remain in this “palace”, 

yabcub!'  Luvsandorj feels that the final phrase yabc'ub is probably uttered in the sense 

of a mantra.  Its phonetic distortion actually adds to its mysteriousness.  Luvsandorj 

also added that if Sakya Pandita translated this text into Oirat, which is quite possible, 

he most likely would have favoured the inclusion of many such 'Tibetanisms.'241 

Krueger's rendering would appear to be based on the interpretion of sarva as Sanskrit 

'all'. In this sense, the sentence could be translated in a strictly literal sense as:  

'Enlightenment does not remain to all'.  Hence Krueger's translation: 'Enlightenment 

(bodhi) is not for all'.   Vladimircov, however, seems to favour the interpretation of 

sarva as being derived from Sogdian srw'γ, or Russian dvorec, hence his rendering: 

“Now I shall not remain in this world!”  Luvsandorj perceived this interpretation as 

perfectly valid, while noting, however, that if the Corpse did mean to say 'dvorec', the 
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intended speech would have an ironic tone to it. 242 

As we have seen, the phrase uttered by the Corpse in the Mongolian version is: sarvan 

dur ülü saγuma bi.  In this case both interpretations of sarva contained in the DTC 

seem valid: either the Corpse does not wish to remain with this disciple, or he does 

not wish to remain in this 'palace' (which could also metaphorically refer to 'this 

realm, this world'.)  Interestingly, the Uyghur word sarva is endowed here with the 

Mongolian “secret”suffix n,243  partially 'domesticizing' it.  As we have seen above in 

the variations of his statement contained in Peking 13, the Corpse generally expresses 

his desire to not remain here (with the Prince), but to return to 'his own land', i.e., the 

tree in the cemetary from which he hangs. 

We may also tangentially note that in these Oirat and Mongolian versions the Corpse 

is clearly depicted as flying back to his tree, something that is only hinted at in 

Macdonald 21a and 21b. 

4.3.2.  Deleuze's 'Surplus of Sense' 

In his work The Logic of Sense, Deleuze explores in depth the relation between sense 

and nonsense in language. Although his analysis is based mainly upon Western 

literary authors, including Lewis Carroll, his theories are relevant as well to the 

seemingly nonsensical fragments uttered by the Corpse.   

First, however, it is necessary to briefly outline Deleuze's ontology of being: 

Gilles Deleuze's ontology ostensibly revolves precisely around the inversion 
of the hierarchy of identity and difference, and...he offers an ontological 
model in which the text and the extra-textual world are seen as separate, 
autonomous entities, but which still allows for the articulation of their 
relevance for each other. 

Deleuze's ontology rests on a few simple concepts, at the heart of which lies 
a paradox: one Being with two distinct yet inextricable sides. To Deleuze, 
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the real consists of the actual and the virtual.  The actual is that which 
exists in time and space: matter and form.  The virtual is an 'abstract and 
potential multiplicity' presupposed by space and time. 244  

There is not space in the present Thesis to delve into Deleuze's relatively complex 

theories of the two kinds of difference ('Aristotelian' difference and difference-in-

itself), and how they are related to the actual and the virtual that comprise the real; 

nor would it becompletely relevant. What remains important for our analysis, 

however, is his concept of the value of art and literature as a force that activates this 

difference, seen as being of crucial ontological significance: 

What is an essence as revealed in the work of art?  It is a difference, the 
absolute and ultimate Difference.  Difference is what constitutes being, 
what makes us conceive being. 245 

For Deleuze, 'the structure of reality can be seen as a series...the notion of 
series is also central to Deleuze's reading of literature...Art is not a copy of 
reality or a secondary being, but shares the same ontological structure as 
reality itself.' 246   

Deleuze perceives three kinds of series, 'each arranging [and synthesizing] elements in 

a different way'.247  The three series are, respectively, connective (e.g. things connected 

by ressemblance); conjunctive synthesis (things connected by coexistence and 

coordination);   and disjunctive synthesis (in which things are connected only through 

difference).248  Aldea summarizes:  

What ensures the communication between the series is never resemblance 
or identity but the very disparity between them.  This disparity Deleuze 
calls a 'dark precursor', 'paradoxical object' or the 'object = x'; that is, 
difference-in-itself working as a 'differentiator' in a system of series...The 
object = x is virtual difference-in-itself, the force of univocal Being, and as 
such it relates all things to each other only through their relation to itself: it 
makes them resonate as part of the One Being, rather than because of their 
respective identities. 249

 

The way that Deleuze works with series in literature is connected to his 
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theory of language and sense.  Language consists of a series of propositions 
(or words) and a series of things, or, a series of signifiers and and a series of 
signified.  However, to Deleuze, the sense produced by language is not 
simply the direct reference of one of the series to the other.  It is rather a 
resonance between deries, effected precisely through disjunctive synthesis.  
The two series of language do not actually correspond to each other, and 
therefore allow the continual displacement of terms of one series in 
relation to the terms of another series.250 

As she writes, 'The appearance of an object = x in a sysytem of homogeneous or 

heterogeneous series instantly performs a disjunctive synthesis, making series become 

“resonant” with another, divergent, series, because they now “connect” through 

difference.'251 

The example that Deleuze gives is that of Proust's madeleine,252 which causes two 

completely divergent settings (the Combray of the past and the Combray of the 

present) to 'resonate across space and time', creating an entirely new meaning (an 

imagined Combray of the past which is not identical to either the Combray of the past 

or the Combray of the present).  This would be an example of connective and 

conjunctive syntheses.   

Deleuze draws upon the work of Lewis Carroll to demonstrate disjunctive synthesis, 

which 'allows divergent series to communicte and coexist.'253  He distinguishes esoteric 

words and portmanteau words254 as being of especial importance: 

[…] The blank word is designated by esoteric words in general (it, thing, 
Snark, etc.).  The function of the blank word, or of the esoteric words of the 
first order, is to coordinate the two heterogeneous series.  Esoteric words, 
in turn, may also be designated by portmanteau words, words of the second 
order, whose function is to ramify the series.  First figure: the paradoxical 
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element is at once word and thing.  In other words, both the blank word 
denoting it and the esoteric word denoting the blank word have the 
function to express the thing.  It is a word that denotes exactly what it 
expresses and expresses what it denotes.  It expresses its denotatum and 
designates its own sense.  It says something, but at the same time, it says 
the sense of what it says: it says its own sense.  It is therefore completely 
abnormal.  We know that the normal law governing all names endowed 
with sense is precisely that their sense may be denoted only by another 
name (n1  —>  n2 —>  n3 …). The name saying its own sense can only be 

nonsense (Nn)...Second figure: the portmanteau word is itself the principle 

of an alternative the two terms of which it forms (frumious = fuming-and-
furious or furious-and-fuming.)255 […]  When we assume that nonsense says 
its own sense, we wish to indicate...that sense and nonsense have a specific 
relation which can not copy that of the true and the false...The logic of 
sense is necessarily determined to posit between sense and nonsense an 
original type of intrinsic relation, a mode of co-presence.  256

 

In other words, in Deleuze's analysis of words designating 'sense' and 'nonsense', the 

former is linked to an infinite regression of nouns, as one noun is always needed to 

explain another, whereas the 'nonsensical' word does not entrail this infinite chain of 

regression: it itself says what it is.   

The function of these 'nonsensical' linguistic phenomena, accordingly, is 

...to traverse the heterogeneous series, to coordinate them, to make them 
resonate and converge, but also to ramify them and to introduce into each 
one of them multiple disjunctions.  It is both word = x, and thing = x.  Since 
it belongs simultaneously to both series, it has two sides.  But the sides are 
never balanced, joined together, or paired off, because the paradoxical 
element is always in disequilibrium in relation to itself.  To account for this 
correlation and this dissymmetry we make use of a number of dualites: it is 
at once excess and lack, empty square and supernumary object, a place 
without an occupant and an occupant without a place, “floating signifier” 
and floated signifier, esoteric word and esoteric thing, white word and 
black object...Word = x in a series, but at the same time, thing = x in 
another series.257

 

In Deleuze's analysis, then, nonsense would not be the absence of sense, but 

                                                           
255

   The example is taken from the work of Lewis Carroll. 
256

   Deleuze (1990: 67-8). 
257

    See Deleuze (1990: 78). 
 



 

93 

93 

actually, its 'donation', its surplus.258  Additionally: 

The object = x in language can therefore be recognized as a word which, 
because it is simulataneously an excess in one series and a lack in the other, 
is equally present in both; in it the signifier and the signified coincide, 
because the word appears to create its own signified in its very lack of extra-
linguistic object.  The word which is recognizable as an object = x is a word 
which loses its simply referential sense, or which has no sense to begin 
with.  The object = x as a word is what Deleuze calls and 'esoteric' or a 
nonsensical word, a word that, precisely because it is divorced, in and by a 
text, from any direct signification, can take on any sense.259 

I would argue that the 'nonsensical' phrases uttered by the Corpse, comprised of 

fragments of Sanskrit and Tibetan words, correspond  to Deleuze's concept of object = 

x. Rather than being devoid of meaning, they are semantically polyvalent. And, as we 

have seen above, they are certainly open to various interpretations. They connect two 

divergent series: the narration itself of the ritual exchange of speech and silence 

between the Corpse and the Prince; and the floating series of 'surplus' mantric 

syllables.   

