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relationship with Tashi Döndrup. The book
closes with the sentiment that ‘to know Tashi
Döndrup is to know how to accept one’s
mortality with dignity’ (p. 168), and readers will
by this time feel that they have also come to
know Tashi Döndrup intimately, as well as the
social, cultural, religious, and geographical
conditions that shape his worldview.
Along the way, Childs tackles many of the
fundamental questions that scholars working in
the Tibetan and Himalayan regions face, and
skilfully links these to broader anthropological
themes. There is accordingly something of
interest here for everyone, from first-year
undergraduate students to the most
knowledgeable area and thematic specialists.
The author considers how to interpret the gaps
between belief and practice; explores the extent
to which the life-cycle is an individual or
collective experience; addresses gender
disparities in both religious and social life;
explains the implications of polyandry for
kinship and economics; ponders the role of
violence in a Buddhist context; considers the
tensions between spiritual and social success;
and makes an argument for the power of
demography as a tool for understanding lived
reality. The anthropologist’s voice rings clear
throughout, and his arguments never appear
dogmatic or theoretically driven, but rather
emerge from the wealth of empirical material at
his command.
The fourteen pages of black-and-white
photographs that appear together after chapter
7 could have been more effectively interspersed
throughout the book from the outset, so that we
might have been introduced visually to the
characters and places one by one as they
appeared in the text. Needless to say, this is a
minor critique, since the richly descriptive text
more than stands on its own as an accessible,
engaging introduction to everyday life in a
Buddhist community in the Himalayas, as well as
to the life of an anthropologist.
Sara Shneiderman St Catharine’s College,
Cambridge
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This is an intricate book dealing with complex
subject matter. Daryn’s monograph is a carefully

worded argument for the application of the
‘fractal of matrimonial encompassment’ as a key
notion for making sense of and interpreting
Hindu culture and society.
Building on Benoit Mandelbrot’s concept of
fractals, Gell’s roundabout causal pathways, and
Daryn’s own fieldwork in the village of
Thamghar in central Nepal, the author
interweaves the fractal concept – ‘a family of
seemingly complex self-similar shapes
possessing some highly unusual properties,
formed by the reiteration of very simple rules, in
which the whole and the part are identical in all
but scale’ – into the anthropology of Hinduism
and Indology. On this note, pairing careful
ethnography with Indological analysis is a
notoriously difficult undertaking, and one
which suffers no fools. A successful scholar
must demonstrate mastery in both disciplines,
and Daryn succeeds admirably. While Hindu
rituals have long been an anthropological
staple, he argues, little attention has been
paid to the ‘nature and principles behind
their efficacy’.
Set out in nine chapters, Encompassing a
fractal world commences with a helpful
introduction to the fractal concept itself. While
to the reviewer, the image of Russian-doll-like
fractals, layers nested with one another, works as
a way of seeing or thinking, for ‘Hindus’,
according to Daryn, fractals are not simply
imagined but literally constructed. Avoiding a
reductionist mathematical structuralism, the
author presents fractality as ‘self-similarity within
an undivided entirety’.
The first chapter lays out the socio-economic
lives of Thamgharians, illustrating that just
because people have to work together, they do
not necessarily have to like each other as well;
while the second addresses male-female
relations in the magniloquently titled
‘Encompassing the ambivalent female core’. In
this community in Nepal, the insoluble bond
between a husband and wife is perceived as
‘matrimonial encompassment’, an abstract
mental image which has the capacity to become
densely imbued with meaning which in fact
embodies the ‘template for the ideal modality of
existence’. As such, then, matrimonial
encompassment should be regarded as a
prominent fractalic image dominating the
lives of the high-case Hindu community of
Thamghar.
The second section of the monograph
addresses Hindu ritual and cosmology through a
detailed investigation of the inner workings of
Thamghar village rituals. In Daryn’s analysis, the
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jagya, a sacred microcosmic arena and a ritual
performance which is enacted within it, realizes
a ‘cosmic fractal embodying the notion of
matrimonial encompassment, ... the ultimate
Thamgharian modus operandi for procreating life
out of life without the need of recourse to and in
order to avoid death’. The dramatic fire worship,
hom, is the climax of the jagya and epitomizes its
significance. Divine matrimonial encompassment
thus emerges as the process by which the
universe of the jagya comes into being, with
an ‘intimate notional conflation of marriage,
sexual relations, gestation and rebirth’ at its
heart.
