
 

 
 

 
 
 

PRINCE PETER’S FILM FROM LADAKH 1938 
 

Poul Pedersen & Martijn Van Beek 
 

Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark was the first anthropologist to 
study polyandry in Ladakh. In a search in March 2003 at the Ethno-
graphic Collection of the National Museum in Copenhagen, we found 
a film that Prince Peter made in 1938 during his first visit to Ladakh, 
and a video copy of the film was subsequently shown at the 11th 
IALS Colloquium in Leh on 21-25 July 2003. In this note we pr the 
film and provide some background information to it. 

Prince Peter1 
Prince Peter was born in Athens in 1908 as the first child of Prince 
George and Princess Marie of Greece and Denmark (generally, 
Princess Marie is better known as Marie Bonaparte). He spent most of 
his childhood and youth in France, where he studied law and political 
science at the University of Paris and received the law degree in 1934. 
In 1935-36 he followed Bronislaw Malinowski’s anthropology post-
graduate seminars at the London School of Economics. He began his 
anthropological work in 1938 in Ladakh, Ceylon and South India. 
During World War II he was in the Greek army, and fought with the 
allied forces in the Middle East and Italy. 

He returned to anthropology in 1949 and went back to Ceylon 
and South India. In 1950 he settled at Kalimpong in north-eastern 
India, close to the Tibetan border, where he worked among the local 
Tibetan population and the Tibetan refugees. Much of the time here, 
he was in charge of various scientific projects initiated by Danish 
research institutions, including two major expeditions to Central Asia. 

 
1 For the wider biographical context of Prince Peter’s work, see Pedersen (2005). 
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In 1957 the Indian government asked him to leave India because of 
what were called ‘undesired’ activities. The nature of these activities 
was never revealed, but there were contradictory hints that he was an 
agent of both Western imperialism and the Soviet Union.  

He went back to London where he took up his old relationship 
with the London School of Economics, and it was here that he wrote 
up his magnum opus, A Study of Polyandry, for which he was awarded 
the Ph.D. degree in 1959 (published 1963). He never held an academic 
position. From the mid-1960s he lived in Denmark and worked as a 
financial adviser until his death in 1980. 

Why did Prince Peter go to Ladakh? 
In 1925 Prince Peter’s mother, Marie Bonaparte, entered psycho-
analysis with Sigmund Freud in Vienna. The analysis developed into a 
deep friendship with Freud and led to her commitment to the 
psychoanalytic cause. With her influence and money she was able to 
organize a psychoanalytic society in France, she translated many of 
Freud’s writings into French and subsidised a large part of the 
psychoanalytic publishing. In 1938 she paid the ransom to the Gestapo 
that made possible Freud’s escape from Nazi-occupied Vienna to 
London. In the 1930s she was the most powerful person in French 
psychoanalysis and very influential in the international psychoanalytic 
movement. Prince Peter followed her in this interest and visited Freud 
a couple of times. He was psychoanalysed himself (by Rudolph 
Loewenstein) and attended several major psychoanalytical congresses. 
Marie Bonaparte also had a strong interest in anthropology, and had 
close relationships to eminent anthropologists like the French Marcel 
Griaule and the Polish-British Bronislaw Malinowski. With this 
background it seems obvious that Prince Peter should attempt to 
combine anthropology with psychoanalysis. 

The 1920s had seen a heated dispute between anthropology, 
represented by Malinowski, and psychoanalysis, represented by Ernest 
Jones, about the status of psychoanalytic theory. Malinowski had 
argued that Freud’s theories made particularly good sense in a 
Western context, whereas they should be modified when they were 
applied to non-Western societies. Ernest Jones, on the other hand, 
maintained that psychoanalysis was a universal science of the human 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

POUL PEDERSEN & MARTIJN VAN BEEK 

 45 

psyche. Central in the dispute was the Oedipus complex: the 
psychoanalytic term for a desire for sexual involvement with the 
parent of the opposite sex and a concomitant sense of rivalry with the 
parent of the same sex. Freud’s claim that the Oedipus complex 
formed the universal psychological structure and dynamics of the 
family was a fundamental component of psychoanalytic theory, 
though there was little empirical basis for saying that it was a 
universal phenomenon. To Prince Peter this was a challenge, and he 
decided to test the claim that the Oedipus complex was universal. 
Looking for a society with a family organisation very different from 
that of the West, he suggested that polyandrous societies with their 
very special family organization offered the best possibilities for an 
empirical investigation, which would settle the question of the 
universality of the Oedipus complex. 