Deleuze draws as well upon Jakobson's work: 

Jakobson defines a phoneme zero, having no phonetically determined 
value, by its opposition to the absence of the phoneme rather than to the 
phoneme itself.  Likewise, nonsense does not have any particular sense, 
but is opposed to the absence of sense rather than than to the sense that it 
produces in excess—without ever maintaining with its product the simple 
relation of exclusion to which some people would like to reduce them.  
Nonsense is that which has no sense, and that which, as such and as it 
enacts the donation of sense, is opposed to the absence of sense.  This is 
what we must understand by “nonsense.” 260 

Jakobson's concept of the 'zero phoneme', opposed not to a 'signifying' phoneme, but 

rather to the absence of any phoneme at all, is relevant for the Mongolian linguistic 

concept of teg utgatai u'g ('zero-meaning word').261  Rather than being utterly devoid 

of meaning the 'zero-meaning word' can take on a variety of meaning according to 

context.  A common example from Khalkha Mongolian would be the word tenger, 
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which can alternately signify 'sky, heavens, weather, god, deity, spirit',262 or the word 

burqan, 'buddha, The Buddha, Buddhist deity, god, icon, statue of a deity'.263 

4.3.3.  Nonsense Syllables in the ro sgrungs 

As has been mentioned, the Corpse does not utter nonsense syllables when rushing 

away from the Prince back to his tree in the Tibetan versions under discussion here.  

Nonsense syllables do occur, however, in the 21-tale Tibetan version in MacDonald.  In 

tale XIV, 'The Horse Who Rewarded the Merits of Another Life and Reduced the 

Demon to Slavery',264 one of the demons who features in the tale, Big Pot, is overcome 

by the hero of the story, a boy who has been tricked by his sister into stealing garlic 

from his garden.  Big Pot supplicates:   

Do not kill me.  I will do whatever work you give me.  If you tell me to 
strike something, I will strike the head of my father.  If you tell me to eat 
something, I will eat the liver of my mother.  I will do the impossible.  I will 
enter the hell Ya-ra-na-kan, the hell Ma-ra-la-kan, until the depths of the 
hell of vajra, he swore while crying out.265 

Macdonald comments:  

I do not understand these two expressions [ya ra na kan and ma ra la 
kan]...They are probably Tibetan transcriptions of misunderstood foreign 
words.  The Mahāvyupatti...indicates the equivalence narakah: dmyal ba 
[dmyal ba: 'hell, purgatory, perdition']266 CF. DAS, Dictionary, p. 727: 
narakam.267 It seems that the element mara comes from Sanskrt Māra.  ya 
and ma are opposed as yar 'above, high' and mar 'below'. 268 

It is quite feasible that the nonsense syllables uttered by Big Pot as he trembles before 

the courageous boy are the verbal manifestation of his sudden fear.  The mixing up of 

Sanskrt syllables, which do, however, carry a definite phonemic echo in Tibetan (yar, 

'above,' and mar, 'below'), creates the 'resonance across two series' which we referred 
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to above.  Perhaps creating the impression that these hells are either above or below in 

big Pot's imagination:  his improper designation of them could indicate that he does 

not know where to place them in his own personal cosmology, which, as a demon, is 

necessarily skewed.  

4.4.     The Corpse’s Enigma, or the Case of the Vanishing Riddle 

In my Bachelor’s Thesis, I considered the effect of the culmination of narrative by the 

Corpse upon the Prince, particularly in the Sanskrit version. In the 25th tale (the final 

one), the Corpse presents King Vikramakeśarin with a riddle demanding the 

decipherment of a familial relation so convoluted that the King has no choice but to 

remain silent.269  (In Jambhaladatta, a piece of crucial information is also left out, 

actually rendering the riddle impossible to solve.)270  The riddle in this case almost 

would seem to prefigure the trope of the Zen koan, which through paradoxical 

language conjures silence in the interlocutor, bringing an abrupt  halt to  speech and 

the workings of the conscious mind in order to attain a state beyond language.  In this 

case, however, the unsolvable riddle creates a gap in the space of the narrative for the 

corpse to now relate his own biography (which, as we have noted above, does not 

occur in the Tibetan and Mongolian versions). 

The riddle presented by the Corpse at the end of each tale vanishes from Macdonald 

21a and 21b and RGR.  An order-word vanishes. At this point in time, it is of course 

impossible to determine if the Tibetan translators simply decided to ‘edit’ it out at the 

time of the first transmission, or if it disappeared gradually.  This may not be of the 

utmost importance, however: what matters most as concerns the Riddle in the Tibetan 

version is its ostensible absence.  Instead, as I have described, the tales provoke 

involuntary utterances on the part of the Prince.  The seeming elimination of the 

riddle is not, as I hope to show, coincidental.   

I would propose that in fact the ‘riddle’ did not entirely disappear from the Mongolian 
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and Tibetan versions, but rather became deterritorialized into the smooth(er) 

nomadic space of both the ro sgrung and s’iditu' kegu’r -u'n u’liger.  As such, the 

‘riddle’, as a linguistic entity, no longer has the neatly defined syntactical outlines that 

set it off so clearly from the rest of the text in Jambhaladatta.  In the latter, it always 

takes the form of a question which is always prefaced by the Vetāla’s command: 

‘Speak, king,’ which is then invariably followed by the king’s reply. 271  The riddle that 

concludes every tale in Jambhaladatta can be viewed as the initial starting point of a 

manifestation of linguistic-becoming that then carries throughout the entire cycle in 

all three languages.  In the Tibetan and Mongolian versions it becomes a statement or 

even just a fragment of a statement. I would argue that the obstensible riddle of the 

Sanskrit version becomes deterritorialized into the frequent practise of enigmatic 

speech and generation of enigmatic images of the Tibetan and Mongolian versions.  

The ‘riddle’ is still very much present, but in a totally diffused manner.  And in a form 

now that can never be totally clearly deciphered. 

As I mentioned in my Bachelor’s Thesis, Jambhaladatta’s English translator, M. D.  

Emeneau, warns us in a footnote  not to try to “rationalize” events such a “marvellous” 

narrative as the Vetālapañcavinśati.272  And yet, when we examine the riddle-answer 

trope that appears at the end of each one of the stories of the Sanskrit Vetala, there is, 

within the context of Brahmin society, a great deal of “conventional” logic; or we could 

say, logic according to the collective mores of Hindi society of the time.   

For example, in the second tale, ‘How Three Young Brahmans Restored their Beloved 

to Life,’ three young Brahmans are all in love with the beautiful Mandāravatī. 273  ‘As 

fate willed it, she died,’ states the Corpse. The three Brahmans mourn her in three 

different ways: the first one smears his body with ashes from her funeral pyre, donning 

the ‘bark garment’ of an ascetic and wandering off to another land; the second 

Brahman embarks on a series of pilgrimages with her bones; and finally the third 
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Brahman, in the words of the narrative ‘made a dwelling on the ashes of her funeral 

pyre and abandoning pleasures dwelt always in that place.’ 274  By joining forces, they 

eventually restore her to life.  The first Brahman, having stolen the knowledge of a 

magic charm, conjures Mandāravatī back to life from the ashes and the bones which 

have been safeguarded by the other two. They then proceed to quarrel over who 

should get to marry her. The Vetāla’s riddle is as follows: ‘Speak, king. Who is her 

husband according to what is right?’  The correct answer is then given by the king: 

Listen, goblin. The Brahman who possessed the charm is her father, 
because he created her.  The one who washed her bones and was purified at 
places of pilgrimage is her son, because, because of his devotion to her 
when she was in the other world.  The one who guarded the pyre and ashes 
is her husband, because he waited for her. 275 

And, as Emeneau explains in a footnote, in Somadeva’s version, the third Brahman is 

the husband ‘because he lay in the cemetery embracing her like a husband.’ 276 

The Vetāla’s riddles, then, are actually a kind of an ‘oral exam’ in the matter of the 

placement in the hierarchy in the Hindi society of that time, the delineation of what 

conduct of a member of a given caste is to be considered as praiseworthy or to be 

condemned, the status of women and servants in Brahmanistic society, and in the case 

of a committed offense, how guilt should be properly apportioned.  These guidelines 

or ‘rules’ are lucidly stated in the King’s answers to the riddles posed by the Vetāla at 

the conclusion of his narratives. To cite a few examples: 

The creator of all has made females fickle, with the idea that they should be the 
vessel of all evils. Among males now and then one is cruel.  Females are by their 
nature evil-doers.277  

This is the only rule for servants: that they lay down their life for their lord. 278 

…the kṣatriya and no other is suitable to marry a kṣatriya in marriage.279
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Women by their nature follow the path of their husbands.280 

Because of a pupil’s deficiency the teacher also becomes deficient. 281 

The one who gave life must be the slayer. 282 

When she [a prostitute] was born in the caste of harlots, she became very 
wicked.  Because of intercourse with other men, though she remembered her 
previous existences, she forgot her own husband.283 

The ‘Rules of the Game’—to quote the filmmaker Jean Renoir—are more than 

abundantly clear. Not only functioning as instructions for the King, the 

overwhelmingly didactic function of the Vetala’s riddles, we can presume, was meant 

as well to operate as a kind of ‘order-word’ upon the auditors or the readers of the 

Vetāla’s tales as well. The outlines of a rigidly hierarchical society are evident. The 

riddles in the Sanskrit version make crystal-clear reference to a social order outside of 

its own fictional world, one that can be independently sourced and verified from 

historical and sociological works. 

