DRANGSONG PROJECT (PI Agnieszka Helman-Ważny)
In the Northern reaches of the Gandaki province in Western Nepal, bordering the Tibetan Plateau, lies the district of Mustang, that hosts a former Tibetan kingdom, closed to Westerners till the early 1990s. The region’s rich cultural heritage provides a rare opportunity for scientists working outside of the People’s Republic of China. The unknown libraries housed in Mustang furnish scholars with a cache of written heritage, in addition to archaic Silk Road manuscripts, and previously unknown religious texts, that may challenge our understanding of the Bön religion of Tibet and Tibetan manuscript culture itself.
The Dransong Manuscript Project, funded by the Polish National Science Centre, brings an international team of anthropologists and historians together with a team of natural scientists, based at the University of Warsaw, to study the unique collection of Drangsong manuscripts. Over the years 2019-2024 the collection has changed its status from a total neglect to hotspot presented at many specialized conferences and events opened to wide audiences. 
The Bön rituals were discontinued, but the manuscripts that formed the basis of these rituals remained in the shrine room of the Drangsong house. The collection subsequently fell into disarray and some folios may have been lost, but following careful collation it is apparent that its component texts are largely intact. After sorting the folios into volumes, cataloguing and translation of excerpts from text It may be concluded that the collection, which consists of 340 different items with a total of 3,477 folios, cards, or individual sheets of paper, represents the ritual repertoire of the former priests of the kings of Mustang. Each manuscript was secured with a strip of paper grouping the folios and containing information about the catalog number and title of the text. Then the manuscripts were wrapped in new blue cloth, the so-called “book-cloth” (Tib. dpe ras) and placed in a metal box. Both the local curator in Lo Monthang – the tenant of the house, Wangdü – and the absent owner were informed about the results of our work and the basic principles of preventive conservation and proper handling of historic manuscripts.
The Drangsong collection is an information-dense repository of craftsmanship, history, and ideas spanning five centuries that presents a rare opportunity for a holistic multidisciplinary study of original manuscripts as complete objects bearing textual, material, religious, technological and historical information. It is the library of the Drangsong family, a lineage of Bön priests who for five centuries served as the chaplains of the kings of Mustang, a former Tibetan kingdom that was absorbed into the state of Nepal in the 18th century. The priests occupied this position from the time of the second king of Mustang in the mid-fifteenth century until their line eventually came to an end with the death of the last priest, who had no male issue, in approximately 1960. 
Apart from the value that individual texts have for our understanding of the Bön religion, the collection reveals the repertoire of services that these priests performed for the kings of Mustang and their subjects. Most texts are concerned with the protection and well-being of householders and their property: rituals for the acquisition of good fortune, for healing maladies, for exorcising demons, protecting the crops from pests, retrieving lost souls, performing divinations, manufacturing amulets, and propitiating a range of worldly deities. There are also life-cycle rituals – such as marriages and funerals – that have long been obsolete since they represent a world-view that is at odds with that of Buddhism, the dominant religion. Many texts contain colophons that reveal the source from which they were copied, thereby making it possible to reconstruct a network of connections between nodes of Bön centres across an astonishing distance, from Dolpo in the west to Sichuan the east. We examine the Drangsong collection through a combination of research methods that address both formal and functional features of the manuscripts. 
Besides textual content and social history, the project also dealt with the material sphere in which these manuscripts were produced, used and preserved, as well as the physicochemical examination of the manuscripts designed to identify the materials used. Both knowledge of the materials and ritual practices involved in the creation of physical objects help to understand the interaction between religion, patronage and political authority in Tibetan society. The project therefore represents a ground-breaking step in an interdisciplinary approach to the Bön tradition, its manuscripts, and the cultural history of the region. The findings will have a significant impact on disciplines such as Tibetology, the history of the book, the anthropology of Tibet and the Himalaya, and the study of ritual in general. 
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