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The Dharma King
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Instructions:  1. Draw puppets.  2. Cut out along dotted lines.  
3. Fold in middle.  4. Paste on ice-cream sticks.  5. Tell story.

2011 © Lauren Alderfer from The Dharma King. This page, with copyright notice, may be photocopied for educational use.
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Puppet Making
Make puppets based on the book or create your own story 

by following the plot but changing the characters.

Can you find them?  Look for these auspicious symbols throughout the story.

The 8 Auspicious Symbols of Tibetan Buddhism
...also known as the 8 lucky signs. They are commonly found in both religious settings 
and in day-to-day life, since for most Tibetans, these two worlds intermingle as one.

The knots are reminders of the 
curly hair on Buddha’s chest. They 
also symbolize eternity and the 
unity of all things.
Pages 4 & 5.

Palbheu
+
 

Eternal Knot

Bhumpa
+
 

Treasure Vase

The vase is used both for storage and 
as a sacred vessel. It represents the 
repository of prosperity-boundless 
wealth, health, and long life.
Pages 10 & 24.

The pair of golden fish originally     
represented two of the holiest rivers: the 
Ganges and Yamuna. Fish, which can 
easily swim in water, symbolize how the 
practice of the Dharma prevents drown-
ing in the ocean of suffering. Page 9.

Sernya
+
 

Golden Fish

Dhunkar
+
 

The conch shell is used in religious 
ceremonies. Its deep, penetrating 
sound can be heard from afar and 
represents the Dharma.
Page 25.

Buddha’s first sermon set the cycle of 
the Dharma (Buddha’s teachings) in 
motion, represented by a wheel. The 
8 spokes represent the 8-fold path of 
Buddhism. Pages 22 & 23.

Khorlo
+
 

Wheel of Dharma

The beautiful lotus flowers, blossoming 
forth from muddy water, represents    
purity. It also symbolizes rising above   
earthly matters to attain Nirvana,
enlightenment. Page 25.

Pema
+
 

Pema

Dhug
+
 

The precious umbrella, or parasol, gives 
an air of royalty. And just as a parasol 
gives protection from the scorching heat 
of the sun, it also symbolizes the protec-
tion  the  Dharma (Buddha’s teachings) 
provides. Page 26.

Victory banners are hung on the 
rooftops of monasteries and used in 
religious processions. They repre-
sent the victory of good over evil.
Page 4.

Gyaltsen
+
 

Victory Banner

+* Tibetan translations

Precious Umbrella Conch Shell



30

30

31

31

30

30

31

31

About The Illustrator

   Sonam Dhondup was born in eastern Tibet in 1986. There were no schools 
in his village so he never received a primary school education. Sonam, who 
recently learned to speak English, recounts, “Coming from a farming family, 
I spent most of my days tending the yaks and horses and working the land. 
My father, besides being a farmer, was also a thangka painter. Thangkas 
are holy paintings found in temples and monasteries. Thangka painting 
is the most well-known form of Tibetan painting, it is highly technically 
and requires many years of training. Thangkas are very beautiful but I never 
showed any interest to learn to paint them as I was very happy doing hard 
physical work. Just like our neighbors, we were poor, but we always had great faith.

   “Ever since I was a young boy, my grandfather spoke to me of his Holiness the Dalai Lama. My 
grandfather wore a small necklace that has a photo of His Holiness and he gifted it to me. I have worn 
that necklace my entire childhood and I still wear the same necklace today!”

   When still a young boy, Sonam did several pilgrimages, called gancha in Tibetan. During the ganchas, 
he did thousands of prostrations: raising his hands above his head as he prayed and then outstretching 
his body while knees, hands and forehead touched the ground, standing back up to repeat the prostration 
with each and every step. The first time he did a gancha with his family he was 11 years old; the gancha 
lasted three years. His family followed a lama’s advice to do a gancha from the family’s farm to Lhasa, 
the capital, in order to cure his mother from a sickness none of the Chinese doctors could cure. By the 
time the family reached Lhasa, Sonam’s mother was cured! After that first gancha, Sonam had a burning 
desire to visit more holy sites, so he did two other ganchas over the next few years. If you look closely, 
you can see the bump on Sonam’s forehead from touching the ground during the prostrations.

   “I don’t know about my karma, I like holy places too much,” Sonam told Lauren one day. “Each 
time I left home to visit holy sites, but I also had a secret. I dreamt that I would see His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama, who lives in Dharamsala, India. I made a promise to myself that I would go to India one 
day to visit His Holiness. So when I returned to Lhasa on another occasion, it was really because I was 
planning on escaping to India. Of course I never told my parents my real plan. When I reached Lhasa, 
I was begging for food- not uncommon during a gancha. Unfortunately, I got picked up by the police, 
beaten badly, and thrown in jail. After I finished my 7-month sentence, I was more determined than ever 
to see His Holiness.