Nonetheless, the fictional worlds of both the Tibetan and Mongolian versions, while 

carrying their own didactic intentions, elude such clear-cut definitions.  It would be 

much more difficult to extract the same sort of brutally clear-cut rationales of the 

hierarchies of society as was demonstrated above using the Sanskrit recension (for 

example, the statement that 'Females are by their nature evil-doers.’) Yet whole 

societies, made up of their own hierarchies, obviously equally stand behind the 

fictional worlds of the Tibetan and Mongolian versions.  And the many bewilderingly 

mysterious images presented to us certainly do have a logic of their own, whether 

esthetic, religious, philosophical, cultural, or all of these at once.   

Many of the narrative motifs in the Tibetan version will strike the reader as 

undeniably tantric in nature.  In the tale of “The Merchant Who Lost his Way and 
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Gained a Kingdom,”284 we can observe, among others, the following narrative 

phenomena, as the merchant approaches the mysterious castle by accident, emerge: 

-mkhar rjag ge rjog ge mang po ‘dug.285  Macdonald translates this as: “Although there 

were many castles pressed up one against the other…” 286 

-the merchant, upon entering the castle, observes the fainted horses in the stable 

-he notices the cows have also all fainted 

-he climbs the stairs and sees the king and queen seated upon their thrones, but dead 

-the merchant removes the corpses of the king and queen and prepares himself a meal 

-at midnight he hears strange sounds coming from the staircase and suddenly a 

monkey in a turban with cowry ornaments appears287 

-the monkeys, all carrying fresh meat upon their shoulders, cry out “tsi, tsi!” and turn 

three times around the merchant 

-the next evening the monkeys return, this time performing a tsam dance in front of 

the merchant 

-finally on the third day, the merchant happens upon a ‘tantrist’ (snangs pa) who 

explains why the king and queen are dead: the local protective deities were angered 

when the tantrist had lent the king money and he refused to pay it back.288  The motif 

of the dancing monkeys, however, remains unexplained by the narrative. 

In addition, we can recall the the mandala surrounded by hearts that call out to the 

mistress of the dead Prince as she retrieves the heart in the centre of the mandala.  It 

would appear that the reader of today cannot with any great reliability unequivocally 

place these images into a clearly defined social or even religious ‘order’ of one kind or 

another: the external referent that generated them cannot be not evoked with the 
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same clarity as the societal hierarchy the answers to the riddles in the Sanskrit Vetala 

narrative clearly refer to.  

Nonetheless, a consultation with a native speaker did yield a few clues.  In the opinion 

of Geshe Nyima Woser Choekhortshang, a Tibetan Bon po monk, the image of a soul 

being rescued  from another realm through bringing back a heart is a frequent motif 

in folk literature.289 Macdonald, for his part, sees the mandala or circle-image as 

indicating protection.290 As mentioned above, Danièle Masset speaks of the monkey as 

a symbol of restless mind in Tibetan poetry.291  It forms an opposite image to that of 

the bird, whose swift flight may symbolize instant liberation, particularly in the Dzog 

chen school.292 

Although we can make general conjectures as to their meanings, these images would 

seem to remain, however, deeply enigmatic. In the becoming-cosmos of the 

Omniscient Horse, for example,  a certain correspondence of similarity between the 

parts of the horse and what they became was observed, but this still does not fully 

explain to us the entire significance of this narrative event. For Nyima Woser 

Choekhortshang, this narrative sequence seemed unusual within the context of 

Tibetan folk literature: far more common, he stated, is for things to be perceived in 

the opposite direction.  In other words, rather than seeing the becoming- landscape of 

the becoming-cosmos of the horse, it is rather the landscape itself that would be 

perceived already as a body with it's own parts and organs (for example, the forest on 

the mountain is its hair, etc.)  These would be the body and the organs of the deity 

who inhabits that particular landscape or geological feature of that landscape.293  (A 

similar  phenomena can be observed in Mongolian folklore: in one origin myth, the 

rivers of a mountain are said to be the tears of a mother who while dwelling there lost 
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her only son.)294 

I would argue that these ‘enigmatic events’ in the Mongolian and Tibetan cycles are 

partially so because the enigma of the Vetāla’s original riddle has been deterritorialized 

onto them, through them, and with them.  

4.5.  Becoming-Enigmatic and the Deterritorization of Signification 

In her Doctoral Thesis, Danièle Masset speaks of a “war of images”as a not uncommon 

phenomenon in Tibetan poetic texts: 

...if one pushes to its ultimate consequences the operational logic in a given 
image, one can, with a certain degree of aptitude, arrive at conclusions that 
are the opposite of what the image in question is supposed to 
illustrate...This “war of images” proves decisively that they are not merely 
poetic themes for the sake of ornament, but that they represent, in certain 
cases, real philosophical challenges.295 

 Similarly scholars and translators of Tibetan literature, such as Daniel Berounský, 

have spoken of the extreme polyvalency of interpretation of imagery in Tantric texts, 

(one trope or image being interpreted in very different ways by different 

commentators), mentioning as well that perhaps more significant than the 

interpretation of the individual images themselves is their culmulative effect upon the 

reader or auditor.296 

I would argue that in the case of the Tibetan “Enchanted Corpse” cycle, what occurs 

can be interpreted as a kind of Deleuzian “stammering of images”, which may have 

arisen due to many factors.  Some of these factors could be, for example, textual 

imgaery connnected to rites or symbols now forgotten.  Certainly, though, the 

“stammering of images” is connected to the will towards a creation of a tantric-effect 

in the text.   Paradoxically, as Masset points out, this “multiplicity of images” is itself 

rooted in a deep ambivalance towards the use of the image as a pedogogic means.297
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5.0.    The Becoming of Narrative 

In this section, given space constraints, I would like merely to sketch briefly some 

thoughts concerning the becoming of narrative itself throughout the Enchanted 

Corpse cycle.  I intend in future articles to expand upon these ideas more thoroughly, 

as I consider them to be highly relevant for the study of 'nomadic narrative' as such. 

5.1.    Transmission and Transmutation of Motifs 

As noted in Section 1, certain scholars consider that there is little, if no, connection 

between the Sanskrit Vetāla recensions and the Tibetan and Mongolian versions that 

followed in the centuries afterward. While in a certain sense, this is undoubtably true, 

if one takes a closer look at the three cycles, resemblances do begin to emerge beyond 

the fact that all three linguistic versions concern an ascetic,298 a Prince or King, and a 

Corpse who must be subjected to a tantric ritual.  To take one example, in my 

Bachelor's Thesis, I discovered that the closing frame story contained in Jambhaladatta 

and the 21-tale Tibetan version actually share very deep structural similarities.  The 

examination of these 'deep structural similarities' makes a consideration of the 

differences between the narratives all the more revealing, as I argued. 

I would like to begin with a brief consideration of some of the motifs which, it seems, 

truly did 'migrate' from one version to the next, and yet at the same time underwent 

considerable transformation.  As was earlier stated, it is no longer possible to 

textologically determine exactly how and when these transmutations occurred.  What 

is interesting for us is that they did occur, and that a certain textual trace has been left 

behind in the forms of the manuscripts and printed versions remaining to us today.   
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hakāmuka) and was slain by the king.” Huang (2009: 229-230).  Of course, in the Tibetan recension, 
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For example, in Jambhaladatta's “How the Four Brothers Fared with the Harlot,”299 

four brothers take up the challenge of attempting to “sport” with a lady of pleasure, 

Rūpavatī, for two nights in a row. (For the price of one lakh, she grants to everyone 

one night, but never consents to the second night, stating, “I have taken a vow to this 

effect.”)  Through trickery, one of the brothers eavesdrops on Rūpavatī revealing her 

secret to an old woman:  she had, in a previous life, been given in marriage to a 

suitable husband, Pratāpasena.  But he abandoned her in war, and the enemy took 

her.  After that, she encountered Pratāpasena in many forms and through many 

lifetimes: as an elephant-cow, a doe, and finally a cakravāka hen.  As a hen she was 

caught by a hunter.  As the hen died she espied a “lovely courtesan,” into whose womb 

she was then born.  Because of the many times Pratāpasena either betrayed her, or 

their separation due to being hunted,  Rūpavatī in her anger took a vow: “I shall enjoy 

a man for one night.  A second night I shall not enjoy him.”300 

Kanakadatta, the last of the four brothers, however, hearing this story, spreads the 

rumour among all the other courtesans that he is actually Pratāpasena.   Rūpavatī 

finally realizes this and  grants him many more nights of sexual favours.  Kanakadatta, 

for his pains, is awarded a high ministerial position, as well as many jewels.  The 

