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THE MANY 
FACES OF A 
MOUNTAIN
Essay by Dr Peter H. Hansen 

After the return of the 1924 Mount Everest Expedition, Mallory and Irvine 
were mourned at St. Paul’s Cathedral, celebrated at the Albert Hall and 
projected on cinema screens across Great Britain. John Noel’s film The 
Epic of Everest opened in London with a live prologue featuring Lhakpa 
Tsering, a Sherpa porter at Mallory and Irvine’s highest camps, and music, 
chants and dances performed by a group of seven Buddhist monks from 
a monastery at Gyantse, Tibet. Controversies over these “dancing lamas” 
led to a breakdown in Anglo–Tibetan relations and the cancellation of 
Mount Everest expeditions for almost a decade. The expedition and film 
also illustrate the enduring intercultural consequences of Everest 24, which 
extended from Britain to the Himalayas. 

Noel’s film depicted a cinematic struggle of inquisitive white men against a 
mystical mountain. After the tragic deaths of Mallory and Irvine, the film asked 
whether Everest was more than a mountain of rock and ice and snow, but alive 
and guarded by the spirit of Chomo-lung-ma (Goddess Mother of the World): 
“Strangely to memory the words of the Rongbuk Lama come: ‘The Gods of the 
Lamas shall deny you White Men the object of your search.’” The film then 
closed with close-ups of the Rongbuk Lama followed by time-lapsed views 
of clouds, sunset and Chomolungma from the monastery as darkness falls. 

The visit of the “dancing lamas” brought this narrative to life and created a 
sensation in London. Much of the British press adopted a tone of superiority 
and mocked the lamas’ visits to the zoo, shops and a Punch and Judy show. 
They also misconstrued their reaction to London as a fear of technology and 
“white man’s magic”. The Head Lama, Gana Suta Chenpo, told the Times he 
regretted so few people did any real work in London, since they relied on 
machinery and would be destroyed by their machines. Rinchen Lhamo, a 
Tibetan woman living in London, recognized this critique as the remark of an 
acute observer and wondered whether journalists could not understand it 
due to orientalist stereotypes that Tibetans were primitive. 

Leaders of Tibet, Sikkim and Bhutan were offended in various ways – by 
scenes in the film, the expedition’s unauthorised detours in Tibet, and 
newspaper photographs of the “dancing lamas”. Indeed, officials from 
Sikkim and Bhutan saw the film in Darjeeling and objected to scenes that 
were later cut. The climbers had also travelled beyond the areas authorized 
by their climbing permits. While Tibetan officials forgave the climbers’ 
trespasses in Tibet, in 1925 they regarded taking the monks to London as “…
very unbecoming. For the future, we cannot give them permission to go to 
Tibet.” The Dalai Lama saw pictures of the “dancing lamas” in newspapers 
and viewed the affair as an affront to Tibetan Buddhism. 

The “dancing lamas” also played a decisive role in undermining the 
reputation of the military in Tibet. In 1921, Tibet had given permission for 
the first Everest expedition in exchange for British weapons. The dancing 
lamas controversy was one of several events in 1924–25 that tipped the 
balance of power in Tibet from the military to the monasteries. When 
border conflicts escalated in the 1930s, Tibet again turned to the British for 
weapons and began giving Everest climbing permits as welcoming gifts to 
British envoys visiting Lhasa. The Tibetan military never recovered from the 
loss of support from the Tibetan elites in the 1920s and it was too weak to 
stop invading forces in the 1950s.

Elsewhere in the Himalayas, the porters returning from the 1924 Everest 
expedition inspired others to follow in their footsteps. Ang Tharkay and 
Tenzing Norgay became porters on Everest after hearing about the 1924 
expedition and later took leadership roles on Annapurna and Everest. 
One of Ang Tharkay’s friends returned from Everest to Khunde, in 
Nepal, strutting about with his climbing gear as if he had accomplished 
something awe-inspiring. Tharkay remarked: “As I was younger than he was, 
my imagination ran wild when I heard his sensational description of his 
adventures. I was so impressed that I immediately felt an uncontrollable 

144. Cover of the printed order of service 
held in memory of George Mallory and 
Andrew Irvine on 17 October 1924 at St Paul’s 
Cathedral, London.

145. A telegram from the American Alpine 
Club expressing their sorrow at the death 
of George Mallory and Andrew Irvine. The 
outpouring of grief and sorrow was immense 
as news of their tragic death spread across 
the globe; there was little mention of the 
tragic death of the two porters during the 
same expedition.144 145
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desire to follow his example and to try to join an expedition myself.” 
Tenzing Norgay developed the same ambition after hearing stories about 
big boots, strange clothes and Everest. “What is Everest?” Tenzing asked. 
“It is the same as Chomolungma,” replied Sherpas who had climbed on its 
other side, in Tibet. 

Collaborative expeditions to Everest initiated in the 1920s were crowned 
by the first ascent by Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary in 1953. After 
reaching the summit, Tenzing and Hillary both looked for traces of Mallory 
and Irvine but could not see any. Tenzing recalled hearing the names of 
Mallory and Irvine in the 1920s and never forgot them. They descended 
to Camp IV where the 1953 film crew recorded their joyous reunion and 
celebrated the teamwork of Sherpas and Sahibs alike, and all who had 
come before. Amid the celebrations, Hillary told one of the other climbers, 
Wilfred Noyce, “Wouldn’t Mallory be pleased if he knew about this?”

Climbers from around the world have been fascinated by the fate of 
Mallory and Irvine. Chinese climbers made the first ascent of Chomolungma 
from the north in 1960. When they climbed the route again in 1975, a 
Chinese climber reported seeing the body of “English dead”. On the north 
side in 1980, Italian mountaineer Reinhold Messner had visions, heard 
voices and sensed the spirit of Mallory and Irvine during his solo ascent 
of Everest without bottled oxygen. Even after the discovery of Mallory’s 
body in 1999, the fate of Mallory and Irvine has remained the subject of 
continuing speculation along with search parties funded by cinematic 
reenactments and commercial documentaries.

All too often, the 1924 expedition is remembered as a “pure” adventure 
before Everest became crowded and commercial. Nostalgia for lost 
colonial privileges is one of the expedition’s legacies. But nostalgia 
should not obscure the deeply commercial character of the 1924 Everest 
expedition, which was funded by John Noel’s film company and publicised 
by orientalist images of white men overcoming superstitions in Tibet. 
Reactions to the interplay of climbing and commerce were as intense then 
as they are now, a century later. The worldly connections set in motion on 
Everest in 1924 are still at work among us.

146. A promotional newspaper advertisement 
for The Epic of Everest film screenings at the 
New Scala Theatre. The advert promotes a 
“Prologue in which will appear the 7 Tibetan 
Lamas”. Daily Express, 6 December 1924.

147. “The lamas at the zoo”, an article in the 
Children’s Newspaper which reported on 
the “Tibetan lamas” visit to London Zoo, 
“where they particularly admired the fine 
Bactrian camel, another visitor from Asia”.
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