Swift return

Lama Gangchen Rinpoche Stupa

First of all I would like to thank you all for your support of the Swift Return Fund, a project made
possible only by the participation of the whole Sangha.
This edition of the Newsletter features an interview with Lama Michel in which he gives an update
on the progress of the Lama Gangchen Rinpoche Stupa.
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Good morning Lama Michel. Today I would like to ask you a few questions for the benefit of all those, be
they far or near, sympathisers or disciples, who celebrated Drubwang Gangchen Rinpoche's Parinirvana
last April and since the Master left his physical body, have been praying for his return. First of all, what
exactly is meant by "Swift Return”?
Traditionally when an important Tulku Lama leaves his physical body, Swift Return prayers are
written and replace the long life prayers that were recited during his life. With the prayers of
"Swift Return" the request is made to the Master to be able to return to a gross physical body. This
request from the disciples arises from the need to create positive interdependence in order to
bring a realised being back to them. In fact a Tulku may decide that it is more beneficial to go
elsewhere rather than to be reborn in a physical body; it is not necessary for an enlightened being
to be reborn and sometimes it is even possible that a lot of time passes between one rebirth and
another. Thus arises the need for us to make a request for a "Swift Return". It is a way to create
positive interdependence and also an emotional support for the whole Sangha.
It is a practice performed for the most important Lamas. The cycle of reincarnation of a Tulku is
outlined in the book Testimonies of Tibetan Tulkus. A research among reincarnate Buddhist Masters in
exile, published in 1982. The book also contains an interview with Zong Rinpoche, one of Lama
Gangchen Rinpoche's masters, in which he clearly explains the difference between the rebirth of a
person who follows the Dharma - being of a good disposition who however at death is still bound
by his own karma, by mental defilements and is therefore still in samsara i.e. he or she is reborn
unconsciously - and the rebirth of a being who has already come out of samsara and consciously
chooses to be reborn.
Quick Return prayers are not written for all Masters.

Ceremonial offers for the Stupa
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In February, the return of Rinpoche’s body to Albagnano was celebrated with a very moving
commemorative ritual. His body is now located in a dedicated place in the Centre: the Stupa. How is the
construction work on the Stupa progressing?
Let's say it's practically finished. We still have to lay the surrounding paving; we are waiting for
warmer weather and for now we have laid the concrete base. The other gilded ornaments that will
decorate the Stupa in the front square, are being made in Nepal. There will be golden 'petals' all
around, some double Vajras and some lions; then we will have to complete the grouting and place
the lighting.

Was it difficult to create the Stupa in marble as here in Italy people are not familiar with this type of
architectural work ?
We used Palissandro, a local marble with light blue and yellow veins like water, sky and light; it is
available in only one quarry in the world, Crevola d'Ossola in the VCO valley. We wanted a "zero
kilometre" product. To make a stupa you can use different materials: wood, concrete, stone... It
was decided to use Rosewood marble to pay homage to our Master. Usually in Tibet the stupas of
the great masters are built within a temple which in turn is built specifically to house it. It is then
covered in gold, silver and precious stones. This is how the Stupas are built for the Dalai Lama, the
Panchen Lama or even important masters such as Gonsar Rinpoche, a friend of Lama Gangchen.
We preferred to create an outdoor stupa and to respect the specifications of the regional law that
allows the burial outside of a cemetery. An outdoor stupa becomes a place of pilgrimage that allows
the disciples to circumambulate, pray and meditate while respecting the tradition of outdoor
stupas. It must also be said that in Italy it is not easy to obtain permits to build a stupa as a stupa
does not fall into any known building typology - however many years ago when we made the
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masterplan of the Centre we inserted a stupa. Therefore, as a stupa was part of our initial master
plan submitted to the local authorities, we were able to start the construction works very quickly.
Why did you choose a white marble?
Stupas are usually built in a white colour. It could have been made of concrete and then painted,
but I chose to use a more valuable, more resistant and long-lasting material. In reality the
compound that is used has no intrinsic value but represents the best of the various possibilities
available to the Sangha. From a spiritual point of view, marble is not worth more than concrete but
it is a tribute, a way to cultivate gratitude and respect. We manifest our feelings, our immaterial
world, through matter. So in creating the monument that contains the body of our Master, the
choice of the material used, the work we dedicate, the intentions we put in are a means of
expressing our feelings and also to cultivate them. Offering the best of what you can means
cultivating the feeling of gratitude, respect and love.

It is very nice that a marble from the Ossola valley was used and that local artisans work on the project.
We established a very good relationship with the artisans who made the Stupa. The workers and
the artisans created a heart relationship, and you could see that they were really happy to do it.
The part of the Stupa that is called the "vase" - the round part - could have been made in three
different ways: 1)with a two/three centimetre cladding on top of a concrete square as is done with
tiles (this is the easiest and least expensive way) ; 2) with a sphere cut into four slices or 3) as we
did, with a single block of marble. It took more than a week to convince Diego the marble worker to
make it from a single block! -Laughs- this choice also implied increased costs. We had to search
for two full days to find a suitable block of marble because there were no blocks of the right size.
Then it was difficult to empty the inside, because the vase must contain the coffin, while making
sure the marble didn’t break -marble is not that hard - Diego did a wonderful job!
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Silvano the blacksmith is another craftsman who worked for us with his heart. He is much more
than a blacksmith, he is one of the true professionals of his craft. It was he who had made the
golden Borobudur, the monument for the cemetery. First he made the 3D model to see how it could
be done. Then he gave it to us. Silvano is also making the hooks and the structures to hang the
wonderful decorations that will come from the Nepalese artists which we must then adapt and
make weather resistant. Silvano took all the pieces which arrived from Nepal and brought them to
his workshop. He then made an internal structure, a steel core; so that each piece remained in
perfect balance without any problems.

