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Ecocriticism on Everest: Into Thin Hair

Littered with discarded oxygen cylinders, shredded expedition tents, and the permanently freeze-dried corpses of hapless climbers, Mount Everest presents an urgent opportunity for the practice of ecocriticism at the highest levels. But what is ecocriticism, and what does it have to teach us about the literature of Mount Everest?  What, in turn, does the literature of exploration on Everest have to say about our relationships with the earth as a whole?  Conversely, what (if anything) does the literature of Everest reveal that might help guide the emerging new discipline of ecocriticism?  How has the proliferation of new technologies--from film to television to the internet--shaped global perceptions of the world’s highest mountain?  Beyond the Virtual Everest we have climbed and created, can Western readers glimpse another side of the mountain through the manuscripts and myths of the Tibetan, Sherpa, and Nepali peoples who live in the summit’s shadow?

As a former Everest expedition member myself, I’ve had the rare privilege of viewing the unmistakable curvature of our small blue planet from an altitude of some 24,000 feet on the West Ridge—still a full vertical mile below the summit at 29,038 feet. Although I played only a minor role on a failed expedition fifteen years ago, I’ve returned to the Everest region numerous times since, first as a leader for an early eco-tourism trek, and more recently as an increasingly egg-headed English professor on sabbatical, climbing into thin hair.

Along the way I’ve had the privilege of working closely with some of the most celebrated climbers in Everest’s history. My former expedition teammate Pete Athans has now climbed Everest more times than any other Western mountaineer, and played a heroic role in rescuing the survivors of the 1996 killer storm described in Jon Krakauer’s best-selling book Into Thin Air.  Sherpa climber Tashi Tsering, an eight-time summit veteran, launched an equally heroic, separate rescue attempt during the same storm. Another Everest ’85 teammate, Andy Politz, was one of four NOVA/BBC search-team members who discovered the corpse of the early Everest climber George Mallory in May 1999—the man who said he wanted to climb Mount Everest “because it is there.”

Like Mallory, contemporary ecologists are interested in Mount Everest “because it is there”—but they are equally interested in (and increasingly alarmed by) what is not there:  by all that has been damaged, destroyed, extinct, or altered due to human intervention.  The all-too-familiar catalog of impending ecological catastrophes is only magnified by the extremes of Everest’s high altitude environment. The first multi-national nature preserve on earth now surrounds its summit, set in place to protect one of the earth’s richest remaining islands of biodiversity (aptly symbolized by the mythical Abominable Snowman and the increasingly rare Snow Leopard).  Yet the preserve has so far failed to slow the catastrophic collapse of species in the Everest region due to hunting and loss of habitat. Glaciers on Everest, as everywhere on earth, are receding rapidly, but with the likelihood on Everest of much more immediate human catastrophe (in the form of flash floods from the collapse of glacially dammed lakes).  Ozone levels over Everest are falling, as they are everywhere, even as the levels of carbon dioxide in Everest’s notoriously thin air continue rising due to human production of greenhouse gasses.  In this sense, at least, Everest’s air is actually thicker, not thinner, than it has ever been before. Alarming levels of toxic pollutants, from dioxins to DDT, are detectable in the summit snows, just as they are easily detectable at the earth’s other antipodes, from the north and south poles to the depths of the Marianas Trench (as far below the surface of the sea as Everest is high).  Meanwhile local deforestation, topsoil erosion, and population pressures continue unabated.  

Other dangers are more invisible.  To the north, Chinese nuclear weapons and wastes are now stored in Tibet, raising the danger of eventual groundwater contamination on a continental scale.  To the west, India and Pakistan continue to rattle their new nuclear sabers and engage in ongoing infantry battles waged above 20,000 feet for political control of the Vale of Kashmir.  In short, what Himal magazine wryly named the “Om Mane Padme Bomb” may someday trigger the world’s first full-scale nuclear war in full view of the summit.   

Bisected by the political border between Nepal and China, Everest also serves as a de facto border between the capitalist and communist land-abuse systems.  Environmental policies on both sides of that border seem equally misguided.  Rivers flowing from the Everest region, for example, now provide drinking water and irrigation for more than a third of the world’s six billion inhabitants.  From the Yangtze to the Brahmaputra, the great Himalayan rivers--and their gorges, the deepest on earth--are being dammed to destruction to provide these new billions of human beings with water and electricity, with untold consequences to formerly stable ecosystems downstream.

In the context of such grave environmental concerns, the epigram which Jon Krakauer placed on page one of Into Thin Air seems even more appropriate than he might have intended: “Men play at tragedy,” writes the Mexican poet Jose Ortega y Gasset, “because they do not believe in the reality of the tragedy which is actually being staged in the civilized world.”  

The full “reality of the tragedy,” I will argue, concerns far more than the fate of a few over-affluent individuals lost near the summit of Mount Everest in a sudden storm, or even the now-famous causes of their failure to turn back in time.   It concerns our own fate, our own loss, our own failure to turn back in time.  In this sense, Gasset’s observations provide the most chilling answer to the old question “Why climb Mount Everest?” offered since George Mallory’s famous retort, “Because it is there” in 1924.  In sharp contrast to Mallory’s intended meaning, Gasset (like the ecologists who study the Everest region) reminds us once again that what is not there--what is absent, obscured, ignored, denied, lost, extinct, falsified, forgotten--may be of greater importance to a clear view of Everest (or anything else) than the clichés of courage and conquest we have come to associate with Everest up to now.  

Higher Education on Everest: Where I Climbed, and What I Climbed For
My personal introduction to ecocriticism first took place above an altitude of 20,000 feet on the West Ridge of Mount Everest.  Five years after graduating from Williams College, I had dropped out of graduate school (briefly) to join the 1985 American Mount Everest West Ridge Direct expedition.  As a support team climber, my job was to organize equipment and haul loads up to the middle altitudes of the mountain like a human pack-animal, sorting and stockpiling supplies to be used by the far more famous (and accomplished) climbers who formed our summit teams.  

Like all Everest climbers, I spent a great deal of time lying flat on my back in tents and snowcaves, waiting for the fierce daily snowstorms subside.  Unlike most Everest climbers, I hauled a small library of books around with me up there—partly to pass the time in the tent, but also in order to continue studying for my upcoming Ph.D. comprehensive exams in the Program in Modern Thought and Literature back at Stanford.  It was there, inside tents and snowcaves high on the West Ridge of Everest, that my original encounter with the central concepts of ecocriticism began.

Although I have since retired completely from climbing to pursue more challenging activities, such as college teaching, my Everest expedition experience in 1985 changed me in ways I am still struggling to understand fifteen years later. To some degree, the change was less in me than in the world around me.   For in retrospect, 1985 turns out to be a crucial turning point not only in the history of Everest expeditions, but in the history of ecocriticism, and perhaps even in the overall ecological history and health of our planet as a whole.  

It is quite possible, and tragically so, that future historians will look back on the year 1985 in much the same way that we now mark epoch-making years such as 1492.  For it was in 1985 that the world press first announced the discovery of an ominous ozone hole over Antarctica—a hole which has since grown to the size equivalent to the entire North American continent today.  From the moment news of the ozone hole discoveries first reached our Base Camp on Everest via BBC short wave radio in 1985, I have never been able to think of the prospect of climbing “into thin air” in quite the same way.

Other environmental news from the year 1985 seemed equally earthshaking. Just as the Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War were being awarded the 1985 Nobel Peace Prize, the United States Department of Energy reluctantly announced that tanks containing 57 million gallons of nuclear waste at Hanford, Washington might soon explode, leaking untold amounts of  permanently toxic nuclear waste into the densely populated Columbia River basin.  Not coincidentally, the same agency launched an immediate research program into “The Microbiology of the Deep Subsurface” in 1985, largely to determine if bacterial contamination might somehow damage nuclear waste containers buried deep below the earth’s surface.  What the DOA researchers discovered, however, shook the foundations of biological science to its core:  an astonishingly wide diversity of bacteria were living in great abundance in subsurface rock deep below the earth’s crust to a depth of several thousand meters (Gould 189).  Subsequently nicknamed SliME (for subsurface lithoautotrophic microbial ecosystem), a whole biota of bacteria was soon found to exist on a steady diet of water and basalt alone (Stevens 450), more than doubling the total potential estimated biomass of the biosphere as a whole (Gold 49), and raising the intriguing possibility that the heart of Everest is, in this limited sense, Alive.   

Placing too much weight on the events of a single year can, of course, be misleading.  The notorious Union Carbide toxic spill in Bhopal, India occurred one year earlier, in 1984 (the centennial of Orwell’s novel); the Chernobyl reactor meltdown followed two years later, in 1986.  Yet coincident with these global catastrophes, several of the founding documents in the emerging canon of ecocriticism were, in fact, first published in  the year 1985.  They included John Elder’s Imagining the Earth, Frederick O. Waage’s anthology Teaching Environmental Literature:  Materials, Methods, Resources; Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess’s pivotal article “Identification as a Source of Deep Ecological Attitudes”; and the book which first introduced Naess’s ideas to a wider audience, Deep Ecology, by Bill Devall and George Sessions.  

In short, while I was sitting in a snowcave above 20,000 feet on the West Ridge of Mount Everest, scholars elsewhere were laying the theoretical foundations for an ecological approach to the study of literature—the “greening of literature” as the American media enthusiastically (and, alas, prematurely) reported later.  Fortunately, many of the books I had lugged with me up Everest with me for other reasons happened to form the core philosophic foundations for the emerging new field of eco-criticism.  They included Nathaniel Lawrence’s primer on the “philosophy of organism” in the works of Alfred North Whitehead, as well as Martin Heidegger’s The Question Concerning Technology, first introduced to me by another late, great Williams College philosophy professor, Lazlo Versenyi.  Naturally I had a copy of Shakespeare’s Tempest with me as well, containing the original source of the phrase “into thin air” which Jon Krakauer later borrowed for the title of his block-buster book in 1996 (although it’s still unclear to me whether Krakauer recognized the original source of the phrase at the time).  Read in the context of Everest and ecocriticism, the familiar lines take on new meanings:

Our revels now are ended

These our actors, as I foretold you,

Were all spirits, and are melted into air, into thin air.

And like the baseless fabric of this vision

The cloud capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Yea all which it inherit shall dissolve

And like this insubstantial pageant faded, leave not a rack behind.
Returning to Stanford from Nepal, I soon discovered that the new perspectives I’d gained on Everest in 1985 had permanently altered my academic priorities and perspectives.  Abandoning my former research into the genteel tradition of American Nature Writing, I opted instead to explore more radical, experimental, and theoretically thorny postmodern approaches to the study of literature based on the emerging insights of ecocriticism. At a personal and professional level, the direction of my research, my teaching, and my dissertation were all transformed.

As Jon Krakauer makes clear in Into Thin Air, the nature of Everest expeditions was also radically transformed after 1985.  For it was in 1985, the same season I was on Everest, that a Texas oil billionaire named Dick Bass became the first man to climb the highest peak on all seven continents—the end of his self-declared Seven Summits expedition.  I have fond memories of playing poker with Bass and the legendary British climber Chris Bonington at Base Camp, using candy M & M’s for poker chips.  Yet far more than any of us might have imagined at the time, Bass (not Bonington) turned out to be perhaps the most influential Everest climber of the 1990’s.  

Just as a new era of extreme rock climbing was dawning back in the U.S. (the first of the new 5.14 routes at Smith Rock, Oregon, were also created in 1985), a virtual avalanche of wealthy amateurs--Dick-Bass-wannabes, some might say--lined up to pay big bucks for the privilege of being dragged to the summit of Everest by professional guides.  Previous to 1985, the closest thing to “amateurs on Everest” were people like me, who at least hauled loads and handled logistics to compensate for a lack of high altitude experience and climbing skill.  After 1985, climbers with virtually no previous experience whatsoever besieged the summit in ever growing numbers.  The deadly high-altitude traffic jams portrayed in Krakauer’s Into Thin Air were a direct result. 