“moral” of the story, as is evident by the Vetāla's riddle and the King's answer, is that 

while she was virtuous in previous existences and recognized her husband, “when she 

was born into the caste of harlots she became very wicked” and “forget her own 

husband.”301 (In fact, it is not clear from the narrative if Kanakadatta is really her 

previous  husband or not, as he obtains his information in a rather duplicitous 

manner.  In any event, either he was her husband, and he himself forgot the fact, and 

had to be reminded as well as to who his former spouse was; or he was not her 

previous husband, and her acceptance of him as such testifies to the fact that she 

really has forgotten about  Pratāpasena altogether.)302
 

                                                           
299

   Emeneau (1934: 109-125). 
300

   Emeneau (1934: 121). 
301

   Emeneau (1934: 125). 
302

   This motif is also present in the Jātaka tales, as a deep friendship between two men that persists 
across many different lifetimes. 
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This motif appears in a very different form in the 21-tale Tibetan recension, under the 

title bu mo de nyid 'bum skye ba dran pa le'u ste gnyis pa'o [Second Tale of the Girl De 

Nyid Who Remembered Her Innumerable Previous Lives].303  Rather than vainly trying 

to entice her into a second or even a first evening of “sport,” three local youths (one 

the son of a king, the other the son of a rich man, and the last a poor man's son) 

compete in trying to get her to speak.  Once again an old lady comes to rescue of the 

hapless suitors, by informing the poor man's son that De Nyi is certainly not mute (as 

he conjectures), but merely remembers innumerable past existances.  The old lady 

describes how, in a previous life as a tigress, her tiger-husband had been killed in a 

hunter's trap.  When she went in search of food for her young, the hunter killed them 

them too.  “Feeling weary with samsara”,304 she was reborn again, this time as a quail:  

when her entire family perished in a fire, she became “weary of family”.305  In the 

existence after that, as a nightingale, she was destroyed again with her young through 

flooding.  The old lady concludes that that is probably why she has not spoken to any 

men for immeasurable existences.306 

The poor man's son then proceeds to “the high part of the valley,” where she lives.  

Eventually she acknowledges him as her husband, and the two are reunited.   

What is interesting for our purposes, of course, is how the kernel of the basic narrative 

remains in the Tibetan version, all the while undergoing deep transformation.  The 

figure of Rūpavatī the “wicked” harlot is now replaced by a young woman who 

expresses her deep faithfulness to her spouse through many lives through her silence. 

In her own vow to silence, she mirrors the vow taken by Prince bde spyod as he 

attempts to carry the Corpse back to Nāgārjuna without speaking.  When she and her 

former husband both recognize each other, they both weep, in what is a truly 

emotional and deeply moving passage. This certainly contrasts greatly to 
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   Macdonald (1990: 44-51). 
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   'khyo ba la skyo ba gcig.  Macdonald (1990: 46).  Duff gives the meaning of skyo ba as "to be fed up 
with", "to be weary of", "to be disenchanted with", "to have distaste for", etc. It indicates a meaning 
of being disillusioned with cyclical existance.  (Duff) 
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Kanakadatta's “triumphal” stance, in which, after “claiming” the harlot as his own 

through his deception, he makes off with “Rūpavatī and all her property.”307 

In the Mongolian recensions at my disposal, I have not been able to locate this motif. 

The second 'motif migration'  I would like to examine briefly has its genesis in the 

story contained in Jambhaladatta's recension, “How Somaprabhā Was Rescued by Her 

Three Suitors”,308 in which three Brahmans are contending for Somaprabhā's hand.  

She has already stated her desire to her father to be married to a suitor who will 

possess knowledge, have the skill of artifice, or be courageous.309  She then disappears, 

and the three Brahmans conspire together to rescue her. The “man of knowledge” 

reveals her whereabouts: an ogre by the name of Dhūmra has carried her off to a forest 

in the Vindhya mountains.  The “artificer”, having made a magic chariot, transports 

the courageous one; they locate Somaprabhā, and the courageous Brahman defeats 

the ogre.  It perhaps would not be too difficult to guess that neither the “artificer” nor 

the “man of knowledge” as seen as deserving of Somaprabhā's hand after her rescue: 

only the courageous, ogre-defeating Brahman is suitable to marry her, because he 

demonstrated the most bravery of the three.310 

I would argue that the trope of the three Brahmans, with their complementary  

capabilities, while not literally present in the Tibetan recensions under consideration, 

nonetheless is present in the trope of the Omnscient Horse.311  The Omniscient Horse 

joins together the qualities of the three Brahmans: it is intelligent,312  brave, and it has 

magical powers.  The conflation of the three Brahmans into the figure of the 

Omniscient Horse mirrors on the level of macro-narrative what occurs so very 

frequently on the micro level of Tibetan grammar: condensation, conflation, 

abbreviation.  In terms of the “grammar” of narrative, it perhaps should come as no 

surprise.  And, it may be said, this trope truly “takes wing”: in Macdonald 21a and 21b 
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the figure of the Omniscient Horse appears no less than six times as an important 

narrative agent, a character, or even the main protagonist itself of the story.313  

 

 

5.2.    How Narrative Becomes: An Example 

Earlier, we observed how the constant back-and-forth between oral and written 

versions of these tales, particularly in a Mongolian setting, must have contributed to 

their development and genesis. MacDonald, in his translation of the tale “The 

Merchant Who Lost His Way and Gained a Kingdom”,314 provides an intriguing 

example just of how these narratives becomings may occur. 

As we may recall, this tale concerns the son who, against his parents'wishes, set off to 

pursue trade, and soon finds himslef wandering into a mysterious castle full of fainted 

animals and a dead King and Queen.  He has on his person a sword which previously 

had been given to him by a kind inn-keeper: in the event that he happens to 

encounter  a demon with a body  (gzugs can gyi dgra), he only need show it to subdue 

the demon.315  Later on, when the merchant has met with the Tantrist residing in the 

castle, the latter tells him: “Even if you do not take out this fine sword, the serpent will 

emerge from the sheath.”316  MacDonald notes:  

sbrul, “serpent”, but it can only be the sword in this context.  There is, 
therefore, an assimilation of the two in the mind of the storyteller.317

 

This minor narrative detail, although it may apppear insignificant, actually affords us 
                                                           
313

   The tales in Macdonald 21a are: “The Smart Little Boy 'Can't-Tell-A-Lie',” (102-115); “The Girl Slang 
na, who, because she had rendered hommage to her tutelary  deity in previous lifetimes, returned to 
the land of bcan that protected the grottoes, and took control of the government”. in which the deity 
Hayagriva figues prominently (136-155);  “The Girl So kha 'di li sman, who, delivered from the hands 
of the demon thanks to her Omniscient Horse, was offered the Throne” 156-171); “The girl, who, 
despite having been tricked by the demon, thanks to her own Mother who was a Jnana-Dakini, 
became Queen, once her bad deed was redeemed”  (172-189);  “The Horse who compensated the 
benefits of another existence and reduced the demon to slavery” (218-233); and in Macdonald 21b, 
“The man who gained his living in interpreting dreams and obtained a Kingdom” (12- 47) in which a 
consecrated horse of the king advises him to call the merchant to render a prophecy . 

314
   Macdonald (1990: 190-203). 

315
   Macdonald (1990: 192-3). 
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a fascinating insight into exactly how these tales transformed over time.  (Obviously, 

in terms of the Tibetan recensions, we must unfortunately speak of a major disruption 

of the linguistic milieu in which the further becoming of these tales would be taking 

place.)  In any event, a narrative becoming is expressed, either through scribal error, a 

“slip”, or perhaps even a conscious decision on the part of the story-teller.  

Theoretically, in future versions, this development could be further expressed by a 

narrative “regressive assimilation” of the snake all the way back to the sword offered 

by the kind inn-keeper.  In one sense, though, the animate nature of the serpent has 

already assimilated onto the sword in the narrative at hand, as the sword has a definite 

habit of emerging from the sheath all by itself when it is needed.318  To maintain the 

logic of the narrative, MacDonald corrects the “scribal error” translates the word as 

“sword.” This, of course, is perfectly understandable.   

I would argue that we should understand the entity of the 'sword-serpent' precisely as 

a Deleuzian multiplicity, something which is both sword and serpent, or something in 

between the two, touching upon the boundaries of both entities.   

In any event, this short passage provides us with a salient example of the actual 

process of narrative becoming in the context of The Enchanted Corpse cycle of tales. 