Yamantaka Mandala made for the Rabne Chenmo ceremony for the consecration of the Stupa

It takes a great deal of work to build a stupa. How is a 'monument' of sacred architecture like this born?
The architectural design and final project of the Stupa was created entirely by myself. It is the first
architectural project I have undertaken from start to finish with Autocad. Unfortunately no one
else could have done as there is a sacred architecture to follow, which I learned when I was in
India. I was 14 at the Sera monastery and studied the religious architecture of stupas: the eight
types of stupas, the consecration ceremony, the sacred construction. The challenge was to
reconcile this sacred architecture with Italian legislation! To give an example: in calculating the
proportions for the inner part, we had to precisely allow for the size of the coffin according to the
law, down to the last millimetre. Then we cut the marble according to the drawings I prepared. The
ornaments to be made in Nepal were also designed one by one. We made lighting-technical
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calculations to understand the types of lights to use with the various types of rays. The upper
golden part, the pinnacle representing the 13 bumis or 13 wheels, has a particular story.
About 12 years ago Lama Gangchen ordered all the elements that were to have been used in a
construction in Brazil which we were then unable to realise. These pieces remained in Nepal so I
suggested to Lama Gangchen several times that we make a stupa in Italy. It should be remembered
that stupas can be built regardless of whether or not they house the body of a master because they
are a sort of positive energy generator: for example, there are many stupas built to contain sacred
objects and texts. In Tibet, stupas are built to reconcile conflicts, to pacify environmental
problems (for example landslides), to defeat an epidemic, to relieve disease ... The stupas have
many functions. At the time, whenever I suggested making a stupa in Italy Lama Gangchen
changed the subject, he said neither yes nor no.
When I designed the project I had to bear in mind the maximum external measurements allowed
by the Municipality by-laws i.e. a width of 3 metres and a height of 3 metres, measured to a
millimetre accuracy - to accommodate the coffin, a puzzle not at all easy to solve. Eventually we
found the solutions and were able to build it. But the pinnacle that represents the thirteen bumis
or thirteen levels of spiritual realisation up to enlightenment was missing.In the sacred
architecture of a stupa there is a very exact proportion between the vase, the other parts and the
pinnacle: you cannot make a part larger or another lower...Having it built would have meant
waiting a long time but then I remembered that in Nepal there was that pinnacle created 12 years
ago, I asked for the measurements to be sent and they were exactly the measurements needed for
the Stupa i.e. three metres by three metres! [Laughs] at the highest point of the pinnacle, where
the sun and the moon are represented, we placed a vase containing a part of Lama Gangchen's
collection of sacred objects: the hair of Trijang Rinpoche, his master, a piece of the fabric of
Atisha's robe, the hair and nails of other masters, ashes of important masters... There are about
thirty different relics, which represent the most sacred objects of all.
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Photo of the ceremony taken during the placing of Rinpoche’s body in the Stupa

The design of this Stupa was a real adventure ... full of miracles. Did you have to face other 'interferences'
in the implementation of the project?
Traditionally the body of a master is seated with crossed legs in meditation but given the historical
period in which Rinpoche died, during the Covid-19 pandemic, we could not touch the body. So it
was decided to put the body upright because the upright position represents action, it represents
acting for the benefit of beings, it represents movement. A direct connection with the Buddha of
Peace who is traditionally represented standing.
Thank you Lama Michel. Words of hope that motivate us to act and to maintain our commitment to tour
Master.
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Swift Return Fund
The only way to make these projects become reality is with the support of all the Sangha.
It is our responsibility, as Rinpoche’s disciples, to create the correct causes and conditions for His
swift return.
For that reason, we have created the Swift Return Fund that will be used exclusively to finance these
projects.
As Rinpoche often reminded us: “Together we can.”
To participate, please donate to:

By Bank Transfer:
Name:
IBAN:
Swift:
Bank:
ABI:
CAB:

Kunpen Lama Gangchen
IT62V0306909606100000161078
BCITITMM
Banca Intesa San Paolo, Ag. 55000- FILIALA ACCENTRATA TER S
Piazza Paolo Ferrari, 10 – 20121 Milano
03069
09606

Purpose of the transfer: swift return

By credit card:
Click on the following link:
http://bit.ly/swiftreturn

You can specify a particular project or make a general donation to the Swift Return Projects.
I am very grateful for all the support of each one of you from the Sangha. It is truly beautiful to see
our unity and mutual effort.
If you have any questions or suggestions, please feel free to contact me at lama@gangchen.it or
lamamichel@kunpen.it.
Thank you all very much.
With love,
In the Dharma,

Lama Michel Rinpoche
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