 Increased pressure on Everest’s already heavily impacted ecosystems was another. As government permit restrictions on both sides of the mountain eroded, the number of expeditions exploded.  In the spring of 1985, there were only two expeditions on the Nepalese side of the mountain (our American expedition and the Nowegians’, who brought along Bonington and Bass as guests).  Furthermore, each of these two expeditions was climbing the mountain by a separate route.  By Spring 2000, there were 27 expeditions present on the Nepalese side of the mountain, all jockeying for position on the same overcrowded standard South Col route.  Under such circumstances, further environmental degradation--and deaths--seem inevitable.

Authors on Everest: Three Types of Mountain Literature

Geographically, Everest resembles an almost perfectly symmetrical three-sided pyramid, with each face of the mountain looking out over a vastly different assemblage of ecological and cultural landscapes.  For the purposes of ecocriticism, I will argue, the literature of Everest can also be divided into three largley separate categories, with little overlap between them: 1) expedition epics; 2) anthropological studies; and 3) the indigenous religious myths and metaphors created by cultures who have lived in the shadow of Mount Everest for centuries.  

Anyone who sets out to survey this literature is in for a long, hard trek.  A mountain of  books, articles, poems, and screenplays have been penned to describe the earth’s highest peak since 1853, when the British Trigonometrical Survey, formerly under the command of Sir George Everest, first announced that the Peak XV (known to the Tibetans as Chomolungma) was in fact the highest point on the planet. Earlier accounts of the mountain as seen from a distance by the first European explorers—Christian missionaries visited the region as early as the seventeenth century—are surprisingly extensive. Then in 1924, the mysterious death of the early British mountaineer George Mallory near the summit seemed to seal Everest’s reputation as the so-called “third pole,” the ultima thule of human aspiration.  Another flood of Everest expeditions--and multi-volume expedition epics--soon followed.  Not until 1953, a full century after the mountain’s initial “discovery” by European cartographers, did New Zealander Edmund Hilary and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay finally reach the summit and live to tell the tale.  Reaching London on the eve of Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation, the news of Everest’s so-called “conquest” electrified the world.  Books by Hilary, Tenzing, and expedition leader General Sir John Hunt all became instant world-wide best-sellers.

Shifting technologies have also helped shape the Everest myth from the very beginning.  Triangulation of Everest’s altitude required state of the art equipment and a small army of human “computers” in the 1800’s.  In 1924, news of Mallory’s disappearance had been cabled to the world via telegraph (the “Victorian internet” as it has rightly been called).  In 1953, news of Everest’s conquest was radioed to London on the eve of Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation: many at the time assumed that the “epic of Everest” would now be ended.  Yet almost fifty years after the first ascent, public interest in Mount Everest remains as fierce as ever—thanks in part to a parade of ever newer, ever-faster communications technologies arrayed on the summit.  America’s first National Geographic television special in 1963, for example, featured the first nationally-broadcast film of the summit, taken by members of the first successful American Everest Expedition. By 1973 Chris Bonington’s British expeditions were grabbing world headlines with vivid film footage of extreme climbing.  1978 brought the first ascent of Everest without oxygen—climber Reinhold Messner grimly called it “the murder of the impossible”; the first full-length feature film, The Man Who Skied Down Everest appeared the same year.  In 1980, Messner capped his career as history’s greatest climber by reaching the summit of Everest solo, without oxygen, by a new route (the mountaineering equivalent of a triple crown). The first live television broadcasts featuring American Larry Nielson reaching the summit without oxygen followed just a few years later.  In 1996 the dying American guide Rob Hall spoke to his pregnant wife via cell phone from the summit.

By the time I published an article titled “Everest and the Impossible” in 1986, I could joke that the only remaining “first” available to aspiring mountaineers of my own generation was the feat of climbing “Everest on roller skates.”  Bizarrely, an excerpt of that same article was soon featured as a comprehension question on  the nationwide SAT tests—the only Everest “first” I will ever earn.

Viewed in this context, journalist Jon Krakauer’s 1997 best-seller Into Thin Air is only the most recent, if spectacular, example of the kind of media attention lavished on Mount Everest all along.  Krakauer’s agonized account of the horrific Spring 1996 climbing season in which eleven climbers lost their lives unleashed an even greater avalanche of media scrutiny and public controversy  than the first ascent in 1953.  Within months, sales of Into Thin Air surpassed Edmund Hilary’s autobiography to become the best-selling Everest title of all time.  Major television networks weighed in with hour-long new specials on Everest, and HBO cranked out a melodramatic two-hour made-for-television movie for broadcast in prime time.

Other events on Everest since 1996 have kept the media spotlight firmly fixed on the summit.  In 1998, release of a superscreen format IMAX film about Everest fueled further public interest in the mountain.  The battle of the titans continued: Visitors to the Grand Canyon can now view the Everest film at the huge new IMAX theater on the South Rim. Then in May 1999 came the unexpected discovery of George Mallory’s frozen remains at 27,000 feet on the Northeast ridge by a NOVA/BBC expedition.  Within days, digitized photos of Mallory’s half-naked corpse were beamed around the world via the internet, then published in Newsweek, and finally splashed across the screaming front pages of the British tabloids.  

Together these events contributed to a growing public impression that Everest’s formerly pristine image (and environment) was being tarnished and trashed as never before.  Without excusing these excesses, it is important to point out that the media frenzy surrounding Everest is nothing new.  Despite his legendary innocence, for example, Mallory’s fame is not entirely that of an accidental martyr engaged in a selfless crusade.  Quite the opposite: as the first Western climber to die attempting to climb Everest, Mallory was also the first writer to deliberately whip worldwide media interest in Everest into a self-created and self-aggrandizing frenzy.  An aspiring writer and acquaintance of Britain’s Bloomsbury circle and the powerful Apostles group, Mallory published dozens of articles on Everest to raise money for his climbs (in addition to a now-forgotten biography of Boswell).  

Seventy-six years after his mysterious disappearance near the summit in 1924, Mallory’s pithy four-word phrase—“because it is there”--still defines much of the ethos of the mountain in the public’s imagination.  Yet we should not forget that those same four words were uttered during the course of an American publicity tour specifically designed to raise money for his final, fatal expedition.  Even Mallory’s last recorded words, a penciled note scribbled to the expedition’s cinematographer, describe not the beauty of the mountain nor the glory of the enterprise nor even the difficulties of the coming climb, but instead point out the best time to point the expedition’s telephoto lenses toward the summit in hopes of capturing Mallory and his partner Irvine for the benefit of newsreel audiences world wide (the film rights having been pre-sold to pay for their passage). Like Krakauer, Mallory acted as a kind of high altitude (re)porter.  The literature of Everest is littered with similar examples (including this essay).

Economics on Everest:  the Media, the Matterhorn, and Money

Passionate denunciations of postmodern climbing ethics in the 1990’s invariably seek to draw a shocking contrast between the supposedly pure and unsullied motives of Mallory’s so-called golden age with our own fallen era.  Yet even the most cursory glance at the literature of Everest yields precisely the opposite conclusion—especially when viewed through the analytic lens of ecocriticism.

From its earliest beginnings on Mt. Blanc in the late eighteenth century, modern Western mountaineering has been passionately interested in the pursuit of profit via self-promotion.  The earliest recorded human ascents of major summits occurred in Japan as spiritual pilgrimages.  In Europe, by contrast, mountaineering was an entirely modern pursuit born from a potent mix of nationalism, science, and self-promotion still very much part of the sport today.  Indeed, self-promotion is arguably the central reason that such a vast and various “literature of mountaineering” exists at all. Modern media and mountaineering, I would argue, virtually co-evolved together out of a mutually beneficial symbiosis.  That is one reason why, nearly a century-and-a-half after its first ascent, the Matterhorn still competes with Everest as the world’s most famous mountain--complete with its own Disneyland ride.  

Like the deaths so vividly described in Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, the Matterhorn’s enduring world-wide fame is a direct result of a fatal disaster which followed in the wake of the first ascent by Edward Whymper in 1865 (and the attendant tidal wave of publicity the disaster created).  Indeed, the circumstances of the two tragedies are so similar that a simple exchange of names renders them indistinguishable. Like Krakauer, Edward Whymper was a journalist (and engraver) sent to the Alps by an English publisher to gather material for what the Victorian equivalent of Outside magazine.  Like Krakauer, Whymper climbed with the aid of native guides (Swiss peasants instead of Sherpas).  Like Krakauer, Whymper found his own triumphant arrival at the summit forever sullied by a fatal accident during the descent—a tragedy which cost the lives of four of Whymper’s companions, several of whom (like Krakauer’s companions) were well-known wealthy socialites.  Finally, like Krakauer, Whymper’s published account of the disaster created a fierce media frenzy, calling into question the author’s own motives and competence as a climber, impugning the reputations of his guides, and mocking the high altitude antics of the super-rich (such as the English aristocrat Lord Frederick Douglas on the Matterhorn, or NY socialite Sandy Pittman on Everest) who found themselves caught up in the ensuing tragedies.  

Even outside the media spotlight, however, economic relationships on the mountain are of fundamental importance to an informed ecocritical understanding of mountaineering literature.  Because so much of mountaineering history—from Switzerland, to Nepal, to Tibet—has been played out in nations which resisted standard forms of European colonization and control, I would even go so far as to argue that the economic relationship between Western mountaineers and their native guides forms one of the earliest examples of what has since become the wage-based service industry in the new knowledge-based global economy.  

Mountaineer-authors and their guides are independent contractors, even “knowledge workers” of an approximate kind—high altitude “temps” freelancing their way into the highest echelons of their own respective societies.  All are social climbers:  Mallory was a clergyman’s son; Hilary the son of a beekeeper; his partner, Tenzing, was born into a landless Sherpa family.  Like his comrades, therefore, Tenzing consciously embraced climbing as his only way up and out.  Some even established a foothold in the aristocracy: Mallory’s death was memorialized in Westminster Cathedral; Whymper, Hilary, Hunt, and Bonington were all knighted.  Indeed, the old rule of “publish or perish” so feared by professors is best defined as “publish and perish” in the media-driven, competitive world of high-altitude mountaineering, where books (like lists of first-ascents) function as crucial credentials in the co modification of climbing as a professional sport, and a fatal tragedy is good for sales.

As early as 1865, money played a crucial role in the first ascent of the Matterhorn, just as it did in 1997 on Mount Everest. Whymper’s two surviving guides, for example, seemed far more worried about their lost wages than they were about death of their comrade and three clients:  “We will find new voyageurs,” one of them told Whymper calmly.  A century and a half later, there is certainly no shortage of “new voyageurs” on the market--wealthy men and women willing to risk their lives to reach the summit of the Matterhorn, or even of Everest, at any cost.  Many pay the ultimate price.  As Into Thin Air survivor Beck Weathers, who lost his nose and hands to frostbite, lamely joked in his own recent book Left for Dead:  “They warned me it would cost me an arm and a leg to climb Mount Everest.  I figure I got quite a discount.”

Ecocriticism on Everest: Climbing the Ivory Tower

Examining the economic implications of this new breed of high altitude voyageurs is only one part of the project which ecocriticism on Everest entails.  Before proceeding to examine the literature of Everest in more detail, however, we should stop to place the anchor of some basic principles.  What exactly is ecocriticism?  What are its antecedents?  Who are its chief practitioners, and what are their shared principles, if any?

Responding to a growing sense of global environmental crisis, the newly-minted discipline of ecocriticism has mounted a sustained assault on the Ivory Tower for the last fifteen years and more.  The route we have chosen has not been an easy one.  Despite the sudden profusion of early ecocritical texts in other fields, as Cheryll Glotfelty correctly points out in her 1996 introduction to The Ecocriticism Reader: “If your knowledge of the outside world were limited to what you could infer from the major publications of the literary profession, you would quickly discern that race, class, and gender were the hot topics of the late twentieth century, but you would never suspect that the earth’s life support systems were under stress.  Indeed, you might never know that there was an earth at all” (ix).  Today, five years after the publication of Glotfelty’s 1996 manifesto, ecocriticism has finally gained at least a small institutional foothold within the walls of the Ivory Tower. In their just-published anthology Reading Under the Sign of Nature:  New Essays in Ecocriticism, John Tallmadge and Henry Harrington optimistically report that  “the field of ecocriticism has grown dramatically in the past few years.  It now boasts a national organization, a journal, MLA affiliation, a proliferation of courses across the land, and a lengthening shelf of book-length studies” (ix). 