5.3.    Error vs. Fate,  and Lines of Flight 

I would like as well to touch briefly here upon the role of error in these narratives.  We 

have just seen above how a minor “scribal error” has a role in the development of 

these stories on the micro-level of the physical act of replicating the text itself.  And 

yet, on the macro-level of narrative, the role that error assumes in the Tibetan 

recensions, especially as compared to the Sanskrit versions, is very striking.  Very 

frequently, crucial narrative developments in Jambhaladatta's version are described as 

occuring “by the power of fate”.  To quote a few examples: 

At that very time, as fate willed it, Mandāravatī died.319 
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Meanwhile, by the power of fate a number of travellers afflicted by thrist 
came to the well and when they saw her were astonished and questioned 
her.320 

At that moment by fate her nose got into the brahman's mouth, and 
unconsciously at the moment of death he cut off her nose with a bite of his 
teeth.321 

Saying this he went and bowed before the goddess, and with a sword sent 
by fate he cut off his head and presented it to the goddess.322 

After some time their father died.  Then, as fate willed it, those four, 
though they were of one mind, separated because of the mutual quarreling 
of their wives.323 

They followed those footprints, and Candravatī and Vilāsavatī, who had 
come to a lake, were married to them by the power of fate...324 

Fate, as it is expressed in Jambhaladatta's Vetāla stories,  could well be considered to 

be a “character” in its own right.  It has an agency equal to or far greater than any of 

the other figures.325 

In contrast to this, the functional role of “Fate” in Jambhaladatta's version is replaced 

by error in the Tibetan ro sgrungs, as well as in the Mongolian siditu' kegu'r-u'n u'liger 

cycle (although in a somewhat different manner).  For our purposes here, I will focus 

briefly on the Tibetan cycle. 

In reading through the various tales of the Tibetan and Mongolian cycles, one 

observes that where royal command, rigid societal strictures, or most frequently, 

“Fate”, as we have mentioned, determines a narrative outcome in Jambhaladatta, the 

operative narrative function in the Tibetan and Mongolian fictional worlds of the 

Enchanted Corpse is error or even outright blundering. In many cases, the mere fact of 

physically wandering aimlessly through an undefined space leads to an ultimately 

prospicious outcome for the protagonist.  

One prominent example is the well-known story of “The Pig-Headed Seer”, in which a 
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lazy man, chased out of the house by his exasperated wife, eventually loses his horse, 

his belongings, and his clothes.  Wandering around naked, he sees observes, 

completely by chance, a princess who misplaces her turquoise life-jewel.  When the 

King announces a reward to the one who can locate the jewel, the naked man 

demands a pig's head for the purposes of divination and miraculously “finds” the 

turquoise life-jewel, after which his fortunes vastly improve.326 

Another example would be the tale of “The Merchant Who Lost His Way and Gained a 

Kingdom”327 (discussed above.)  In the tale, “The girl who, despite having been 

deceived by a srin mo [demon], thanks to her own mother, a jnāna-dākinī, became 

Queen, once her bad deed was redeeemed”328  we see that even matricide need not 

prove a barrier to a happy outcome.  In this tale, a girl who is tricked by demons into 

murdering her own mother, is saved from the demons by the mother herself when she 

returns in the form of a cow. 

I would argue that these “errors” or “blunders” represent narrative lines of flight in the 

Deleuzian sense of the word. 

5.4.      Syncreticism and Narrative Becoming 

5.4.1.   A Brief Consideration of Syncreticism in the Vetālapañcavinśati 

It is clear that, in all three versions, what we have at hand here is a deeply syncretic 

narrative, even if the degree or manner of this syncretism may differ.  Even in 

Jambhaladatta, a certain measure of syncreticism may be observed.  Vacek has noted 

the many Buddhist elements present in this narrative.329  It is certainly true that there 

are many motifs present in the Vetālapañcavinśati, for example, that are also present 

in the Jātaka tales, which are of Indian Buddhist provenence.  One is that of the theme 

of silence. 

The wisdom of knowing when to remain silent is addressed at length in the Takkāriya 
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   Macdonaold (1990: 268-2870. 
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   Ibid (190-2030. 
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   Ibid (172-189).  This has much in common with the European Cinderella motif, as Wayne Schlepp 
has pointed out.  See Schlepp 2002. 
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Jātaka.330  This Jātaka provides many instances of people, mostly women and thieves, 

who come to a bad end (‘destroyed by their own words’) because they cannot hold 

their tongue. (This litany of unfortunate beings also includes a she-goat who escapes 

capture, and, thinking herself free, cheerfully kicks away the knife in the bamboo 

grove.  Needless to say this sound alerts another hunter to her presence, and her 

playful freedom comes to a tragic end.)331  At the very end of the Jātaka tale, a positive 

example is offered of two captured fairies who initially provoke the king’s wrath when 

they do not sing on command. Nonetheless, by finally explaining why they did not 

sing when ordered to (they would have sung badly), they win the king’s praise for 

speaking up in a timely manner.  Instead of being served up (one as the as king’s 

dinner and the other as his breakfast), they are taken away in a golden cage and then 

released. 

This earlier manifestation of the theme of silence in the Jātaka tales would seem to 

support MacDonald’s theory that the Vetāla tales themselves might have originally 

been Buddhist, and then were later recast as Brahmanic tales, only to return, of 

course, to a Buddhist socio-religious context with Atiśa’s legendary transmission.332   

In Jambhaladatta's 24th tale, “How the Jīmūtavāna Saved the Nāgas from Garuda”,  

King Jīmūtavāna offers his own body as food to a Garuda that has already eaten eight 

sons of a “serpent mother.”  In contrast to the ending of the Buddhist Jātaka, however, 

in which the tigress consumes the Buddha's body in its entirety,  the Garuda, realizing 

it is eating a Brahman, repents, and restores the bodies of the eight serpent-sons as 

well as that of King  Jīmūtavāna.333  

The presence of these motifs in the Jātaka tales--even if the Buddhist Urtext as 

MacDonald hypothesizes never existed—attests to the fact that the Jataka stories must 

have had a not inconsiderable influence on the Sanskrit Vetala cycles.  
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5.4.2.   ...and in the s'iditu' kegu'r-u'n u'liger  

If, in Deleuzian terms, we can consider the act of translating a text as one mode of 

deterritorializing it, then the Mongolian versions of the tales of the Enchanted Corpse 

is surely among the most “deterritorialized” of all.  They have, for one thing, been 

displaced across at least two linguistic spheres (that of Sanskrit and Tibetan) and 

possibly across divergent paths (the possibility of Tibetan-Mongolian transmission as 

well as of Sanskrit-Mongolian transmission).  As we noted in Section 1.4. above, a text 

which originated among a fully sedentary people migrated, across the centuries, to a 

fully nomadic setting. The geographical, temporal, psychological and linguistic 

distances covered in this transposition are truly vast. 

There is a tendancy in the Mongolian version of the Enchanted Corpse narratives to 

incorporate motifs found in Jambhaladatta's Vetālapañcavinśati motifs which are often 

not present in the Tibetan recensions.  To cite one example, there is the trope—Indian 

par excellence—of the talking parrot.334 Not present at all in the narratives contained 

in Macdonald 21a and 21b, the parrot, appears in the closing frame story of the 26-tale 

Mongolian cycle as the companion of a dancing frog (they both perform for the Khan 

on a daily basis), and not only does it now talk but actually recites poetry (“artistic 

speech”).335  Damdinsu'ren mentions that the additional Mongolian tales often contain 

motifs from Mongolian folklore or reworkings of tales of Indian origin; for example, he 

writes that the 20th tale in the 26-tale recension, “Arslan u'ker qoyaγula” (The Lion 

and the Cow),336  originate from the Panchentantra.337 

Space unfortunately does not permit an extended analysis of the Mongolian narratives 

13-26 in Kara 26 that devolved onto the original Tibetan 13-tale version, but I would at 

least like to mention certain aspects in the Mongolian stories that seem to indicate a 

clear desire on the part of the narratiors to “Indiancize” it, to give it a flavour of the 
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  Kara (1984: 94). 
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Sanskrit original.  One such element is, for example, the string of syllables uttered by 

the Corpse each time the Prince Inadvertantly speaks.  We can note that while the 

term sarva used by the Corpse may well be a loan word in Mongolian of Uyghur or 

Sogdian origin, it sounds as if it could also be Sanskrit—it creates a definite “Sanskrit-

effect”--and, in fact, it actually also is a Sanskrit word.  In this sense sarva is a 

camouflage-word in the Deleuzian sense, a word engaged in a line of flight, 

engendering many multiplicities that lend itself to different interpretations.  

Semantically, it does not stand still, but reterritorializes itself according to the 

linguistic lens through which one views it. 

Another element are the frequent use Indian place names which are,  just like the 

word sarva, often mixed in with Tibetan or Mongolian syllables.  Virtually all of the 

Mongolian tales contained in Kara 26 are set either generally in India, in the south of 

India, or in a place designated by a syncretic toponym: Yeke Buram Arbij'iqui,338 

Tuturγ-a,339 or Malay-a, 340 to name a few.  Indian or Indian-sounding personal names 

such as Ananda or J'am gandi occur.341   

In another tale, grapes are harvested and the “sandal amri” tree is grown.342  Of course, 

as scholars such as Luvsandorj and Alena Oberfalzerová have pointed out, a “mythical 

India” has existed on Mongolian soil since the time of the spread of Buddhism, and 

perhaps even before.343  For the purposes of this work I would like to emphasize the 

syncreticizing function within the text of these displaced name-fragments. 