Prince Peter’s initial ideas about where to study polyandry were 
vague, and Ladakh was not among them. Arriving in India by the 
overland route, he stayed for some time in Lahore ‘in order to gather 
information about the possibilities of studying polyandrous peoples in 
or around the Punjab’ (Peter 1963:575). After having searched—in 
vain—for such peoples in Kulu valley, he was told about the custom 
further north, in the Himalayas (ibid.). In Kyelang: 

[I] remained for a month, gathering extremely useful information and studying 
actual polyandrous families for the first time. My interpreters and informants 
repeatedly mentioned to me during this period that theirs was only a pale 
reflection of Tibetan polyandry practised still further north. So interesting were 
they and so interesting did the prospects appear of discovering other people 
even more addicted to this special form of marriage, that in the end I decided to 
go on and return to the Indian plains by way of Kashmir and the trade routes 
from Kulu to that State (ibid.). 

It is evident that Prince Peter did not think or even know of Ladakh 
before he virtually stood on its doorstep. 

Prince Peter’s journey to Ladakh 
Prince Peter published accounts of his travels in an appendix to The 
Study of Polyandry (Peter 1963:575-79) and also brought out a 
separate publication with the title Chevauchée Tibétaine (1958). He 
set out from Lahore to the Kulu valley, where he was told he would 
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find polyandrous marriages. In May and June he searched the Kulu 
valley in vain. He was then advised to go further north: in the 
Himalayas – there would certainly be polyandry. He proceeded north: 

After the snow had thawed and it became possible to cross the Himalayas, we 
went over the Rothang Pass (13,050 ft.) into the valley of Lahul. Here in the 
capital, Kyelang, we remained for a month gathering extremely useful 
information and studying actual polyandrous families for the first time (Peter 
1963:575). 

However, the locals said that if he wanted real polyandry, Tibetan 
style, he should go still further north. So, he ‘hired some ponies from a 
Tibetan Gya-kar Kham-pa (rGya-gar K’hams-pa) horse dealer and 
caravaneer, called Tsewang Norbu (Ts’he-dbang Nor-pu [sic]) who 
had already brought us to Kyelang from Kulu. Towards the middle of 
July [...] we left for Rupchu and Ladakh’ (ibid.:575-76). The first 
stage took him as far as the Shar Shu monestary, near Kolong, where 
the Wazir of Lahul resided. They spent the night at Thakur Partap 
Chand’s fort-like castle. It was here that they met the goba of the 
nomads of Rupchu; he was introduced by Mangal Chand, alias amchi 
Tashi Dawa, and they received an invitation to go to Korzok. The next 
day they proceeded to Patseo or Dozam (rDo-Zam) and camped with 
Tsewang Norbu, chief of the Gya-kar Kham-pa, and his people: 

This gave us the opportunity to attend the local fair and annual market here and 
to see for our selves in what manner goods from the nomads further north were 
bought or exchanged for other products by the sedentary Lahulis (ibid.:576). 

Leaving Patseo, they climbed the Baralacha pass (16,147 ft.) and 
travelled on the flat Lingzhi plain along the banks of the Yunnan river. 
They reached the Sarchu and then the Tsarab river, which they forded 
to reach Spiti. A short distance further they crossed the south-east 
boundary of Kashmir. In early August they reached lake Moriri and 
Korzok, where the goba resided, and in whose camp they put their 
tents.  

On 7 August they left for Leh. After crossing three passes they 
reached lower ground near Tsokar, ‘the White Lake’. They proceeded 
across the Taglang pass and went down the Gya valley, where they 
saw the first houses and fields again and received their first letters in 
many weeks, addressed to them by the Superintendent of the 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

POUL PEDERSEN & MARTIJN VAN BEEK 

 47 

Moravian Mission in Leh, Rev. Walter Asboe. Further on, they 
crossed the Indus near Upshi, and followed its right bank past Hemis 
and Thikse monasteries to Shey. 

On the 22nd August, 1938, we came to Leh in the early afternoon and were 
received at the entrance of the town by the Moravian Missionary, the local 
authorities and a crowd of Ladakhis, men, women and children. We were taken 
past the mile long mani wall to the Residency in the south-westerly quarter, 
where we had been authorized to stay during the period of our visit to Ladakh. 
Very soon, we met those who were to act as interpreters and informants and a 
useful period of study opened up, destined to last until the 24th of September, 
1938 (ibid.:578). 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 1. Crossing the Tsarab chu (river). Photo: Prince Peter. By courtesy of the Ethno-
graphic Collections, National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen. 
 