Yet despite a long history of pioneering contributions in other arenas of public policy, from feminism to Queer Studies to the vibrant new multi-cultural canons, our often implicitly conservative profession has still largely failed to fully acknowledge or assist conservationist discourse adequately.   Why?  One persistent complaint has been the widespread impression that ecocriticism is historically naïve, theoretically uninformed, philosophically unfocused, and just plain fuzzy—a situation which obviously magnifies ecocriticism’s already marginalized status within the profession.  As the editors of Reading Under the Sign of Nature acknowledge, “Like feminism, ecocriticism is really less a method than an attitude, an angle of vision, and a mode of critique” (ix-x).  

Of course, it is not at all clear that this perceived lack of rigid formal structure is a drawback at all.  As in biology, flexibility and adaptability may be among ecocriticism’s most important advantages.  Glotfelty’s definition of ecocriticism is, for example, deliberately broad:  “What then is ecocriticism?  Simply put, ecocriticism is the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment… an earth-centered approach to literary studies” (xviii).  Her most precise formulation only expands the scope of this already enormous focus even further, taking account what I have elsewhere called “the ecology of ideas”—the complex matrix in which human concepts both shape and are shaped by the natural world.  As Glotfelty concludes in her 1996 manifesto:  “If we agree with Barry Commoner’s first law of ecology, ‘Everything is connected to everything else,’ we must conclude that literature does not float above the material world in some aesthetic ether, but, rather, plays a part in an immensely complex global system, in which energy, matter, and ideas interact” (xix).  

Like Glotfelty, the best-known and most widely respected contemporary eco-philosophers continue to insist on a flexible and contingent set of operating principles.  What Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess prefers to call “ecosophy T” virtually demands its own future evolution into something else entirely, including ecosophy U, V, W, X, Y, and  Z.  The small “e” in “ecosophy” is deliberate.  By contrast to most philosophers of language, Naess is not setting out to design a self-contained system.  As Naess himself points out, in ecological terms taking anything out of context kills it. So too with the principles and practices of eco-philosophy: an organism (or an idea) does not simply interact with its environment: “Organism is interaction” Naess insists emphatically (Ecology 56). 

What Naess’s esoteric “ecosophy” has to do with the history of mountaineering on Mount Everest is not always obvious.  For example, the leader of the same Norwegian Everest Expedition which Dick Bass joined to reach the summit in 1985 was also named Arne Naess. This, in turn, is more than a mere coincidence involving common names: the Arne Naess of Everest fame turns out, in fact, to be the nephew of the famous Norwegian philosopher.  Both men, in opposite ways, are fascinated with the methods and metaphors of mountaineering.  Yet their ways of expressing that fascination could not seem to have been less extreme: the founder of the worldwide “deep ecology” movement on one hand; and the leader of a technologically totalitarian siege-style Everest expedition on the other (an expedition funded, not coincidentally, through a combination of heady Norwegian nationalism and the financial contributions of a climbing billionaire). Here again, however, I would argue that the unique ecology of ideas on Everest is simply far too complex and compelling for any too-rigid definition of methods and principles to describe. On Everest as elsewhere, the flexibility of ecocriticism is fundamental to an accurate description of  “life on the mountain” in any form.

This persistent emphasis on ethical pragmatism, as opposed to rigid logic, has characterized the construction of ecocriticism from the beginning. Indeed the best ecological historians have always sought to turn the tables on their critics entirely.  “We are facing a global crisis today,” writes the dean of American environmental historians, Donald Worster, “not because of how ecosystems function but rather because of how our ethical systems function. Getting through the crisis requires understanding our impact on nature as precisely as possible, but even more, it requires understanding those ethical systems and using that understanding to reform them.  Historians, along with literary scholars, anthropologists, and philosophers, cannot do the reforming, of course, but they can help with the understanding” (27).  Only such a flexible, ethical, theoretically sophisticated approach can possibly hope to rescue our understanding of Mount Everest from the cloud of clichés in which it has for so long remained hidden.

A second, equally persistent criticism of ecocriticism involves its unique position midway between scientific ecology and postmodern literary theory—while remaining paradoxically indebted to, and hostile to, both camps.  Despite a willingness to borrow freely from the methods and vocabulary of postmodern critical theory, for example, ecocriticism is at the core is openly hostile to many of the most basic premises of  postmodernism—principles which it considers anthropocentric, solipsistic, and self-defeating. Much the same critique, from an ecocritical perspective, can and has been mounted by so-called “deep ecologists” regarding the reputedly more narrow, often disturbingly mechanistic methodologies and axioms of traditional academic scientific ecology.  Here the physical, body-centered discourse of Everest literature might be of service in bringing us quite literally back to our senses. As American social critic Rebecca Solnit argues in her recent book Wanderlust: A History of Walking: “The body described again and again in postmodern theory does not suffer under the elements, encounter other species, experience primal fear or much in the way of exhilaration, or strain its muscles to the utmost.  In sum, it doesn't engage in physical endeavor or spend time out of doors.  The very term 'the body' so often used by postmodernists seems to speak of a passive object, and that body appears most often laid out upon the examining table or in bed.  A medical and sexual phenomenon, it is a site of sensations, processes, and desires rather than a source of action and production.  Having been liberated from manual labor and located in the sensory deprivation chambers of apartments and offices, this body has nothing left but the erotic as a residue of what it means to be embodied.  The body presented to us in these hundreds of volumes and essays, this passive body for which sexuality and biological function are the only signs of life, is in fact not the universal human body but the white-collar urban body, or rather a theoretical body that can't even be theirs, since even minor physical exertions never appear” (28-29).  Such a disembodied body does not exist in the literature of Mount Everest--or at least can’t survive for long.

Granted, the study of what has traditionally been labeled  “Nature Writing” is nothing new; ecological perspectives have long had a powerful influence on fields outside literary criticism, from anthropology to history to sociology; furthermore, many of the methods of ecocriticism can themselves be deconstructed or otherwise called into question as hegemonic or naively “natural” misconstructions and pseudo-scientific Western mythologies.  Even so, as ecocriticism gains ground in terms of academic legitimacy, it has also increasingly refocused its attention beyond the familiar canon of American male nature writers (Thoreau, Muir, Leopold and other icons) to explore more distant, diverse, and unfamiliar terrain.  By broadening its scope of inquiry to include women authors, writers of color, and a variety of non-Western perspectives, ecocriticism can strengthen and deepen both its insights and its impact within and beyond the academy.  Here again, close study of the literature of Mount Everest—aggressively including the copious contributions of non-Western authors and ideas—can help the new discipline of ecocriticism continue to grow and evolve beyond its more provincial roots in American and European romanticism.

Anthropology on Everest: Postmodern Perspectives

The search for new perspectives, for a reconnection with the raw physical reality of bodily functions as basic as breathing, explains much of Everest’s obsessive postmodern allure as a site of both pilgrimage and of power.  Archeologists of the future, centuries hence, may well be puzzled by the discovery of dozens of corpses high on the sacred mountain currently known as Mount Everest.  To what god or demon were these acolytes sacrificed?  Were they willing victims, or were they chained (like Prometheus) to the side of the mountain until birds of prey pecked out their entrails?  What is the meaning of the strange symbols and devices they clutched in their dying hands?  Did their societies consider them outcasts, or the highest examplars of their most sacred cultural values?  Similar questions have been asked by anthropologists and archeologists studying the recently-discovered remains of  carefully mummified Inca children cast into the mouth of volcanoes above 15,000 in the Andes.  These same questions are also crucial to the on-going efforts to understand the fate of  “Otzie,” the 3,000-year-old Neolithic hunter whom legendary Everest climber Reinhold Messner helped to recover when his perfectly-preserved corpse emerged from a glacier at 13,000 feet in the Alps (Fowler 179).  Ironically, the same questions may be profitably addressed to the postmodern corpses high on Everest as well.

Anthropologists might, for example, help us to explain the strange fascination of the ultra-wealthy for mountaineering in terms less damning and demeaning than those offered up by contemporary high-altitude exposes such as Into Thin Air:  not as yet another acquisition, a mere symbol of conspicuous consumption; nor even a hunger for that ultimate contemporary status symbol, fame; but rather as the simple human longing of the most lost and lonely among us for some final, even fatal taste of raw physical reality, unfiltered by conventions and self-imposed constrictions of  consumer culture.  From Lord Douglas’s death on the Matterhorn in 1865 to Sandy Pittman’s ordeal on Everest in 1996, the public remains mystified by, and often contemptuous of, the motives of super-affluent mountaineers such as the billionaire Dick Bass.  Yet as H.G. Wells pointed out years ago in another context, “…where there is no urgent demand either for personal courage, sound nerves or stark beauty, we find ourselves by accident.  Always before these times the bulk of the people did not overeat themselves, because they couldn’t, whether they wanted to or not, and all but a very few were kept ‘fit’ by unavoidable exercise and personal danger.  Now, if only pitch his standard low enough, and keep free from pride, almost anyone can achieve a sort of excess.  You can go through contemporary life fudging and evading, indulging and slaking, never really hungry, nor frightened, nor passionately stirred, your highest moment a mere sentimental orgasm, and your first real contact with primary and elemental necessities the sweat of your deathbed.” 

In her pathbreaking study of Life and Death on Mount Everest, anthropologist Sherry Ortner—one of the few Westerners to have learned the Sherpa language with full fluency—admits a kind of grudging admiration for the aspirations of Western climbers whom she at first finds so amusingly self-centered and disturbingly destructive.  “Climbers in the Himalayas encountered two ‘others’—the mountains and the Sherpas” (41), she posits early on.  “The discourse of the unmodern Sherpa is clearly ‘Orientalist’ in Edward Said’s by-now classic sense—born of the imperial project of the British in the late nineteenth century, sometimes racist, always othering” (45).  In terms of this othering, Ortner observes, mountaineers tended to portray Sherpas either as “childlike” (innocent, uncorrupted, pure) or “childish” (undisciplined, stupid, and in need of constant Western guidance and correction).  For example, Ortner writes, “On the Norwegian Everest expedition in 1985, Chris Bonington described Sundhare Sherpa as apparently corrupted by modernity:  ‘[Sundhare] appeared to be very westernized, loved pop music and disco dancing and cultivated the fashions of a smart young man about Kathmandu, with a trendy shoulder-length hair-style and tight jeans. [Bonington compared him unfavorably to] Ang Rita…[who] was very different from Sundhare.  Stolid and very much a farmer, one felt he had a firmer hold on his own heritage and background.’ Yet it was Sundhare,” Ortner interjects passionately,  “who in 1978 had performed heroically on the German Swabian Expedition on Everest, in the manner of the early feats of heroism of [older Sherpas].  He bivouacked overnight near the summit with the exhausted Hannelore Schmatz; he went down to a lower camp the next day to get additional oxygen for her; he returned and stayed with her when she collapsed again; and he did not descend, despite his own frozen feet, until she died” (278).

Tragically, Sundarhe committed suicide several years after the 1985 Norwegian Everest Expedition ended, throwing himself from a suspension bridge near his home village into the churning river, apparently defeated by years of disrespect and impending poverty (despite efforts by some Western climbers, including myself, to bring him some measure of the recognition and rewards with which any Western climber would have been showered). 

By contrast to the infantalized Sherpas, Western mountaineers by their own description play what Ortner describes as the “games” of anti-modernism and hyper-masculinity.  “To understand sahibs’ games—in this case games of counter-modern ‘escape,’ and of testing and developing the self (which is, of course, quite modernist)—is to begin to understand what the sahibs though they were doing, and why.”  In the final analysis, Ortner admits that climbers play a third “counterculturalist game” in which she herself is implicated:  “I had originally planned to push this counterculture argument through this entire book,” she confesses.  “I have already suggested that the romantic culture of climbing in the 1920s and 1930s, and the hippie culture of climbing in the 1970’s, shared many aspects of worldview and values—both countermodern and antibourgeois.  The problematic era for making this argument was the 1950s and 1960s, in which the dominant style of the sahibs was hypermacho, and the dominant style of expeditions was highly technologized and rationalized.  One might argue, however, that although modernity had triumphed at the technological and organizational levels, the machismo of the sahibs was nonetheless in some extended sense countercultural.  The sahibs viewed themselves as operating against the conventionality of that era, as embodied in the figure of the ‘organization man’ and in the bourgeois blandness of suburban life” (282).  Through such detailed readings of classic Everest expedition texts, augmented by her extensive knowledge of indigenous Sherpa culture, Ortner’s work clearly establishes her as the world’s first and foremost ecocritic on Mount Everest.