Similarly, the horse, so crucial in Mongolian culture, is absent from the Mongolian 

recension contained in the 26-tale Mongolian recension.  Earlier, we discussed how 

the trope of the three brahmans, each endowed with a different talent, and vying for a 

maiden's hand, “morphed” into the Omniscient Horse in the Tibetan versions.  I 

would suggest that the horse, such a major figure in the Tibetan 21-cycle ro sgrungs, 
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340

    Kara (1984: 92). 
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was “disappeared” by the Mongolian narrators equally out of a desire to “Sanskritize” 

the text at hand.  For example, in the second tale, “The Rich Man's Son”, six men also 

set out to rescue a girl.  The Omniscient Horse is now “re-morphed” back into 

individual men with complementary talents (this time six instead of three) and the 

“magic flying chariot” of the “artificer”  in Jambhaladatta is now replaced by a wooden 

flying Garuda in which the lady is successfully rescued. (After she is safely returned, 

they argue over who should get her and in doing so kill her.)344 

And yet, were we to take a look at the language itself of the Mongolian recension 

under consideration here, we would find yet another “displacment”, or to use 

Deleuze's term, a deterritorialization, equally as significant.  This has to do with the 

nature of language of the Mongolian text itself.  To at least one native speaker, it 

produced the effect of being highy Tibeticized.345  The occurance of such literal 

translations (referred as “meat translations” in Mongolian)346 is highly frequent in 

Mongolian classical literature.  As every single particle of the Tibetan text ws 

considered to be sacred, it had to be rendered somehow in the Mongolian text, 

whether grammatically required or not.347  And yet, as we have seen in the case of the 

transmission of the Enchanted Corpse Tales from Tibet to Mongolia, it seems clear 

that the translators were not working with only one text, and we can observe easily 

from the stories themselves that a one-to-one correspondance does not exist between 

any of the varying linguistic versions.  The “literal translation” of the Mongolian 

translators, then, does not reach back to any one specific actual original text, but 

rather, I would argue,, serves to create a kind of effet de brouillard of a kind of Tibetan-

within-Mongolian; or, to use Deleuze's phrase, the becoming-Tibetan of Mongolian. 

The evocation, in the Mongolian Enchanted Corpse tales, of both India and Tibet does 

not only, I would argue, arise from the need to spiritually legitimate these narratives, 
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   Two brief examples are the very frequent use of bi bol  (“as for me”) to replicate the Tibetan 
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but rather is a function of an inherently syncretic approach to narrative, creating a 

multiplicity of voices.  We can even see, in the multiplying versions of the Mongolian 

recensions348 as an attempt to create, on paper, the state of simultaneous multiplicities 

of oral narrative that Walter Ong, for example, regards as being destroyed by the 

printed book.349 

 

6.0.   Conclusion: Towards the Study of a Nomadic Narrative 

Clearly, in a topic so vast as the “Enchanted Corpse” cycle of narratives, in its Tibetan 

and Mongolian permutations, it has been possible to only touch upon a few themes, 

many of which I hope to elaborate upon in future research.  Nonetheless,  I hope to 

have demonstrated that while highly theoretical and abstract, the pioneering work of 

philosopher Gilles Deleuze and his thinking around the concepts of nomadic space 

have proved fruitful in a reaching a deeper understanding of these narratives.  While 

many analyses have been published in relation to Deleuze's thinking on literature, the 

examination of his ideas in the context of  the Tibetan and Mongolian “Enchanted 

Corpse” cycles--arising out of two genuinely “nomadic” oral-literary cultures--has 

afforded us a unique and especially prospicious laboratory in which to test his ideas.   

And especially relevant for us is the fact that Deleuze regarding the act of receiving a 

text as an essentially experimental act.350 

Rather than looking at these literatures through the lens of post-Enlightenment 

systems of rigid classification, I propose the concept of “nomadic narrative” in order to 

allow ourselves to be open to the experience of difference that the study of these 

literatures affords us.  Herein lies—particularly in our present age of the ever-present, 

ever-expanding digital panopticum and the creation of a state of perpetual war against 

an ill-defined “enemy of the West”—the most crucial legacy to European thought of 

Gilles Deleuze.  All that remains is for us to be open to it. 
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349

   Ong (2002: 132). 
350

  Buchanan (2000: 36). 
 



 

115 

115 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

Aldea, Eva:  Deleuze and Magic Realism: The Indiscernablilty of Difference in 
 Postcolonial Literature, Continuum Literary Studies, London and New York, 2011. 

Ansell-Pearson, Keith: Deleuze and Philosophy : The Difference Engineer, Routledge, 



 

116 

116 

 London, 1997. 

Auerbach, Eric:  Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, Tr. 
 Willard R. Trask, Princeton university Press, Princeton, 1953. 
Bachelard, Gaston: The Poetics of Space (tr. M. Jolas), Beacon Press, Boston 1969. 

Bakhtin, Mikhail: Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (tr. Caryl Emerson), University of 
 Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1984. 

Bawden, C. R.:  “A Mongolian Ritual for Calling the Soul”; www.ihp.sinica.edu.tw. 

Beer, Robert: Symboly tibetského buddhismu (trans. P. Andělová), BB Art s.r.o., Praha 
 2003. 

Benveniste, Émile: Problèmes de la linguistique générale vols. I-II, Gallimard, Paris 1974.  

Beyer, Stephen: The Classical Tibetan Language, State University of New York Press, 
 1992. 

Birtalan, Ágnes (ed.): Öseink nyomán Belső-Ázsiában II: Hitvilág és nyelvészet, Nemzeti 
 Tankönyvkiadó, Budapest, 1998. 

(ibid): Miért jön a nyárra tél? Mongol eredet-mondák és mitoszok. Terebess Kiadó, 
 Budapest 1998. 

Bold, L., gen. ed.: Mongol Helnii Delgerengu'i Tailbar Toli, Ulaanbaatar, 2008. 

Bondy, Egon: Indická filosofie, Edice Vokno, Praha 1997. 

Cabezón, J.J. a Jackson, R.R., eds.: Tibetan Literature: Studies in Genre, Snow Lion Press, 
 Ithaca 1996. 

Cadonna, Alfredo: India, Tibet, China: Genesis and Aspects of Traditional Narrative, Leo 
 S. Olschki Editore, Firenze 1999. 

Cassirer, Ernst: Language and Myth, Dover Publications, New York 1946. 

Cerensodnom, D.: Mongol uran zochiol (XIII-XX zuuny ekh), Ulánbátar 1987. 

Chandra-Das, Sarat: A Tibetan-English Dictionary. Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi, 2004. 

Chlup, Radek (ed.): Pojetí duše v náboženských tradicích světa, DharmaGaia, Praha 
 2007. 

Csoma de Koros, Alexsander: A Grammar of the Tibetan Language, Sri Satguru 
 Publications, Delhi, 1996. 

Colebrook, Claire: Gilles Deleuze. Routledge, London and New York, 2002. 

Colombat, André Pierre: “Deleuze and Signs”, in:  Buchanan, Ian, and Marks, John, 
 eds.:  Deleuze and Literature. Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2000. 

Cowell, E.D., ed: The Jātaka, translated by Robert Chalmers, W. H. D. Rouse, H. T. 
 Francis and Robert Alexander Neil, Cambridge University Press and Luzac and Co., 
 London, 1895-1907  

Cuevas, Brian L.: Travels in the Netherworld: Buddhist Popular Narratives of Death and 
 the Afterlife in Tibet, Oxford University Press, New York-Oxford 2008. 

Cuevas, Brian L., and Stone, Jacqueline, eds.: The Buddhist Dead: Practises, Discourses, 
 Representations. A Kuroda Institute Book, University of Hawai'i Press, Honolulu, 
 2007. 

Damdinsu'ren, C., Cend, D.: Mongolin uran zokhiolyn toim I-II,  Ulaanbaatar, 1977. 



 

117 

117 

Damdinsu'ren, C.: Töbed mongγol  siditü kegür-ün üliger. Negedüger debter, Corpus 
 Scriptorium Mongolorum-Instituti Linguae et Litterarum Academiae Scientiarum 
 Reipublicae Populi Mongoli, Ulaanbaatar 1963. 

Damdinsu'ren, C.: Töbed mongγol  siditü kegür-ün üliger. Qoyardugar debter, Corpus 
 Scriptorium Mongolorum-Instituti Linguae et Litterarum Academiae Scientiarum 
 Reipublicae Populi Mongoli, Ulaanbaatar 1964. 

Davidson, Ronald M.: Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric 
 Movement, Columbia University Press, New York 2002. 

Davidson, Ronald: The Tibetan Renaissance: Tantric Buddhism in the Rebirth of Tibetan 
 Culture, Columbia University Press, New York 2004. 

Deleuze, Gilles: Logique du sens, Les Éditions du Minuit, Paris, 1969. 

Deleuze, Gilles:  The Logic of Sense, tr. Mark Lester with Charles Stivale, ed. 
 Constantin V. Boundas;  The Athlone Press, London, 1990. 

Deleuze, Gilles, and Guattari, Félix: A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
 Schizophrenia (tr. B. Massumi), University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1987. 

Deleuze, Gilles: Difference and Repetition (tr. P. Patton), Columbia University Press, 
 New York 1994. 