In the final section of the book, underwritten
by a precise depiction of the agricultural cycle,
Daryn illustrates how the ‘prolonged and
complex rice-cultivation cycle’ emerges as the
‘ultimate path villagers follow for rectifying their
emotional landscape and social reality, in what
appears as an annual regeneration of the entire
community’. Tying this all together, the fractalic
image reflects the manner in which the
community of Thamghar conceive of their whole
cosmos: from the tiniest grain of rice, through
the family unit of husband and wife, to the
house(hold) and agricultural rituals. The fractal
medium has become the message, and the
fractal message the medium.
Encompassing a fractal world is
ethnographically rich (drawing on different
techniques such as fieldnotes, personal
reflections, and a number of well-chosen
greyscale photographs) and analytically precise
(excellent and consistent transcription of local
terms, augmented by a glossary). While
fieldwork was challenging, with the village
atmosphere characterized by ‘mutual animosity,
suspicion, fundamental mistrust and anxiety’,
the author studiously resists generalizations,
describing fieldwork as rather like ‘participating
in a mystery play whose true plot revealed itself
only at a later stage of the drama’. Unlike so
much contemporary anthropology, where the
researcher has neither the time nor patience to
allow the ethnography to lead them, Daryn
allowed his appreciation of fractals as an
organizing concept for social life to emerge from
the richness of his material.
One of the author’s bolder assertions lies
buried in a footnote: not only is fractality the
basis for ritual efficacy in the Hindu world, but it
may hold the key for understanding ritual
efficacy elsewhere also. Perhaps others will be
encouraged to re-analyse their own work in this
light.
Mark Turin University of Cambridge
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Crossing the water is not simply a ‘photographic
path to the Afro-Cuban spirit world’, as the
book’s subtitle and evocative cover would
suggest. It is an engaging and valuable
ethnography in its own right, one that goes
surprisingly far in its contribution to the field of
Afro-Cuban religious studies. Written in sensitive
and unpretentiously clear prose, the authors are
astute observers of the social, emotional, and
spiritual nuances of Cuban religious life, making
of their foray a potential source of rich data for
any scholar wishing to unravel the complex
relationships between Afro-Cuban cosmology
and practice, matter and deity, person and spirit.
Taking as their axiomatic subject of study the
figure of Santiago Castañeda Vera – a
charismatic priest of Palo Monte and Santería, as
well as a gifted spirit medium in the city of
Santiago de Cuba – whose influence in the
fabric of their own spiritual lives they
acknowledge, the authors tell a story: of an
accidental encounter between two foreign
photographers and the man who was to
become their religious godfather; of their
growing involvement with Santiago and his
extended ritual family; of solidarity and spiritual
responsibility; and of a collaboration of
anthropological vision and photographic talent.
The result is a remarkable journey, both recorded
visually – through photographs of alternately
stunning subtlety and provocative viscerality –
and carefully crafted in the details of their
descriptions.
The book is divided into four main chapters,
preceded by an introductory chapter, and
followed by a brief afterword. In the
‘Introduction’ the authors set out to provide a
general ethnographic backdrop to Afro-Cuban
cosmology and ritual structure, to the history of
the various Cuban ‘spiritscapes’ (p. 17), and to
Santiago himself, whose religious career began
as early as the age of 8: as he says, ‘naci dentro
de eso’ (‘I was born into this’, p. 19). Underlining
the fluidity and permeability of the Afro-Cuban
ritual cosmos, Garoutte and Wambaugh convey
Santiago’s sense of duty and service to others
(‘tengo un pueblo que atender’, he often says: ‘I
have a community to take care of’, p. 9), as well
as the idiosyncrasies so peculiar to Afro-Cuban
religious spaces: ‘Santiago practices his religion,
as he is wont to say, en mi manera (in my own
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