Ortner’s work also demonstrates just how crucial careful study of the traditional mountaineering literature of Mount Everest can be in framing the larger theoretical issues for ecocriticism in the twenty-first century.  For better or worse, books like Into Thin Air, Mountain Without Mercy (Coburn) and The Search for Mallory and Irvine (Anker), now sit side-by-side with Thoreau’s Walden or Muir’s Yosemite under the “sign of  Nature” on most bookstore shelves. This alone would be reason enough to expose  the literature of Everest to ecocritical examination.  But beyond these well-known works and worldviews lies an almost unknown range of writings by lesser-known authors, many of whom explicitly call into question the implicitly Western, middle-class assumptions which authors such as Solnit and Ortner attack so fiercely.  

In truth, much of the traditional mountaineering literature of Mount Everest is mind-numbingly repetitive.  As social critic Solnit reminds us:  “…high-altitude mountaineering literature, with its emphasis on bodily suffering, survival through sheer will, and the grisly details of frostbite, hypothermia, high-altitude dementia, and fatal falls, often reminds me of books about concentration camps and forced marches, except that mountaineering is voluntary and, for some, deeply satisfying.  In contrast, the cheerful memoirs by even some of the greatest climbers—Joe Brown, Don Whiles, Gwen Muffed, Lionel Terry—often read as humorous idylls that deemphasize difficulty”  (143.-144). The grand-daddy of all modern mountaineering literature, Geoffrey Whymper’s The Ascent of the Matterhorn, combines both of the qualities Solnit describes. As such, his book sets the pattern for a endless parade of imitators, from Mallory’s early autobiographical articles in the 1920’s to Krakauer’s Into Thin Air. 

Today the genre remains more popular than ever, especially given its essential lack of originality.  In the last five years, for example, no less than seven of the climbers who were personally involved in the 1996 disasters have published book-length, including Anatoli Boukreev’s The Climb (1997), David Breashear’s’ High Exposure (1999), Beck Weather’s Left for Dead (2000), Lene Gammelgaard’s Climbing High (1999), and Matt Dickinson’s The Other Side of Everest (1999).

By contrast to these climbers’ confessions, the typical Expedition Epic is far more impersonal--and even less original. Such books attempt to provide an official history, a kind of climber’s corporate annual report full of teamwork and high purpose and heroism, all carefully packaged (and hence falsified almost entirely).  As the Roman historian Herodotus once quipped, "Very few things happen at the right time, and the rest do not happen at all; the conscientious historian will correct these defects." Expedition Epics are thus best written by self-appointed expedition Leaders who languish below in Base Camp, or better yet by professional journalists who never actually set foot on the mountain at all.  Sir John Hunt’s account of the first ascent of Everest in 1953, The Ascent of Everest, may serve as the official standard-bearer for all such tomes.  By contrast, Sir Edmund Hillary’s High Adventure (1955) is far more fascinating.  The same may be said of another recent Expedition Epic, Everest: Mountain Without Mercy (1997), which describes the multiple tragedies of Krakauer’s Into Thin Air season through the official eyes of the National Geographic Society and the IMAX corporation.  

Both Ortner and Solnit, however, fail to mention some of the least known, but most illuminating, examples of the mountaineering genre. From an ecocritical perspective, such works soar far beyond the range of the typical expedition epics by ruthlessly exposing their almost comic limitations. Bowman’s marvelous 1957 mock-epic parody The Ascent of Rum Doodle, for example, fearlessly lampoons the pomposity of the traditional Everest Expedition Epic through the keystone-cops antics of a blundering bunch of Britishers.  Certainly Jan Morris’s fascinating account of what it felt like to be a male mountaineer on Mt. Everest, written after she had a sex-change operation in 1973, deserves similar praise for its sheer gender-bending, paradigm-shifting power. “There was a time when, new to life as a woman,” she recalls, “I tried to forget that I had ever lived as a man, but it had grown on me over the years that this was not only intellectually dishonest, but actually rather dull” (Pleasures 8).  As the exclusive correspondent for the London Times during the British first ascent of 1953, Morris had an insider’s view of the workings of an expedition.  “Mine were the pleasures experienced by a traveler across strange frontiers” (8), she concludes.  Like Bowman, she never loses her sense of proportion—or her appreciation of the Sherpa’s sly and subversive humor.  When news of Everest’s “conquest” finally arrives at his tent at dawn, Morris shouts exultantly  to his Sherpa friends, “’Chomolungma finished!  Everest done with!  All okay!”  Instead of joining in his exultation, however, the Sherpas simply reply “Okay, sahib!…Breakfast now?”  

Not surprisingly, then, it is Morris, virtually alone among Everest travel writers, who captures something of the full flavor and scent and texture of daily Sherpa village life at the time—the human ecology of the Himalayas, a side of Everest almost no outsider sees.  Fallen ill in the tiny village of Chaunrikharka, he takes refuge in the house of his Sherpa friend Sonam:

Outside the house everything steamed. The monsoon was upon us. The rains fell heavily for several hours each day, and the gardens that surrounded Chaunrikharka’s six or seven houses were all lush and vaporous.  My room had no window, but the open door looked out upon the Sonam family plot, and from it there came a fragrance so profoundly blended of the fertile and the rotten, the sweet and the bitter, the emanations of riotous growth and the intimations of inevitable decay, that still if ever my mind wanders to more sententious subjects I tend to smell the vegetable gardens of Chaunridharka.  

The taste of the potatoes, too, roasted at the family hearth, seemed to me almost philosophically nourishing…the merry voices of the children, frequently hushed lest they disturb my convalescence, and the kind wondering faces of the neighbours who occasionally looked through the open door, and the clatter of the rain on the roof and the hiss of it in the leaves outside, and the enigmatic smiles of those small golden [Buddha idol] figures in their half-light at the end of the room—all built up in my mind an impression not just of peace and piquancy, but of holiness. (128).

Ecology on Everest:  Because It Is Where?

Such neglected works deserve more detailed analysis than I can offer here.  Included in this quick survey of Everest’s subversive mountaineering misfits, however, is one “work” which it takes no space to summarize at all, and which nearly everyone on earth knows by heart anyway:  Mallory’s famous answer to the question, “Why Climb Mount Everest?”

“Because it is there” must certainly be among the most famous—and tragically misunderstood—sound bites of the twentieth century.  Despite the tidal wave of new research and books triggered by the recovery of Mallory’s body in 1999, most of George Mallory’s biographers have stuck to the old party line by insisting that his words represent only the annoyed response of an exhausted lecturer badgered by a question he has heard too many times.  Even Morris gets it wrong.  Similarly, most biographers have continued to insist--despite explicit love letters and other evidence to the contrary--that Mallory was not bisexual.  In both cases, the key to understanding what is really “there” in Mallory’s memoirs requires a more accurate understanding of the peculiarly English, Edwardian ecology of ideas Mallory inhabited at the time he made his endless enduring, enigmatic remark.  

From the first day of Mallory’s arrival at Cambridge as an undergraduate onward, members of England’s famous Bloomsbury Group and the Apostles consistently counted the handsome young climber among their friends--and lovers.  Close acquaintances  included Geoffrey and Maynard Keynes, Lytton and James Strachey, and the artist Duncan Grant (all of whom became romantically involved with the handsome Mallory at one time or another).  Hence, as Everest historian Walt Unsworth first theorized in the first edition of Everest: A Mountaineering History in 1981: “Mallory seems to have acquired the habit of using the word there to indicate anything which had a mystical quality,” fully consistent with the artistically, aesthetically sophisticated milieu to which he aspired.  According to Unsworth, the word there “ occurs first in a letter which A.C. Benson [his tutor and passionate admirer] wrote to him in 1911, urging him to read a certain book which achieved high quality ‘by being there’.  And during the war Mallory had written home describing the sight of men digging trenches and how he would like to be able to draw them like figures from Millet, only ‘more there’.”  For Mallory, Unsworth concludes emphatically, “the word there seems to have gained an all-embracing meaning for mystical feelings which he could not put exactly into words—and this certainly applied to the climbing of Mount Everest.  One feels that Mallory was searching for what the poet Franz Wefel put more elegantly:  ‘For those who believe, no explanation is necessary; for those who do not believe, no explanation is possible’” (100).  

Unsworth’s book has since gone through three editions since it was first published in 1981, and more than doubled in volume to keep up with the endless procession of new expeditions.  Yet his poignant suggestion regarding Mallory’s “almost mystical” meaning for the word “there” (like his suggestion that Mallory chose his Everest climbing partner, Sandy Irvine, for romantic rather than practical reasons) has too-often been ignored or dismissed out of hand by Mallory’s many subsequent biographers.  Even the best of the new Mallory biographies, The Wildest Dreams (Gillman), fails to make this crucial connection between Mallory’s words and their deliberately mystical higher meaning.  

The debate, I would argue, is of more than purely passing, personal, or even prurient interest. For although Mallory’s body has now been recovered, his spirit remains strangely abandoned, his words more badly mangled than the corpse we were lucky enough to find, but not intelligent enough to interrogate fully.

For example, far from endorsing or embodying the “games” of hypermasculinity or conquest as Ortner describes them, Mallory’s invocation of the mountain as something truly “there”—something whole and perhaps even holy—places him in another aesthetic tradition entirely (or within a different set of “games” if you prefer).  Granted, what is there to be seen on Everest is largely in the eyes of the beholder—or of the forensic ecologist, if you prefer.  From a purely forensic perspective, Mallory’s corpse can in fact be interpreted  as an ecological “text” of an eloquent kind.  

The body’s striking lack of visible decay is due to the near- absence of most of the common bacteria and fungi responsible for decomposition under ordinary circumstances, permanently frozen out of existence  by the meat-locker climate of Everest’s arctic altitude.  Most media accounts of Mallory’s corpse also routinely fail to mention the crucial fact that goraks (large black birds resembling crows) punched a hand-sized hole in Mallory’s buttocks, thereby entering the body cavity and scavenging out his entrails, leaving only the hollowed-out skin shell of the corpse and a few relics of the stomach contents (Anker 80).  Admittedly such a fate sounds grisly from a Western perspective.  Yet from a Tibetan perspective—perception is reality! biology is destiny!--Mallory was fittingly accorded the high privilege of what is called, in a beautiful Tibetan turn of phrase, “sky burial.” 

Dissecting Mallory’s corpse may sound sick or silly, but the point I wish to make is serious indeed.  Ecologically, the presence of the goraks and of Mallory’s undecayed corpse at 27,000 feet only serves to underscore the most fundamental--and most often overlooked--of all basic biological facts about Mount Everest: far from being a Death Zone or frozen desert, as the Western media love to repeat ad nauseum, the summit of Everest is in fact a Life Zone just within the extreme upper limits of the earth’s biosphere.  The ability of both human beings and goraks to survive there for even short periods of time ought to astound us, for it is ample evidence of the ability of life as a whole to sustain itself even at such extreme altitudes.  How a naked two-legged ape from Africa evolved an ability to survive at 29,000 feet, even for short periods of time, is a mystery of profound proportions.  At least goraks have some obvious excuse for their adaptation to extreme altitude.

From near the summit, we may peer backward into evolutionary history even farther.  Minutes before catching his last, famous glimpse of Mallory and Irving in 1924 near the summit, for example, Noel Odel (who also served as the expedition’s geologist) made a discovery about what is actually there which ought to intrigue us far more than the mystery of  Mallory and Irvine’s disappearance.  Chipping away at the limestone which forms the so-called Yellow Band, Odell discovered visible crinoid fossils embedded in the rock.  In simplest terms, this serves as a graphic reminder of the fact that the highest mountain on earth is formed from the bed of an ancient ocean—indeed, from the bodies of living creatures who once lived in those oceans (or more precisely from the calcium and other minerals in their shells and skeletons).  From the viewpoint of paleoecology, Mallory’s is not the only dead body on the mountain; indeed the mountain itself is, in essence, a great heap of dead bodies drowned, ground up, decayed, cemented together as calcium carbonate, and finally thrown 29,000 feet into the sky by the cataclysmic tectonic collision of Asia and India. If Mallory himself has now become a kind of fossil, the rocks on which he lies contain fossils far older still.  