De Nebesky-Wojkowitz, René: Oracles and Demons of Tibet, Mouton & Co., Den Haag 
 1956. 

Derrida, Jacques: Writing and Difference, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1978. 

Diószegi, Vilmos: Samanizmus, Terebess Kiadó, Budapest 1998. 

(ibid.): Sámánok nyomában Szibéria földjén. Egy néprajzi kutatóút története, Terebess 
Kiadó, Budapest 1998. 

Doležel, Lubomír: Heterocosmica: Fikce a možné světy, Nakladatelství Karolinum, 
 Praha 2003. 

Dowd, Garin: Faux Titre, Volume 295 : Abstract Machines : Samuel Beckett and 
 Philosophy after Deleuze and Guattari, Editions Rodopi, Amsterdam, 2007. 

Duff, Tony: The Illuminator Dictionary, Electronic Version. Padma Karpo Translation 
 Committee, Kathmandu, 2003. 

Dulam, S., Nandinbilig, G.: Mongol aman zokhiolyn onol I, Ulaanbaatar 2007. 

Durkheim, Émile: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (tr. C. Cosmon), Oxford 
 University Press, Oxford-New York, 2001. 

Eliade, Mircea: Mýtus o věčném návratu (tr.. E. Strebingerová), Oikoymenh, Praha 1993. 

(ibid.): The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (tr. W.R. Trask), Harcourt 
 Inc., Orlando 1987. 

(ibid.): Samanismus a nejstarší techniky extáze, Argo, Praha 1997. 

(ibid.): Vallási hiedelmek és eszmék története I-III, Osiris Kiadó, Budapest 2002. 

Emeneau, M. B., Jambhaladatta’s Version of the Vetālapañcavinśati, American Oriental 
 Society, New Haven 1934.  

Faber, Roland, and Stephenson, Andrea M., eds.: Secrets of Becoming : Negotiating 
 Whitehead, Deleuze, and Butler, Fordham University Press, Bronx, 2010. 



 

118 

118 

Friš, Oldřich (přek.), Démonovy povídky, Argo, Praha 2008. 

Goodchild, Phillip:  Speech and Silence in the Mumonkan: An Examination of the Use 
 of Language in Light of the Philosphy of Gilles Deleuze.  Philosophy East and West, 
 Volume 43, Number 1, January 1993, University of Hawaii Press, pp. 1-18. 

Goldstein, Melvyn, ed.: English-Tibetan Dictionary of Modern Tibetan.  Library of 
 Tibetan Works and Archives, Dharamsala, 1999. 

Goldstein, Melvyn, ed.; Sheeling, T.N., and Surkhang, J.T., assistant eds., with the help 
 of Pierre Robiilard:  The New Tibetan-English Dictionary of Modern Tibetan.  
 University of Caliafornia Pree, Berkeley-Los Angeles-London, 2001. 

Gregory, Horace:  Ovid: The Metamorphoses, Translated, with an Introduction.  Signet 
 Classics, New York, 2001. 

Gualandi, Alberto: Deleuze.  Les Belles Lettres, Paris, 1998. 

Gyatso, Janet a Havnevik, Hanna (eds.): Women in Tibet, Columbia University Press, 
 New York 2005.  

Gyurme, Kelsang: Le Claire Mirior: Enseignement de la Grammaire Tibétaine.  Traduit, 
 adapté et commenté par Heather Stoddard et Nicolas Tournadre.  Editions Prajñā, 
 Paris, 1990. 

Hamayon, Roberte, La chasse à l'âme: Equisse d'une theorie du chamanisme sibérien, 
 Société d'ethnologie, Nanterre, 1990. 

Huang, Po-chi: “The Cult of Vetala and Tantric Fantasy”.  In: Poo, Mu-Chou: Rethinking 
 Ghosts in World Religions. Brill, Leiden and Boston, 2009. 

Hubert, H. a Mauss, Marcel: Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function (tr. W. D. Halls), 
 University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1981. 

Hughes, Joe: Deleuze and the Genesis of Representation, Continuum International 
 Publishing, London, 2008. 

Hulse, Brian, and Nesbitt, Nick, eds.: Sounding the Virtual: Gilles Deleuze and the 
 Theory and Philosophy of Music.  Ashgate Publishing, Surrey and Burlington, 2012. 

Jakobson, Roman: Poetická funkce (tr. M. Červenka, M. Chlíbová, T. Pokorná), 
 Nakladatelství H+H, Praha-Jinočany 1995. 

Kapstein, Matthew: Reason’s Traces: Identity and Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan 
 Buddhist Thought, Wisdom Publications, Boston 2001. 

(ibid): The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism: Conversion, Contestation and Memory, 
 Oxford University Press, New York 2000. 

Kara, György: Mongol-magyar szótár, Terebess Kiadó, Budapest 1998. 

(ibid, ed.): Siditü kegür-ün üliger.The Mongolian Tales of the Bewitched Corpse. 
 Mongolian text of the 1928 Ulan Bator print, Akadémiai kiadó, Budapest 1984.  

Kolmaš, Josef: Summa tibetského písemnictví, Argo, Praha 2004. 

Kristeva, Julie: Language, the Unknown: An Initiation into Linguistics (tr. A. M. Menke), 
 Columbia University Press, New York, 1989. 

Krueger, John R. (ed.): The Vetálapaňcavimśatika: Mongolian Text of the Peking Siddhi-
 tü kegür-ün čadig, The Mongolia Society Special Papers, issue three, Indiana 



 

119 

119 

 University, Bloomington, 1965. 

(ibid.): Thirteen Kalmyk-Oirat Tales from the Bewitched Corpse Cycle. Text, Glossary, 
 Translation, The Mongolia Society Special Papers, issue seven, Indiana University, 
 Bloomington 1978. 

Kubiska, Dalibor: „Nekonečný oceán indických příběhů a jeho přelévání do vzdálených 
 krajin, aneb jak pohádky putovaly širým světem na příkladu jedné sbírky“, seminar 
 paper, Seminar of Mongolian Studies, Charles University in Prague, 2007. 

Kullmann, Rita a Tserenpil, D.: Mongolian Grammar, © author 1996. 

Lesný, Vincenc: Buddhismus, Votobia, Praha 1996. (reprint) 

Lloyd, Uri John, and Lloyd, Curtis Gates:  Drugs and medicines of North America:  A 
 publication devoted to the historical and scientific discussion of the botany, 
 pharmacy, chemistry, and therapeutics of the medicinal plants of North America. Vol. 
 1: Ranunculaceae, Lloyd, 1885. 

Lőrincz, László: „Les contes du Cadavre ensorcelé dans la littérature et le folklore 
 mongols”, in: Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, Tomus XX, 
 Budapest 1967. 

Lőrincz, László:  „Les contes du Cadavre ensorcelé (Ro sgrung) dans la littérature et le 
 folklore tibétans”, in: Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, Tomus 
 XVIII, Budapest, 1965.   

Luvsandorj, J. and Vacek, J: Colloquial Mongolian: An Introductory Intensive Course.  
 Charles University in Prague, Philosophical Faculty, Institute of South and Central 
 Asian Studies, Seminar of Mongolian studies, 2004. 

MacDonald, A. W. (tr.): Matériaux pour l´étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine I, 
 Société d´ethnologie, Nanterre 1990. 

MacDonald, A. W. (tr.): Matériaux pour l´étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine II, 
 Société d´ethnologie, Nanterre 1972. 

Makaryk, Irena R. (ed.), Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory. Approaches, 
 Scholars, Terms, University of Toronto Press, Toronto 1994. 

Masset, Danièle:  Les oiseaux ne laissent pas de traces dans la ciel:  Images de la nature 
 dans la poésie bouddhique indo-tibétaine [Birds Do Not Leave Traces in the Sky: 
 Nature Imagery in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Poetry}. Doctoral Dissertation, INALCO, 
 Paris, 2004. 

Mauss, Marcel: A General Theory of Magic (tr. R. Brain), Routledge, London 2001. 

Mikos, Rachel:  Cyklus příběhů Kouzelné mrtvoly v komparatistickém pohledu [The 
 Enchanted Corpse Cycle in Comparative Perspective], Bachelor's Thesis, Charles 
 University, Institute of South-Central Asia, Seminar of Mongolian Studies, Prague, 
 2009. 

Morgan, Mogg: „Tales of Hindu Devilry: The Vikram Vetala“, in: Ashé: Journal of 
 Experimental Spirituality, 2005. 

Nadeau, Maurice: Dějiny surrealismu a surrealistické dokumenty, trans. Zbyněk 
 Hlavíček, Votobia, Prague, 1994. 

Nadelyaev, B.M., Hacilov, D.M., Tenishev, E.R., Shsterbak, A.M., eds., Drevnetyurskij 



 

120 

120 

 slovar, Izdatelistvo NAUKA, Leningrad, 1968. 

Oberfalzerová, Alena: Metaphors and Nomads, Praha: Triton, 2006. 

Ong, Walter: Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (2nd ed.) New York: 
 Routledge, 2002. 

Ostler, Nicholas: Empires of the Word: A Language History of the World, HarperCollins 
 Publishers, New York 2005. 