   “I managed to convince my cousin to escape to India with me. On the month-long winter journey over 
the Himalayas, just as we were about to cross the border into Nepal, we heard gunshots. We ran for our 
lives and got split up. I thought my cousin had been killed by the Chinese soldiers at the border, but 

Sonam Dhondup was born in eastern Tibet in 1986. There were no schools 
in his village so he never received a primary school education. Sonam, who 
recently learned to speak English, recounts, “Coming from a farming family, 

and requires many years of training. Thangkas are very beautiful but I never 
showed any interest to learn to paint them as I was very happy doing hard 
physical work. Just like our neighbors, we were poor, but we always had great faith.

About The Author

   In 1997 Lauren Alderfer moved to India with her family. During that 
first year, in preparation for a teacher workshop she gave at the Tibetan 
Children’s Village school in Dharamsala, she found wonderful Tibetan 
folk tales but not one book with captivating illustrations to enchant 
children. Since that time, Lauren has helped to preserve Tibetan folk 
tales, stories, and proverbs in a way that combines these oral genres 
while promoting a Tibetan-style of children’s book illustrations. Sonam 
is one of the few trained Tibetan thangka painters who integrates the 
thangka art form with a contemporary and original style. The background 
design is taken from the elaborate border tapestry from one of Sonam’s 
thangkas. Lauren hopes this book is a further contribution in establishing a genre 
of Tibetan children’s literature.

 

About The Story

   Lauren explains, “This book is based on one of the first stories I heard when I moved to India. The 
main character was a raja, an Indian king, and his minister. Then I heard a Chinese version and then 
I heard even more versions included in Tibetan Buddhist teachings. All of these versions had male 
characters. I changed the characters to females and this became the book, Nine and a Half Fingers- A 
Tibetan tale of karma. It is fun to compare that book with this one to find similarities and differences.

   I think this story describes the idea of karma in a way Westerners can easily understand. Actually, I tried 
to integrate other themes into the story; such as, mindfulness, compassion and loving-kindness. These 
values and ways of looking at the world are deeply rooted in the Tibetan culture, and so it is my hope that 
through a genre of high-quality Tibetan children’s literature, these ideas are not only well-preserved but 
that young and old of all cultures can be touched by these gifts from the sacred land of Tibet.”

 

About The Translator

   T. Gyalpo Arya grew up listening to his mother’s folk tales. Now a Tibetan story teller himself, he 
continues to collect and write Tibetan folk tales, many available as children’s books. Mr. Arya is motivated 
to preserve this important aspect of his culture, passing on these lessons that he learned as a child.
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luckily I found my cousin on a high mountain pass and carried him to safety.

   “His Holiness the Dalai Lama meets all Tibetan refugees who come to Dharamsala When he met our 
group, I cried too much when I saw His Holiness. His Holiness asked us questions about our trip but 
I cried too much because I was too sad and too happy together. When we told His Holiness about the 
hardships of our escape, I saw that he also had tears.

   “The Tibetan government-in-exile put me in one of the Tibetan Children’s Village schools. For the 
first year I was put in a school where I learned how to read and write and get the basic education I had 
missed back home. After that I was put in one of the special thangka painting schools for five years and 
learned to be a thangka painter, just like my dad had always wanted. I have painted thangkas in some 
of the Tibetan temples in India, including here in Dharamsala. Painting in the temples is very sacred so 
even though I am a vegetarian, when I am painting thangkas in the temples, I try to follow a stricter diet 
and l pray the entire time. It takes a lot of concentration. The sketches for the paintings are very intricate 
and mathematical, so there are usually several painters working together. Oftentimes, I paint with my 
friend Tenzin Dhayoe, a Tibetan refugee born in India.

   “I miss my parents and my family too much. They can travel a few hours from their village to an 
internet café and then I Skype them and they can see my face. My parents tell me that where I am living 
now I am free and I can gain more knowledge and get a better education. They say once the border is 
not so tight or strict they may send my younger brother to me. Sometimes I am so sad. Maybe I have 
bad karma but my friends say don’t worry. When I told my story at school, all my classmates cried. But 
I don’t think my Tibetan friends born outside Tibet feel the sadness I feel. That is why I demonstrate 
and speak out: others need to understand the suffering of the Tibetan people and the urgency to change 
the situation in Tibet.

   “Illustrating this book has been fun even though it was challenging to integrate the traditional thangka 
style of painting. I think it looks cool and I would like to illustrate more Tibetan children’s books. I hope 
it inspires young Tibetans to do the same. I never had an education in Tibet and never learned about the 
world. I learned a lot about Buddhism but not general knowledge. I think since most Tibetans didn’t 
have this world knowledge, we couldn’t stop the Chinese from invading and taking over my country. 
So I hope this book helps expand knowledge and understanding for 
Tibetan children in Tibet and Tibetan refugee children around 
the world.”

knowledge and understanding for 
Tibetan refugee children around 