Nor does the paleoecological allegory surrounding Everest’s summit stop there: like the stones of the summit itself, the oxygen of Everest’s notoriously thin air is also the direct and indisputable bi-product of living systems—the “exhaust fumes” of other living creatures, from photosynthetic plants to bacteria, which certain clever animals, including ourselves, have lately learned to recycle for our own respiration.  Again, such comparisons might once sound silly or sordid to some.  But in ecocritical terms, “learning to think like a mountain,” can teach us a great deal not only about the mountain, but about ourselves, as Aldo Leopold once suggested.

Virtual Everest In Hollywood

In addition to Sherry Ortner’s survey of the literature of Mount Everest from the perspective of postmodern anthropology, two other scholars have recently published studies which any aspiring ecocritic will find indispensable. The first, Prisoner of Shangri-La: Tibetan Buddhism and the West (1998) by University of Michigan Tibetologist Donald S. Lopez, Jr., presents a scathingly accurate tour of the tangled translation history of Tibetan religious doctrines and the myth of Shangri-la/Shambala.  The second study, Virtual Tibet: Searching for Shangri-La from the Himalayas to Hollywood  by the Dean of the University of California’s School of Journalism, Orville Schell, traces the history of Hollywood’s representations of Tibet through a whole series of technological transformations, from printed accounts of sixteenth-century Christian missionaries forward to the present age of the internet.  In the “virtual Tibet” of our imagination, Schell argues, the distorted image of Mount Everest looms even larger than it does in actuality.  

As Lopez’s Prisoners of Shangri-la makes clear, multiple translations of the Tibetan Book of the Dead by a colorful cast of Westerners from Madame Blavatsky (founder of the Theosophical Society) to Carl Jung to Timothy Leary and Baba Ram Dass have all claimed to be accurate, yet each translation differs so completely from the next that the original text is rendered virtually invisible.  Writing in a similar vein about Hollywood’s obsession with Tibet, Schell traces the Shangri-la myth associated with Everest through a whole series of technological representations, from the telegrams cabled back to London by the British invasion force which conquered Lhasa in1903 (trailing a telegraph line behind them), to the publication of James Hilton’s Lost Horizon (the first paperback ever published), to Hollywood’s various adaptations of Hilton’s novel in films (and even dance-musical productions).  The culmination, in Schell’s view, comes with Hollywood’s 68-million-dollar 1998 blockbuster Seven Years in Tibet featuring Hollywood megastar Brad Pitt as reformed-Nazi turned tutor to the young Dalai Lama.  Even Pitt, Schell shows, becomes what Lopez would call a “prisoner of Shangri-la,” as does the Dalai Lama in the other recent Hollywood film version of his life, Kundun.  The three-word comment of a famous Sherpa who watched the video versions of both films with me during a visit to the United States sums up the  nature of both films succinctly:  “Only making money.”   At the same time, as Schell makes clear, the pervasive influence of the Shangri-la myth extends outward in other, more subtle directions as well.  Watching the video version of Star Wars: Return of the Jedi in Lhasa, I was surprised to find my Tibetan friends roaring with laughter at the cuddly teddy-bear-like Ewok characters.  Spielberg, it turned out, had used Tibetan as the basis of the pseudo-language created for these fanciful characters.  The same tradition of cross-casting extends all the way back to the film Lost Horizons in the 1930’s, wherein native California coastal Indians were used as extras to play Tibetan residents of the lost utopian Valley of the Blue Moon.

A common theme of both Virtual Tibet and Prisoners of Shangri-la  is the utter absence of any accurate knowledge of the political, social, cultural, religious, or ecological reality of Tibet by the self-appointed experts who pretend to describe it.  Ironically, both authors conclude, even the Tibetans themselves have become prisoners of a fantasy Shangri-la, trapped in a virtual Tibet of memory (or marketing) remote both physically and spiritually from their original homeland. This includes the persistent impression that ancient Tibet was an ecologically-enlightened nation defined in modern Western terms. “Having learned that they have something called a ‘culture,’” Lopez argues, “…Tibetans in exile have subsequently also discovered that in Tibet they also had nature.  Tibetan environmental awareness as such appeared only recently; there are no references to it in exile publications prior to 1985, when the Dalai Lama sent a representative to the Global Forum of Spiritual and Parliamentary Leaders on Human Survival.”  

Here again 1985 contains a surprisingly significant turning-point in the overall “ecology of ideas” which surrounds Mount Everest.  “Since [1985],” Lopez concludes sharply, “the depiction of Tibet as a society that was also environmentally enlightened has become a standard component of Tibetan independence literature, in which one finds statements such as, ‘For most of Asia, Tibet’s environment has always been of crucial importance.  And so for centuries Tibet’s ecosystem was kept in balance and alive out of a common concern for all humanity’” (199). 

Western readers, of course, have never had anything but a “virtual Tibet” to explore as they search for a spiritual inspiration they find lacking in their own lives.  As early as 1869, when Elizabeth Sarah Mazuchelli became the first woman to trek to the base of Mt. Everest (her British husband had been posted to a Himalayan hill station), she found herself enthralled by the “almost fierce majesty and barren grandeur of Nature in this great lonely land….As I stand in these vast solitudes, I do so with bent knee and bowed heard, as becomes one who is in the felt presence of the Invisible” (151).  Schell’s on-the-spot account of the filming of Seven Years In Tibet in Hollywood and Argentina recounts much the same breathless search for spiritual inspiration, as in the following hilarious interview with the Hollywood hack writer hired to turn Heinrich Harrer’s classic book into a screenplay:  “’Working on Seven Years in Tibet and The People vs. Larry Flynt at the same time is a challenge,’ Maisler says, suddenly changing her mood and giving a raucous snort of laughter.  ‘I mean, in the mornings we’re looking at miniature Dalai Lamas and in the afternoons we’re doing sexy strippers!  Talk about mind-bending!’” (103).  

The same silly quote, of course, shows how perilously close Western discourse about Tibetan spirituality comes to pure pornography.  “Civilization has roused her [Tibet] from her slumbers, her closed doors are broken down, her dark veil of mystery is lifted up,” wrote one British officer after the 1903 British invasion of Lhasa.  Sir Francis Younghusband, the invasion’s commander, even went so far as to assure the famous Swedish explorer Sven Hedin, “I am almost ashamed of having destroyed the virginity of the bride to whom you aspired, vis. Lhasa.”  As for the actual conduct of the British troops under Younghusband’s command during the rape of Tibet by the British military, “I got so sick of the slaughter that I ceased fire,” confessed one machine gun officer, “though the general’s order was to make as big a bag as possible.  I hope I shall never again have to shoot down men walking away” (195).

Everest Online in Singapore

By 1999, Schell concludes in Virtual Tibet, “No longer is the creation of our Tibet largely the product of the written word working on our imaginations.  Now it can be visited as if it were a multidimensional Web site” (208).  I would only hasten to add that Everest is already a multi-dimensional website, hovering in ghostly glory on the computer screens of literally millions of eager viewers through the efforts of companies such as The Mountain Zone and Everest.com.  Rather than simply summarize Lopez and Schell, I want to extend my own survey of Everest literature--and my exploration of ecocriticism as a critical method--with a tale of this new and still largely unexplored virtual domain: specifically, the image of Everest as broadcast on global cable television and the world wide web.  

I never fully grasped the truly global reach of Everest’s new electronic iconology until I arrived in Singapore on sabbatical in 1999, en route to China and thence to Tibet for a trek to Everest’s northern side.  Stepping off the city bus amid the towering downtown skyscrapers onto a busy thoroughfare, I was astonished to find myself standing in front of an a fully-stocked climbing gear store, filled with the very latest in high-tech high altitude toys from expedition down sleeping bags to titanium tent pegs.  Inside displays featured full-color shots of Mallory’s corpse, clipped out of the Singapore Strait Times along with extensive articles detailing every aspect of the PBS/BBC expedition.  I chatted with the owner, Calvin Tray, a Singapore native who had only recently moved his shop to this new, larger location in one of the city’s most desirable shopping districts in order, he claimed, to keep up with the ever-growing demand for climbing equipment in the steamy tropical capitol of the New Asia.  There are, he reported, four other competing stores within a five-block radius, each specializing in some subfield of ice climbing, rock climbing, or winter camping.    

One of the customers, a young twenty-something Singaporean named Mohammad Faizal Isnen, overheard us talking about Everest and came over to tell me about the upcoming Singapore Speed Climbing Competition he was planning to enter.  He had recently returned from climbing the highest peak in Malaysia.  Naturally he dreamed of climbing Everest himself someday.  I asked if there were any indoor rock climbing gyms in Singapore yet.  He said there are five, with more under construction.   His business card, which he designed himself using the graphic programs on his computer, features a fierce fang of a mountain flying the proud banner of his name.

As I step outside the store another teenager went by in a tee-shirt advertising the speed-climbing competition Faizal intended to enter.  Across the street a double-decker bus roared past with a ten-foot photo-billboard on its side, showing of a member of the Singapore Everest Expedition standing on the summit of ice axe held high in triumph, next to a message from the Sing-tel cell-phone conglomerate urging us all to “stay in touch, no matter where you are.” Alongside the Sing-Tel Everest ads were equally ubiquitous billboards revealing another facet of the apparent Singaporean obsession with size.  “Now you can hang with the big boys,” says the ad for “wunderpants,” a padded men’s underwear.  Everest in this instance seems to be another variant of the size queen syndrome, a kind of national viagra.  Just as Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong, and Indonesia have all recently vied for the title of  “world’s tallest building” (currently the world’s largest erection is reported to be in Kuala Lampur, but it may soon be in Shanghai, China), the Singapore Everest Expedition came hot on the heels of similarly successful summit bids from competing Malaysian and Indonesian teams.

A few doors down, past three uber-hip cyber-cafes crowded with young Singaporeans playing vivid 3D graphic virtual reality video games, sandwiched in alongside the ubiquitous  Singapore Starbucks, Singapore McDonald’s and Singapore  7-11’s, I found the teak-wood-paneled MPH Bookstore, where copies of the just-released book chronicling the adventures of the Singapore Everest Expedition were piled high in five-foot pyramids to either side of the main front door.  Welcome to Singapore.

Titled To the Vertical End of the Earth, expedition member Stephen Wong’s book makes a sustained effort to explain the huge tidal wave of public interest which the fate of the Singapore Everest Expedition generated here.  I will hasten to add a few theories of my own.  First, in this former British colony hell-bent on seamless assimilation into the global economy, the mania for very British sport of Everest Expeditions is more predictable than it first appears to outsiders.  In addition to being perceived as a largely a British invention, England used Everest (as Singapore has more recently) as a potent symbol of national identity and global power.  Second, in a fiercely status-conscious country climbing Everest seems to have become a form of social-climbing.  Finally, in a tiny island city-state without strong sports traditions, the Everest Expedition gave Singapore’s success-starved fans a championship home-team to cheer for.  Unlikely as it may seem, therefore, Everest climbing became the unofficial national sport of Singapore.

Not unlike Tenzing and Hilary (who hailed from New Zealand and Nepal, much to the horror the more conservative elements of English society ), members of the Singapore Everest Expedition soon found themselves swept up in the dark vortex of national identity ethnic politics.  “It must have come as something of a surprise to the public,” team leader Wong reports diplomatically, “to discover that the two summiteers were in fact Malaysian with Singapore permanent resident status.  Perhaps this is why the issue was discussed so intensely only after the summit had been obtained” (157-8).  Further controversy flared because an earlier summit bid—featuring “real” Singaporean team members—had turned back at the South Summit because no fixed ropes had been set in place (eerily reminiscent of the confusion over fixed ropes which helped cause the Spring 1996 disaster).  Although no members of the Singapore team were killed, there were other deaths on the mountain in the Spring 1998 season.  “Even as the Singapore team was reveling in its success,” Wong confides, “news came through of a tragedy on the north side of Mt. Everest…The day before Edwin Siew and Khoo Swee Chow summited, a female American climber had perished on the northern approaches while making a bid for the top” (157-8).  Nevertheless huge crowds greeted the team on their return to Singapore.  “A large portion of those who turned out at Changi Airport to meet them,” Wong concludes proudly, “were school children” who had followed the team’s progress through daily website dispatches, with special lessons in science and social studies available on-line to supplement the curriculum.