Penzer, N. M.: The Ocean of Story: Being C. W. Tawney's Translation of Somadeva's 
 Kathā Sarit Sāgara (or Oceans of Streams of Story), Now Edited, with Introduction, 
 Fresh Notes and Terminal Essay, by N.M. Penzer, in Ten Volumes, London, Grafton 
 House, 1924. 

Pommaret, Françoise:  Les revenants de l'Au-delà dans le monde tibétain: Sources 
 littéraires et tradition vivante.  CNRS Éditions, Paris, 2009. 

Robin, Françoise, tr.: Les Contes facétieux du cadavre.  Langues & Mondes,
 L'Asiathèque, Paris, 2005. 

ro sgrung: Tibetan Cultural Printing Press, Dharamsala, 1997. 

Sadakata, Akira: Buddhist Cosmology: Philosophy and Origins, Kosei Publishing Co., 
 Tokyo 2004. 

Sechenbaatar, B.: The Chakhan Dialect of Mongolian: A Morphological Description.  
 The Finno-Ugrian Society, Helsinki, 2003. 

Schlepp, Wayne: “Cinderella in Tibet,” in: Asian Folklore Studies, vol. 61, 2002. 

Shahabpa, Tsepas, W.D.: Dějiny Tibetu (přel. J. Kolmaš), Nakladatelství Lidové noviny, 
 Praha 2007. 

Shaviro, Steven: Without Criteria: Kant, Deleuze, Whitehead, and Aesthetics. MIT Press, 
 Cambridge, 2009 

Smith, G. E.: Among Tibetan Texts: History and Literature of the Tibetan Plateau, 
 Wisdom Publications, Boston 2001. 

Stein, R.A.: Récherches sur l´épopée et le barde du Tibet, Bibiothéque de l'Institut des 
 Hautes Études chinoises, XIII, Paris 1959. 

Stein, R. A.: Tibetan Civilization (tr. J.E.S. Driver), Stanford University Press, Stanford 
 1972. 

Tedlock, Barbara, „Divination as a Way of Knowing: Embodiment, Visualisation, 
 Narrative and Interpretation“, in: Folklore 112, 2001. 

Thomas, F. W.: Ancient Folk Literature from North-Eastern Tibet, Akademie-Verlag, 
 Berlin 1957. 

Todorov, Tzvetan: Poétique de la prose, Éditions du Seuil, Paris 1978. 

Tóth, Erzsébet, ed.: A bölcs és a balga: Tibeti buddhista történetek, Palatinus, Budapest 
 2003.  

Vacek, Jaroslav, Zbavitel, Dušan: Průvodce dějinami staroindické literatury, Arca Jimfa, 
 Třebíč 1996. 

Vernant, Jean-Paul: Mortals and Immortals, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1991. 

Viennot, Odette: Le culte de l´arbre dans l´Inde ancienne, Presses Universitaires de 



 

121 

121 

 France, Paris 1954. 

Vladimircov, Boris Jakovlevič, Raboty o mongolskoj literature , Vostočnaja Literatura, 
 Moskva, 2003. 

Vladimircov, Boris Jakovlevich , tr., Volšebnyj měrtvěc, Izdateľstvo vostočnoj literatury, 
 Moskva 1958. 

Vrabec, M. (ed.): Fenomenologické studie k prostorovosti, I a II, Univerzita Karlova, 
 Praha 2006. 

Walter, M.: „Of Corpses and Gold: Materials for the Study of the Vetálá and Rolangs” 

   in: Tibet Journal, 29. 2. 2004. 

Warder, A. K.: Indian Buddhism, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi 2004. 

West-Pavlov, Russell: Space in Theory: Kristeva, Foucault, Deleuze;  Rodopi B.V., 
 Amsterdam – New York, 2009. 

Wittgenstein, Ludvik:  Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Kalligram, Bratislava, 2003. 

Winternitz, Maurice: A History of Indian Literature, Calcutta 1933. 

Wylie, Turrel: „Rolangs: The Tibetan Zombie“ in: History of Religions, 4:1, 1964. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

122 

122 

Appendix I:  List of Works Used  

 

 

Emeneau, M. B., Jambhaladatta’s Version of the Vetālapañcavinśati, American Oriental 
 Society, New Haven 1934.  

 

MacDonald, A. W. (tr.): Matériaux pour l´étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine I, 
 Société d´ethnologie, Nanterre 1990. 

 

MacDonald, A. W. (tr.): Matériaux pour l´étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine II, 
 Société d´ethnologie, Nanterre 1972. 

 

ro sgrung: Tibetan Cultural Printing Press, Dharamsala, 1997. 

 

Krueger: Thirteen Kalmyk-Oirat Tales from the Bewitched Corpse Cycle. Text, Glossary, 
 Translation, The Mongolia Society Special Papers, issue seven, Indiana University, 
 Bloomington, 1978. 

Krueger, John R. (ed.): The Vetálapaňcavimśatika: Mongolian Text of the Peking Siddhi-
 tü kegür-ün čadig, The Mongolia Society Special Papers, issue three, Indiana 
 University, Bloomington, 1965. 

Kara, ed.: Siditü kegür-ün üliger.The Mongolian Tales of the Bewitched Corpse. 
 Mongolian text of the 1928 Ulan Bator print, Akadémiai kiadó, Budapest 1984.  

 

Robin, Françoise, tr.: Les Contes facétieux du cadavre.  Langues & Mondes—
 L'Asiathèque, Paris, 2005. 

 

Vladimircov, Boris Jakovlevich, tr.: Volšebnyj měrtvěc, Izdateľstvo vostočnoj 
 literatury, Moskva 1958.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

123 

123 

 

Appendix II:  Abbreviations of Works Used 

 

Jambhaladatta Emeneau, M. B., Jambhaladatta’s Version of the   
  Vetālapañcavinśati, American Oriental Society, New Haven 1934.  

Macdonald 21a MacDonald, A. W. (tr.): Matériaux pour l´étude de la littérature 
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   Cycle. Text, Glossary, Translation, The Mongolia Society Special 
   Papers, issue seven, Indiana University, Bloomington, 1978. 

Kara  26  Kara, ed.: Siditü kegür-ün üliger.The Mongolian Tales of the  
   Bewitched Corpse. Mongolian text of the 1928 Ulan Bator print, 
   Akadémiai kiadó, Budapest 1984.  

Peking 13  Krueger, John R. (ed.): The Vetálapaňcavimśatika: Mongolian 
   Text of the Peking Siddhi-tü kegür-ün čadig, The Mongolia  
   Society Special Papers, issue three, Indiana  University,  
   Bloomington, 1965. 

Robin  Robin, Françoise, tr.: Les Contes facétieux du cadavre.  Langues & 
   Mondes, L'Asiathèque, Paris, 2005. 

Vladimircov 26  Vladimircov, Boris Jakovlevich, tr.: Volšebnyj měrtvěc,  
    Izdateľstvo vostočnoj literatury, Moskva 1958.  
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Appendix III: Examples of Rhizomes 

 

A non-rhizomatic structuring of knowledge, taken from Diderot's 18th Century 
Encyclopédie.    
Source:  www.urbagram.net 

(All images accessed June 6, 2012.) 
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Pierre Mouchon’s information visualisation of knowledge structure  
for the Encyclopédie of 1780. 

Source:  www.urbagram.net 
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Rhizome music. From A Thousand Plateaus. 
 
 
 

 
Drawing of a Rhizome.  
Source:  www.nomadology.com 
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Visualisation of Wikipedia page linkage network in a small subgraph of pages,. 

Drawing by Ian Pearce.  
Source:  www.urbagram.net 
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A rhizomic image.   
Source:  www.visualcomplexity.com 

 

 

 

Mesh and tree.  
Source:  www.urbagram.net 
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A rhizomic scheme. 
Source:  www.librarystudentjournal.org 

 

 

 

 

Transverse section of sweet flag (Acorus) rhizome.  
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Visualisation of London’s 24,690 bus stops. Data from NPTDR.  
Source:  www.urbagram.net 
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Vascular Bundle of Rhizome. 

 

 

Galangal rhizome section (Alpinia galanga). 
 

 

 

 



 

132 

132 

 

“The philosophical concept of Rhizome, as introduced by Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari, in 'Rhizome', 1976, comes from Botany, and refers to the underground stem of 
herbaceous, which, unlike tree structures, where each part (root, trunk, branches, leaves) 
occupies a special position in space, which in turn, according to a very precise hierarchy, 
determines its growth from bottom to top, the development of a Rhizome should be totally 
unforeseeable, assuming a multidirectional form, only subjected to internal flows, immediately 
taking advance of the opportunity to fill a space, when ever it occurs along the time.” 

Photographand text by Elisabetta Romano.  Source:  www.suburbinmotion.blogspot.cz 

 

 

 

A favela following the rhizome growing logic –Rio de Janeiro – Brazil. 
Photograph by Elisabetta Romano.  Source:  www.suburbinmotion.blogspot.cz 
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An intricate set of electrical wires – Brazil. 
Photograph by Elisabetta Romano.  Source:  www.suburbinmotion.blogspot.cz 

 