After Leh, they went to Spituk, where they did not meet Skushok 
Bakula, because he was in Central Tibet for his education. Six days 
later, they were in Rizong, where they met the bandit, Norgyas from 
Tibet proper, who had taken refuge in Kashmir to escape from the 
Tibetan Government. On their way to Srinagar, they found 
polyandrous households as far west as Mulbekh. They crossed the 
Indus at Khalatse, passed through Kargil, crossed the ‘ill-famed’ Zoji 
pass, and a few days later they reached Srinagar (ibid.). 
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How the film was found 
After Prince Peter’s unexpected death in London in 1980, his 
manuscripts, notes and other materials were deposited at the 
Ethnographic Collection of the National Museum in Copenhagen. 
Prince Peter had not done much to secure or order this material for 
posterity, and at the Ethnographic Collection it was kept more or less 
in the same state as it had been received from Prince Peter’s estate. 
Together with the curators, Rolf Gilberg and Poul Mørch we went 
through the material in March 2003, looking for a film Prince Peter 
had made in Ladakh in 1938. 

In her biography of Marie Bonaparte, Celia Bertin writes about 
Marie Bonaparte’s visit to Sigmund Freud in London in June 1939. 
Freud, then 83 years old, was terminally ill with cancer, and Marie 
knew that this might be their last meeting: 

Marie took Freud some films of [her house at St. Tropez], others of her trip to 
Brazil with [her daughter], and some that had been shot by Peter in Tibet. She 
was at a loss as to how to distract the sick man, for whatever she said or did, 
there was always a tragic echo (Bertin 1982:207; italics added). 

There is no doubt that Bertin’s ‘Tibet’ is Ladakh, where Prince Peter 
had been the year before. So there was a film from Ladakh! He must 
have sent it to his mother just after he had shot it. The crux of the 
matter was whether Prince Peter had got it back. Had it survived 
World War II when Marie Bonaparte was in exile in South Africa, and 
her houses in Paris and St. Tropez had been vandalised and looted by 
German soldiers? In fact, it was not at all difficult to find. It was on 
the shelf in the fireproof steel cupboard where it had been put in 1980. 
Nobody seems to have given it a thought since that time. 

The film 
The 16mm film lasts a little more than ten minutes and is a 
compilation of shorter and longer footage shot at a number of 
locations. There are no explanatory texts to help with the 
identification of the sites, but by comparing scenes from the film with 
the large collection of photographs of the entire journey, and with the 
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help of people in Leh, it is possible to identify approximate dates, 
locations and even some of the people visible in the footage.2 

The first two and a half minutes are in colour and show a 
religious festival in the Kulu valley. Two deities, one carried on the 
shoulders, one on horseback, are shown being carried around, while 
crowds look on, priests perform rituals, and groups of men dance. The 
remainder of the film is in black-and-white. The next scene, lasting 
more than five minutes, records several stages of a Buddhist 
cremation ceremony, most likely in or near Kyelang. It shows lay 
musicians and monks performing music and rites, the bringing out of 
the body, the preparation of the funeral pyre and the cremation itself. 
Unfortunately, no footage appears to have been shot in Rupshu or at 
the Korzok Gustor, although there are numerous photographs from 
there. The next scene of the film takes us to Leh and shows yaks being 
packed by caravaneers. There are brief close-ups of some caravaneers, 
Ladakhis as well as what appear to be people from Central Asia. The 
final three minutes or so record scenes form a polo game played at a 
location below the main bazaar, near the spot where the public library 
is located today—not in the main bazaar, which is the place most 
commonly mentioned in historical sources. The polo scenes end with 
footage of the crowd, showing the different kinds of dress and 
headgear of Leh’s diverse population: a fez, Pandit turbans, Ladakhi 
caps and a monk’s hat can be made out. Shots of a dancing man 
record what must be the celebrations of the winner, and a very brief 
clip at the end shows what is presumably the crowd of spectators 
leaving the venue, including Buddhist and Muslim dignitaries on 
horseback, a scene also recorded in photographs. 

The film is unfortunately in rather poor condition. We hope to 
raise funds to clean the footage and transfer it to digital media, just as 
we hope to have the photograph collection scanned. The material may 
then be made available to scholars and the general public. Precisely 

 
2 The photographs, several hundred uncaptioned black and white prints kept in large 
albums, were studied in January 2003 by Monisha Ahmed, Pascale Dollfus and 
Martijn van Beek during a visit to the National Museum in Copenhagen by 
arrangement with Poul Mørch and Rolf Gilberg. The negatives may also be among the 
materials left by Prince Peter, but have not yet been located.  
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because Prince Peter was trained as an anthropologist, this visual 
record of his detailed documentation of ritual practices and other 
aspects of land, life and culture in Ladakh in 1938 is of considerable 
scientific value. 

Fig. 2. From left Walter Asboe, unknown, Prince Peter, unknown, Joseph Gergan, 
Aksakal Khwaja Abdullah Shah, and Nono Tsetan Phuntsog. Leh 1938. 
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