Across the street from the Thai Embassy, I found an even larger bookstore, Singapore’s branch of the global Barnes and Noble franchise, advertised as the largest bookstore in Southeast Asia.  In addition to Wong’s book about the 1998 Singapore Everest Expedition, I discovered several other new Everest titles prominently on display, including Dave Bearshear’s climbing autobiography, High Exposure.  

Increasingly our world “cable culture” seems more saturated than ever with Everest symbolism. Watching cable TV in my hotel, for example, I was constantly barraged by Everest ads:  “We’re the first Singapore Everest Expedition,” says one ad, “and this is the National Geographic Channel.” The spot ended with an ice axe logo ominously similar to the one Mallory lost on Everest.  Later on HBO, I watched re-runs of Stephen Spielberg’s The Lost World, which slickly transports us back to a fantasy future in which dinosaurs roam the earth once more.  “Why do you want to kill them?” the ecologist asks the big-game hunter stalking T-Rex and her cuddly cub.  The hunter replies:  “Remember that fellow that climbed Everest without oxygen about 20 years ago?  A reporter asked him why he wanted to go all the way up there to die.  He replied, ‘I don’t go up there because I want to die.  I go up there because I want to live.’” Perhaps what Mallory’s corpse can’t tell us, Spielberg’s corpus can.  In an era of homogenized media mantras, we are all living in the Lost World now.

Yet even as public attention remains riveted on the self-inflicted tragedies of a few affluent Everest climbers, what journalist Ross Gelbspan calls “the battle for control of reality” continues unabated.  In the Singapore Barnes and Noble, I find a copy of Gelbspan’s book The Heat Is On: The Climate Crisis; the Coverup, tucked in a corner at the back end of the store, far from where the pyramids of Everest books are out on grand display near the front door.  “In January 1995,” he reports, “a vast section of ice the size of Rhode Island broke off the Larsen Ice Shelf in Antarctica…Two months later, a 300-foot-deep ice shelf farther north collapsed, leaving only a plume of fragments in the Weddell Sea as evidence of its 20,000 year existence.” When climate scientist Dr. Rodolfo de Valle heard the news of the Ice Shelf’s collapse, he admits, “The first thing I did was cry” (1-2).  Crowded around The Heat Is On are various other jeremiads about the nature of ecology now.  The ominous chorus of catastrophic titles ranges from economist Garrett Hardin’s The Ostrich Effect to Paul Erlich’s A Betrayal of Science and Reason. All seem oddly appropriate to an informed study of the literature of Mt. Everest, I realized.

Finally there is the hyperlink literature of Everest on the world wide web to consider.  Sandwiched between a couple of tattooed, moussed, and fiercely pierced teenagers just down the street from Barnes and Noble’s in a local Singapore cybercafe, I delve into MountainZone.com’s “archives” seeking  further clues. Anticipating my Everest addiction, MountainZone’s web-masters and their “content-providers” (as writers like myself are now called) “refresh” the contents of the homepage continually, constantly adding new entries and links to keep you clicking away, novelty and “news” being virtually indistinguishable in this high altitude, high octane cybercircus infotainment milieu.  For example, clicking on the “Everest Store” link brings special discounts on “Gear, books, posters, videos, prayer flags, tee-shirts….All Everest, All the Time. All for sale on line.”  Those prayer flags must be especially powerful, I wager, judging by the price.  Next there is the Everest Forum:  “Got a question, a thought, or just want to cheat on the Expedition Game?” the tag-line teases.  “Want to see what others are asking, thinking, and naming their Sherpas?  Talk Everest in the Everest forum.”  The game of  “naming their Sherpas” is apparently an especially prized feature of this postcolonial postmodern playground.

Not interested in chatting?  Well, then, what about a rousing round of the “Everest Game”?  “Try your wits against the world’s biggest mountain.  See if you can suck it up all the way to the top or toss your cookies all over the Rongbuk.”  The Monday-Night-Football macho metaphors have a certain eerie eloquence all their own.  Finally there is the “Virtual Everest 3D Model” to zoom in on, wherein I may, if I so desire, “See Mount Everest as you never have before; rotate it at the click of a mouse button, or fly around it in a virtual aerial tour.”  The first time I ever logged into the internet at Stanford, when access was relatively rare, the first website I found featured a simulated aerial approach and overflight of Everest based on NASA satellite imagery.  It all reminds me vaguely of a strip-tease show.

And then it hits me. I have found Mallory’s ghost, his spirit if you will, already, long before reaching the physical slopes of Mount Everest in the flesh.  My Everest odyssey is already over.  The solution to the Everest Enigma is in sight.  It was there all along, just as Mallory himself once promised it would be.  Like the mystical Mount Meru of Hindu and Buddhist mythology, I already carry “the mountain within me” as the Rongbuk rimpoches would say.  The essence of Everest, the solution to the Everest Enigma, the end of the Everest Odyssey is here with me in the mystic MountainZone of the mind.  Everest is Everywhere.  Everest is Nowhere.  It is All Everest, All The Time.  Everest is a store, a game, a digitized image on a flickering computer screen.  You don’t need to go to Tibet or Nepal to find the essence of Everest, grasshopper. Because it is, like, virtually there. 

Everest in Tibetan Buddhism: The Lama’s Tale

I did eventually make the trek to the North Face of Mount Everest that summer, despite delays caused by the “accidental” bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade and the surprise rediscovery of Mallory’s body by the BBC/NOVA search-team.  After several days of hard hiking, I even caught a five-minute glimpse of the immense West Ridge of Everest through the monsoon storm clouds. In the spirit of that moment, I want to explore one of the few Tibetan texts about Everest easily accessible in English translation—the Rongbuk Lama Ngawong Tenzin Norbu’s ram thar.

In 1922, Mallory’s second Everest expedition paused at the Rongbuk Monastery in order to obtain the lama’s official blessing on behalf of their Buddhist porters. Huddled in the shadow of the north face of Everest at an altitude of 16,500 feet, Rongbuk monastery is the highest continuously inhabited settlement on earth. Completed shortly before Mallory’s arrival in 1922, destroyed by the Chinese during the Cultural Revolution, and only recently reconstructed, Rongbuk Monastery still serves as major a staging point for Everest trekkers and expeditions today.

We are fortunate in having not one but two accounts of that first, portentous meeting between the British and the High Lama of Rongbuk Monastery in 1922.  The first was penned by the British expedition leader, General C.G. Bruce, who wrote out his recollections in a book titled Assault on Mount Everest (1923).  The military metaphor reveals much about Bruce’s approach to mountaineering, but he could also be a remarkably witty and erudite observer.  

The second account comes in the form of an autobiographical text or ram-thar dictated by the rimpoche, or reincarnate lama, of Rongbuk monastery, Ngawong Tenzin Norbu.  Together, these two texts give us a stereoscopic snapshot of the European’s obsession with climbing Mount Everest, viewed both through their own eyes and through the eyes of their Tibetan hosts.

The first subject of conversation between the Lama and the General addressed a question which Mallory and his companions had attempted to answer many times over—Why climb Mount Everest at all?  As General Bruce recalled in his memoirs, the abbot’s “inquiries about the object of the expedition were intelligent, although at the same time they were very difficult to answer.  Indeed, this is not strange when one comes to think how many times in England one has been asked, ‘What is the good of an expedition to Everest?  What can you get out of it?  And, in fact, what is the object generally of wandering in the mountains?’” (qtd. in Downs 124).  

Bruce’s answer is intended to be witty—but like most of his witticisms it was also intended to be thoughtful.  “As a matter of fact it was very much easier,” Bruce confides, “to answer the lama than it is to answer inquiries in England.  The Tibetan lama, especially of the better class, is certainly not a materialist.  I was fortunately inspired to say that we regarded the whole expedition, and especially our attempt to reach the summit of Everest as a pilgrimage.”  It was indeed  an “inspired” answer, although Bruce himself seems secretly to have considered it more of a joke, much like the telegram in which he once declared “I was chased for three miles by leeches this morning, all the way from the top o the hill. They were furious, starved, and uproarious but oh! have such pathetic faces” (Unsworth 99).  Even in the presence of a high lama, Bruce can’t help pursuing his little joke about an Everest “pilgrimage” even farther.  “I’m afraid,” he confesses, “I rather enlarged on the importance of the vows taken by the members of the expedition.  I told the lama (through a translator) that I had sworn to never touch butter until I had arrived at the summit of Everest.  Even this was well received.  After that time I drank tea with sugar or milk which was made especially for me.”  Mallory, we are left to presume, was still forced to drink his tea Tibetan style, liberally flavored with salt and yak butter, a Tibetan staple that most Englishmen despised.

As presented in the form of a ram thar, the lama’s recollection of the meeting was equally witty—and quite the opposite of the general’s self-congratulatory self-perception.  Informed by the Tibetan emissary sent from Lhasa that he must grant the leader of these bizarre non-Buddhist British adventurers an audience, the Lama complies regretfully:  “If one meets one heretic there is no point in keeping all the others back” (33), he tells his subordinates.  Hence the entire expedition, including Mallory, is invited inside the monastery walls.  Archival photos recently recovered capture the meeting in astonishing detail, with the British climbers smiling at the camera in their tweeds and hobnailed boots seated side-by-side with the Rongbuk monks in their robes.  

According to the lama, his first question to General Bruce was not “Why climb Mount Everest” specifically, but rather “Where are you going?” in general. This question, according to the lama, was met with a much more honest, much less witty answer than the one Bruce creates for himself in his own memoirs:  “’As this snowpeak is the biggest in the world, if we arrive on the summit we will get from the British government a recompense and high rank, ’” Bruce tells him.  Similarly, the lama’s reply is also much more intriguing than the one Bruce remembers.  “I replied,” the lama reports, “’As our country is bitterly cold and frosty, it is difficult for other than those who are devoted to religion not to come to harm.  As the local sprits are furies, you must act with great firmness.’”  

Tragically, the lama’s words turned out to be both precise and prophetic.  Before the end of the expedition, six porters were killed in an avalanche beneath the North Col under Mallory’s direct command.  The accident nearly killed Mallory as well, and left deep scars on his psyche for having led so many men into disaster. As the expedition retreated in defeat, the lama reluctantly consented to meet with the British one final time in order to say farewell.  Again, the Lama’s own account of the accident is far more revealing than Mallory’s or General Bruce’s:  “Making use of instruments such as iron pegs, wire ropes and crampons,” the lama remembered later, “they strove to ascend the mountain…when they had reached about a third of the way up the mountain, one day, with a roar, an avalanche occurred and some men were projected over the cliff face.”  The lama finds the reactions of the British to this disaster puzzling:  “I asked, ‘Are you not weary?’” reports the lama.  “‘Me?  I’m all right.  A few men died,’ [Bruce] replied, and was a little ashamed,” the lama concludes.

At this point the lama does two things that bear indirectly on Mallory’s own death on the mountain two years later.  First he gives Bruce a gift: a copper image of the Buddhist deity Tara.  As anthropologist Hugh Downs points out, “It is noteworthy that the lama gifted Bruce with this particular Tibetan deity.  Tara is the great goddess.  She is air.  She embodies many of the qualities that the Tibetans ascribe to Jo-mo-lung-ma, the goddess of air herself [also the goddess whose name is most frequently associated with the place we know as Mount Everest].”  Downs’ description of Tara, in turn, throws new light on the nature of Mallory’s personal pilgrimage as it might have been viewed from a Tibetan perspective.  “Tara is responsible for safe passage from point A to point B geographically,” Downs continues, “as well as the more difficult transitions as we follow a symbol from the surface to its core” (125).  Downs concludes his interpretation of the lama’s gift by explaining, “It is as if the lama was offering another approach to the mountain—as if through its image, what the lama considered to be the symbol of the experience of travel, Bruce might at last gain entrance to the world of the mountain.  One wonders if Bruce would have made it to the top safely had he really made a vow, had the mountain been for him an honest pilgrimage” (125).  Finding “another approach to the mountain” is, in my view, the ultimate goal of ecocriticism on Everest, an “honest pilgrimage.”

Was Mallory’s “pilgrimage” to the place of “ultimate harmony” (as he had once described as Everest in his writings) either “honest” or sincere?  I, for one, would like to believe that it was—at least in the beginning.  Increasingly, however, Mallory himself seemed caught up in the quest for what Bruce had called “recompense” and “high rank” instead.  Somewhere between the opposite poles of  “recompense” and “pilgrimage,” I would argue, the true spirit of George Mallory lies.   

 “To recognize a pilgrimage spot in nature,” Downs adds hopefully, “tends to restrain acts of pollution—whether unnecessarily, with the dead bodies of coolies or, more commonly, with toilet paper and assorted camping ejecta—allowing the land to regain its significance as a reflection of oneself.  Barring wholesale superstition, myth has the power to restore respect and meaning to a world that may have become slightly sterile or machinelike” (125).

 There is no evidence that Mallory himself took any special interest in the customs or beliefs of the Tibetan people, although he did know that the original Tibetan name for Everest was Cho-mo-lung-ma, as he noted repeatedly in his journal.  Yet the final flourish of the lama’s story still makes me wonder if Mallory paid enough attention to what his mentor Winthrop Young had once called the “rightness” of the attempt—and whether the “rightness” of the attempt, or its absence, did not indeed play a decisive role in his ultimate fate on the mountain.  

Unlike the British climbers in 1922—unlike most expedition climbers today--the lama is genuinely concerned that the camps be cleaned up, and that waste of any kind be avoided.  “…Learning that there remained much roasted barley, flour, rice and oil, etc. in the places where the Britishers had stayed near the mountain,” the lama confides, “about 20 youngsters passed by secretly at midnight and arrived at the base of the mountain.”  The scene they find there frightens even the lama.  “From a cleft in the scree,” the youngsters reported, “seven bears came out.  At first one man caught sight of one; after that they all ran away.  When they came back,” the lama concludes ominously,  “they asked:  ‘Is not this inauspicious sight terrible and will not our lives be harmed?’  I said, ‘It is a sign that at the moment the guardian spirits of the valleys are not pleased.  But if we do our prayer rituals in order, no harm will come’” (Norbu 33).  

When Mallory returned two years later, this time in charge of his own expedition, the lama was too ill to see him (or claimed to be so).  Who knows? Perhaps what the lama called the ‘guardian spirits’ of the mountain were still ‘not pleased.’ Perhaps Mallory, failing to act with ‘great firmness’ suffered ‘harm’ as a result, and was duly ‘projected from a cliff face’ for having participated in the ritual ‘pollution’ of the homeland of the goddess of the air.  

Everest as the Sherpa Goddess Migyo Lang Sang 
Similar beliefs are still common among the Sherpa people today.  Ethnically, Sherpas are direct descendants of Tibetan immigrants who first established settlements in the high valleys of the Everest region approximately three hundred years ago (Sherpa means “people of the East in the Tibetan language).  Today, Sherpas form a separate and distinct ethnic group—with their own unique dialects, rituals, and religious beliefs. But even within Sherpa culture, religious views of Everest may vary widely from valley to valley, depending on local tradition on that side of the mountain.  Having explored a more traditional Tibetan-Buddhist view of Everest from the north side of Everest, I want next to turn our attention to the south side of the same summit.  Here religious views of Everest are, if anything, even more strongly intermixed with the old local animistic religious traditions regarding the mountain, and perhaps with Hindu myths and metaphors as well. 

First a warning:  Sorting out Tibetan vs. Sherpa geographies, genealogies, and beliefs is a daunting task, even for an expert (or for the Sherpas themselves).  For example, the most famous of all Sherpas, Tenzing Norgay, was born into a landless Sherpa family on the Tibetan (northeastern) side of the mountain, near the spot where Mallory caught his first glimpse of the summit in 1921.  But as a young boy, Tenzing soon made the journey south over the border to Nepal in search of work, adventure, and opportunity.  From Nepal he then walked east to Darjeeling, India (another outpost of Sherpa settlement) to apply for work as a high altitude porter with the British Everest Expeditions of the 1930’s.  In the wake of his world-wide fame after the first ascent of Everest in 1953, the question of  Tenzing’s citizenship—is he Tibetan? Nepalese? Indian?—became politicized in ways which both helped and haunted him until his death in 1986.  Ironically, at the time of his death in Darjeeling, his second wife, Daku Tenzing Norgay, a Nepalese citizen, had just finished co-leading an early eco-tourism trek with me; she herself died while leading another trek in Tibet a few short years later.

Based on the Rongbuk Rimpoche’s ram thar account of his meeting with the British in 1922, Mallory’s death on the mountain  might well have seemed inevitable from a Sherpa perspective.  Even among Western-educated Sherpas, many of the same religious-based beliefs about the fate of  mountaineers persists today.  Commenting on the recent tragic death by avalanche of a famous climbing Sherpa named Lobsang--the young man who was Scott Fischer’s sirdar during the ill-fated 1996 Mountain Madness expedition described by Krakauer in Into Thin Air--Tenzing Norgay’s western-educated son Jamling Norgay recently concluded: “Lobsang always sought Geshe Rimpoche’s blessing before he climbed.  But Rimpoche [an honorific title for any reincarnate lama] passed away in July, shortly after our spring climb, so Lobsang climbed on Everest in the fall season without the Rimpoche’s benediction.  He was killed on that climb” (qtd. in Coburn 233) [emphasis mine].  

But what can be said of the spiritual life and symbolic significance of the mountain apart from the perhaps self-inflicted fate of those who attempt to climb it?  To further unravel the mystery of Everest’s mythic meaning from a Sherpa perspective, anthropologist Hugh Downs leads us--rather like Virgil leads Dante--on a spiritual tour of the mountain turned upside down and inside out.  To do so, he enlists the help of the reincarnate lama on the other side of the mountain entirely.  Despite their geographic separation, some Sherpa faithful believe this south-side lama to be a direct reincarnation of the man whom Mallory met in 1922.  In historical terms, the famous Sherpa monastery of Thyangboche (frequently spelled Tengboche) was, in fact, founded in the first few  years of the twentieth century by Sherpas directly influenced by the original Rongbuk monastery leader’s teachings.

As Downs tells the story: “Not far from Everest is the Sherpa monastery of Thyangboche.  The abbot there, Ngawong Tenzin Rimpoche, is fond of handing out a small print of a goddess riding a tiger, titled ‘Mount Everest God.’  This goddess is called Migyo Lang Zang and actually is one of a pentad of goddesses considered to dwell on Everest’s summit:  the Five Sisters of Long Life (Tsering Ched Nga).  It is through this symbolic drawing, as if through a door, that we may pass to examine a little closer another image of the mountain” (Downs 120).

What I find particularly striking about Migyo Lang Zang and her symbolic sisters (symbolic, at least, to my Western way of thinking) is that they represent different human weaknesses or sins vaguely reminiscent of those on Dante’s Mount Purgatory, if not strictly identical.  Furthermore, just as Dante’s journey begins in a “dark wood” in which he “the right way was lost entirely,” Migyo Lang Zang takes her initiates into the “darkness of the forest” and brings them “back into a world of light” where they, like Dante himself, are  reborn—“where life begins again” as Hugh Downs explains it.  Comparisons with medieval Catholicism, awkward as they are, may at least help give us the patience and persistence to negotiate the intricacies of the Sherpa religious traditions, which are often fully as intricate and as freighted with multiple meanings as Dante’s.  Strained as they may seem, similar close comparisons between Buddhist and Catholic belief systems were frequently made by the Christian missionaries who unsuccessfully attempted to convert the ‘heathen’ Tibetans of the Everest region as early as the sixteenth century—contributing to persistent rumors of  “lost Christian communities” still surviving somewhere deep in the Himalayas, as in James Hilton’s fictionalized Shangri-la in Lost Horizons.  Here, then, is Downs’ complex but compelling description of the five sisters who dwell on (or in? or with?) Chomolungma and their inter-relationships with the mountain we know only as Everest:

Each one of the five sisters is associated with a particular “poison” or defect of the personality; Migyo Lang Zang is associated with the ossified concept of self, or what we might call pride.  Her vehicle, the tiger, is a symbol of initiation.  The tiger carries the aspirant into the darkness of the forest and then delivers a transformed adept back into the world of light, where life begins again.  By starting over, which is all initiation means anyway, one perceives the sense of self as a character in a dream, bound to the ephemeral law of change.  To fully appreciate life in this particular way, so say many Buddhists, permits access to an infinite imagination—an imagination unrestricted by either mental prejudices or the physical limitations of the body. (120)

Next Downs’ description links Migyo Lang Zang’s gestures to the creative power of the imagination he just described.  “Her right hand is in a gesture of bestowing, a sign that this is all an open secret; no one binds us to our dream role but ourselves.”  Certainly no one binds us to our dream of Everest either—even if we are, in Lopez’s phrase, all “prisoners of Shangri-la,” whether here on the actual Mount Everest or on Dante’s mystical Mount Purgatory.

Through it all, Downs continues, “Migyo Lang Zang watches from her aerie on top of the world” (not unlike Beatrice meeting Dante at the summit of Mount Purgatory, I suppose).  “She watches the tourists gather from all countries on earth.  Every year hordes thousands strong traipse up for a glimpse of Everest; a few are even projected off the cliff faces.  Through the rustle of down jackets and the hissing of nylon tents, the outside world forms its image of the mountain.  Some who park on the apron of Thyangboche monastery will seek an audience with the abbot Ngawong Tenzin Rimpoche.  If they receive the little print of Migyo Lang Zang they may sense her presence and move through the Sherpa landscape” (120). 

I have met the lama of Thyangboche twice now in person, once as a climber on the Everest ’85 expedition, and once as the leader of an eco-tourism trek.  But not until years later did I finally glimpse the meaning of the image which the lama gave me so long ago, printed on a small piece of handmade Nepali paper I found lying crumpled in the bottom of a drawer (another dimension of the “literature of Mount Everest” I had, alas, overlooked entirely).  Printed on that scrap of paper is a picture of a woman riding a tiger, arms wide open as if offering a gift, or a warning, or a prayer. 

Everest in Nepalese Poetry

The ethnic and cultural diversity of Nepal is just as complex and astonishing as the biological diversity of Everest’s intricate, interlocking, multi-layered ecosystems.  Presently over 65 separate ethnic groups co-exist in relative peace within the boundaries of this tiny mountain nation.  Although the Sherpa people are certainly the most famous (and populous) residents of the Everest region, they represent less than one percent of the total Nepalese population.  Even within the Everest region itself, Sherpas are far from the only ethnic group currently represented. Indeed, just as trade between Tibet and Nepal has flowed across the high mountain passes of the Everest region for centuries, cultural exchange between lowland Hindu and highland Buddhist peoples has been a regular feature of the Everest’s human ecology for at least a full millennium. 

In their memoirs, foreign climbers often assume that Sherpa society has remained “unchanged” for centuries.  On the contrary, it was the introduction of the indigenous American potato plant (imported by the British from their American colonies) which first allowed Sherpa culture to flourish at such extreme altitudes during the same period as our American revolution.  Just as in Ireland or Idaho, introduction of the potato allowed farmers to raise crops in stony soils and cold climates where previously no crops could be grown at all, thereby augmenting the traditional seasonal yak herding practices which the Sherpas had brought with them from Tibet.   By moving into areas previously deemed to high for year-round agriculture, Sherpa settlers gradually intermingled with—and at lower altitudes displaced—Hindu communities made up of Rai and other Nepalese hill tribes in the Everest region.  Even today, lowland “Sherpa” villages frequently include a substantial Rai population, and non-Sherpa Nepalis have begun to work at the highest elevations of the mountain on expeditions.  Hence our definition of what constitutes the “literature of Everest” (or of Sagarmatha, the officially-designated modern Nepalese name for the mountain) needs to be expanded even further if we wish to comprehend anything close to the full human ecology of the Everest region.

On behalf of all these varied and complex Hindu hill tribes, Nepal’s most famous and beloved poet, Lakshmiprasad Devkota, reveals a side of Everest which remains virtually invisible to most outsiders. As Nepal’s unofficial poet laureate, the chief source of Devkota’s fame is his revolutionary use of the vernacular Nepalese language in place of the classical Sanskrit forms imported from India.  Today over one hundred different languages and dialects remain in widespread use in Nepal (including the Tibetan-based  Sherpa language).  The official lingua franca of government and commerce, however, is a previously minor language originally spoken by Nepal’s first national monarchs in the central mountain regions of their original political strongholds.  Today this same language is known simply as Nepali—and it contains its own rich literature in addition to its central role within the commercial and political life of the country.

 Although Devkota was not the first Nepalese poet to write in this new national language, he was certainly the first--and still the greatest--of Nepal’s many fine poets to fully embrace the vernacular rhythms and humble subjects of local indigenous folk-songs, legends, and stories.  Devkota was, in this sense, the Nepalese equivalent of a Wordsworth in England or a Robert Frost in America:  a poet of the people who used the plain-spoken language of ordinary life to celebrate the working-class world of peasants, farmers, laborers, and lovers in unforgettable song. As Michael James Hutt, the foremost Western student of Nepalese literature, concludes: “When a truly great poet appears during an important phase in the development of a particular literature, the fortunes of that literature are changed forever….In Nepali, Devkota’s works have formed a colossal touchstone and are the undisputed classics of his language” (Hutt 40).

In the context of what I have labeled “the literature of Mount Everest,” Devkota’s poems show us another face of the mountain as unforgettably reflected in the faces of the humble Hindu porters who make virtually all expeditions possible.  “Who are the true heroes of Everest?” his lines seem to demand.  Are they the high altitude climbers, the famous Sherpas and wealthy foreigners whose exploits grab world-wide headlines?  Or are they instead the hundreds of humble porters who move each expedition to the mountain, hauling huge loads up the steep trails in sandals or torn tennis shoes or even barefoot to earn a few pennies to feed their families in the villages below?  At the turn of twentieth century, such is still very much the situation on the Nepalese side of the mountain, where no roads yet exist.  Significantly, the vast majority of such porters are not Sherpas, but rather are drawn from other ethnic groups (Rais, Tamangs, Magars, etc.) who form the lower castes and classes within Nepal’s highly complex and still highly stratified social system. 

 In honor of all those who “challenge the mountain” regardless of caste or class, Devkota writes in the shadow of “this great hero’s peak” the most famous and powerful of all his many poems, “Sleeping Porter” [Nidrit Bhariya] (Hutt 44-45):

On his back a fifty-pound load,

His spine bent double,

Six miles sheer in the winter snows;

Naked bones;

With two rupees of life in his body

To challenge the mountain.

He wears a cloth cap, black and sweaty,

A ragged garment;

Lousy, flea-ridden clothes are on his body

His mind is dulled.

It’s like sulphur, but how great

This human frame!

The bird of his heart twitters and pants;

Sweat and breath;

In his hut on the cliffside, children shiver:

Hungry woes.

His wife like a flower

Searches the forest for nettles and vines.

Beneath this great hero’s snow peak,

The conqueror of nature is wealthy

With pearls of sweat on his brow.

Above, there is only the lid of night,

Studded with stars, 

And in this night he is rich with sleep.

Published in 1958, just after the first ascent of Everest with all of its attendant publicity, Devkota’s earth-bound images stand in stark contrast to the inflated, self-congratulatory prose of “conquest” so much of Western writing about Mount Everest contains.  Here the phrase “conqueror of nature” is clearly ironic, and the victory entirely unknown, unsung, and individual.  Equally important, this “hero’s” goal is not glory but sheer survival for himself and his family.  In the words of  the noted Nepalese scholar Dr. Harka Gurung, “Mountain people have an intimate knowledge of their natural world through accumulated experience.  But one needs to appreciate their compulsions to toil…for survival itself” (Gurung 34).

To their credit, the best of the Everest climbers have always harbored a quiet admiration for the porters, yak herders, and others who make large expeditions possible in a region without roads or motorized transport of any kind—even, at times, a strong sense of true kinship with them.  Sir Edmund Hilary has spent much of his life raising funds to build schools and hospitals for the people of the Everest region; Reinhold Messner, the most accomplished climber of all time, has written eloquently of their courage and strength in his own books.  But no one, in my view, captures the power and sheer poetry of their daily struggle with the clarity, the sensitivity, and the sheer humanity of  Nepal’s own poet laureate,  Devkota. 

Devkota’s other best known work, beloved by all Nepalis, is a long narrative poem titled Muna and Madan, in honor of the two young lovers, the Nepalese equivalent of Romeo and Juliet, whose romantic story of love and death is recounted in passionate detail.  Significantly, the plot of the poem once again involves the Everest region directly, and hence deserves consideration as part of the Nepalese “literature of Everest” as well.  

Madan, a young husband, leaves his wife and mother in Kathmandu to undertake on a trading trip across the mountains to Lhasa.  Geographically, a line drawn between the two capitols bisects Everest more or less exactly; even most expeditions en route to the north, or Tibetan side of Everest typically set out from Kathmandu today.  Beset by premonitions of disaster, Muna’s beautiful young Muna begs him not to go:

You go now as a merchant

To a strange and savage land.

What’s to be gained, leaving us for Lhasa?

Purses of gold are like the dirt on your hands,

What can be done with wealth?

Better to eat only nettles and greens 

With happiness in your heart. (45-6)

Eager to seek his fortune, however, Madan ignores her advice, setting out across “Hills and mountains, steep and sheer/rivers to ford by the thousand” on “the road to Tibet, deserted and bare” until “At last, roofs of god/grace the evening view:/at the Potala’s foot, on the valley’s edge,/Lhasa herself was smiling” (46).  Finally, returning heartsick after a long journey, Madan falls suddenly ill on the lonely trail toward home.  Taking pity on him, an old Tibetan comes to his aid.  In the poems’ most radical and important reversal, Madan renounces the traditional Hindu belief that Buddhists have no caste and are hence technically untouchable (an attitude which is still a source of much political and personal turmoil in relationship between Sherpas and Hindus today).  Instead of spurning the old Tibetan, Madan offers the old man half his gold, and tells him in deepest gratitude:

The son of a Chetri [the second-highest Hindu caste in Nepal] touches your feet,

But he touches them not with contempt,

A man must be judged by the size of his heart, 

Not by his name or caste. (48-49)

Significantly, streams of Tibetan refugees and traders still stream across the passes of the Everest region today, often with greater risk and courage than that demonstrated by foreign climbers high above on the peaks. 

Reaching home at last, Madan finds that his aged mother and his young wife have both died.  Overcome with regret, he dies of grief himself.  By confronting the old divisions of class and caste so directly, Devkota once again demonstrates his own fierce faith in the universal strength and humanity of the Nepalese people.  Extending the same reconciliation to the realm of the mountains themselves, he ends Muna and Madan with an image which looks beyond the human ecology of the Everest region toward the even larger, wider realm of mountain mysticism within the Hindu view of the Himalayas as the ultimate home of the gods, “the abode of the snow”:

Heaven descends and Earth flies up

And meet on a mountain peak:

They embrace and kiss with red lips of pleasure;

Now see them more composed,

Sitting smiling together,

Telling the tale of morning… (52) 

Conclusions:  The Future of Ecocriticism on Everest

Like all the other high-altitude literatures we have just surveyed--from mountaineering memoirs to anthropological critiques to the symbolic systems of Tibetan Buddhism--the radical reconciliations and reversals of Devkota’s poetry point to the potential for similar reconciliations, revolutions, and reversals in the future practice of ecocriticism on Everest and elsewhere. Scraping at the outermost edge of the earth’s living biosphere, the summit of the earth’s highest mountain serves as a splendid vantage point from which to survey both our past and our future. Images of Everest, as we have seen, both mirror and magnify our larger attitudes toward the nature of Nature as a whole.  This being so, the increasing accumulation of frozen corpses, empty oxygen canisters, and extinct species in the shadow of this once-sacred mountain do not bode well. There is no higher text than this, no more urgent message waiting to be deciphered. Survival is not a symbol.

Forty years ago, near the dawn of the new nuclear age, the summit of Everest had only been touched twice by human hands and one side of Everest was closed off to all access entirely.  The year was 1959. The British scholar C. P. Snow first pointed out the growing chasm between what he called the “two cultures” of the sciences the literary arts in Western universities, “literary intellectuals at one pole—at the other scientists….Between the two a gulf of mutual incomprehension.” In the intervening forty years, Everest has been climbed hundreds of times, but the chasm of incomprehension between the two cultures of science and the humanities has, if anything, only grown wider.  Similar “conceptual crevasses,” argues Dr. Harka Gurung, have sprung up between foreign ecologists and local intellectuals in Nepal.  The consequences of ignoring such crevasses and contradictions can be catastrophic.  If they can’t be closed, they must at least be bridged safely somehow. 

This is, I believe, the future role of ecocriticism on Everest and elsewhere.  More than any other critical approach I can think of, it has the potential to get us all talking and listening to each other once more. The science of ecology and the art of literary criticism can, indeed must, find common ground.  At it’s best (and most daring), ecocriticism offers a new method of bridging Snow’s “two cultures”—as well as the “conceptual crevasses” separating other human cultures--in the shared service of sheer survival.  For all the trash, the neglect, and the media mirages heaped upon it, these are still the values which a sacred mountain such as Everest best embodies:  they include strength, wonder, beauty, curiosity, courage, humility, teamwork, and survival.  The words of the prophet apply on Everest also:  “the wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid…They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain.”  

Closer to Everest itself, the great eleventh century Tibetan mystic Milarepa was well aware of a mountain’s power to reconcile (apparent) opposites.  His master work, The Hundred Thousand Songs or Mila Gubrum is filled to overflowing mountain imagery.  As the Tibetologist Peter Gruber rightly argues, “Beyond doubt, it is one of the greatest religious classics, ranking with the Mahabharata [and] the Old and new Testaments” (Milarepa xi).  Directly addressing his great theme of the reconciliation of opposites, Milarepa sings:

When I climb the mountain of the View

I see the traps of Realism and Nihilism,

The bandits of bigotry in ambush

And the “twin roads” steep and perilous. (591)

Learning to see mountains clearly, or to climb them, Milarepa reminds us, is never easy.  At one point, literally lost in a fog, Milarepa observes:

Clinging to the lower Mount

Is perpetual mist and fog; 

All day long the drizzle gently falls

While rainbows brightly shine. (542)

Later, speaking to his baffled disciples from the top of a mountain he has miraculously ascended--despite his advanced age, leaving them far behind--he restates the same lesson much more bluntly:

Hearken, my sons!  If you want

To climb the mountain peak

To enjoy the view,

You should hold the Self-mind’s light,

Tie [it] with a great “Knot,”

And catch it with a firm “Hook.”

If you practice thus

You can climb the mountain peak

To enjoy the view. (572-3)

In Tibetan iconography, Milarepa is often painted green, holding his hand to his ear in a gesture of listening and attention as he sings.  This is, I would suggest, an excellent posture for aspiring ecocritics on Everest to adopt as well:  listening, singing, praising, and praying are still excellent survival skills.  Perhaps, while pausing “to enjoy the view” ourselves, we will finally not be so surprised any longer by Everest’s uncanny ability to command our continued fascination, our endless admiration, or even our sternest sacrifice years after its so-called “conquest” has long been accomplished.  Part of the human fascination with summits, it seems, is not their inaccessibility but rather their ability to reconcile apparent opposites.  

Summits are, after all, places where opposing faces, ridges, and obstacles meet and meld in a brief, high harmony.  Naturally, seeking such a high point, such a harmony is never easy.   How could it be?  As C.P. Snow once warned us, no doubt with a wink and a nod:

Those Himalayas of the mind

Are not so easily possessed:

There’s more than precipice and storm

Between you and your Everest.  
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