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Abstract

Contemporary Tibetan Art and Cultural Sustainability in Lhasa, Tibet
By Leigh Miller

The novel cultural phenomenon of contemporary Tibetan art emerged in Lhasa in the
1980s and gained international visibility in the first decade of the twenty-first century, and yet is
not well understood as an expression of modern Tibetan culture. Contemporary Tibetan artists in
Lhasa work to express Tibetanness, relationships to Buddhism, and their pasts in modern Tibet.
Their contexts, practices and discourses surrounding art in contemporary Lhasa suggest art
impacts cultural identity, representation and transmission, and may be a pioneering practice of
cultural sustainability in post-Mao Lhasa.

This study investigates the shifting historical, political, social and visual contexts in
which modern and contemporary artistic practices and discourses have arisen and to which
artworks respond. These include the construction of Tibetanness as an ethnic minority identity in
the PRC by the State and non-Tibetans in primitive and exotic or romantic modes, in contrast to
which self-representations by Tibetan artists such as Tsewang Tashi and Tsering Nyandak assert
their modernity and cultural heritage. Tibet’s long history of religious art, in which art and artists
had specific material and ritual functions and relationships to society, traditions uprooted by
Communist occupation, yield complicated relationships to Buddhism. Artists find in Buddhist
imagery a visual language that speaks far beyond traditional religious interpretations, as explored
in Gade’s artistic career. Artists in Tibet overcome and transcend spiritual, political, artistic, and
professional obstacles. Acknowledging often silenced but pervasive concerns with the past in
some cases constitutes a form of creative memory work, as in Nortse’s art. In the post-Mao and
post-Deng eras, innovative artistic production works to some extent as a bulwark against the
annihilating forces of trauma, colonialism, globalization and racism that threaten to undermine
indigenous cultural continuity and survival. At a time when Tibet’s future is far from guaranteed,
I conclude Tibetan contemporary artists ultimately pioneer practices of cultural sustainability.
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Chapter One
Introduction to Contemporary Tibetan Art and Cultural Sustainability
in Lhasa, Tibet

Contemporary Tibetan art emerged in the 1980s as a new form of cultural expression and
has burgeoned as a global phenomenon since the start of the twenty-first century. Contemporary
Tibetan art differs from the millennium of traditional Buddhist arts with which Tibet is so closely
associated, and the communist propaganda that supplanted the dominance of religious imagery
after 1959. Although modern Tibetan cultural production in the post-Mao era has received little
scholarly attention, art appears to be an important dimension of contemporary Tibetan cultural
formation, representation, and identity. In the aftermath of collective trauma, the practices of
contemporary artists in relation to ethnicity, religion, and memory may be pioneering strategies of
cultural sustainability.

Anxiety about Tibet’s future arises when considering not only national twentieth century
devastation, but also the dramatic effects of change upon the cultures and places inhabited by
indigenous peoples worldwide. In the past century, the benefits of modernization have extended
into once remote societies around the globe to enrich and fortify lives. On the other hand, there
are serious disadvantages raised by modernization: extinction of languages; redefined cuisines,
crafts, and communication by mass markets; people displaced from deep-rooted communities;
and decimation of their most sacred sites.

This is particularly salient in the case of Tibet. The repressive, and at times brutal,
colonial occupation of Tibet by the People’s Republic of China, as well as aspects of
globalization occurring there, have radically re-organized Tibet’s religious, political, economic,
and social structures. Chinese media representations celebrate change in Tibet as beneficent State
development beyond the hamper of tradition. Tibetan and Western observers, on the other hand,

generally present change as inevitably detrimental, and potentially threatening to the survival of



Tibet. No less than the Dalai Lama, the Nobel Peace Laureate and exiled leader of Tibetans, has
accused Communist policies in Tibet of committing “cultural genocide (Eimer 2008).”*

The Dalai Lama’s concern is absolutely valid given the absence of Tibetan autonomy
over the development of their homeland, religious practice, education and linguistics, and
institutionalized discrimination against Tibetans within China that results in widespread poverty,
disease, drug and alcohol abuse, exploitation, and despair (Norbu 1998).

Thus readers may be surprised to find in Tibet, as | was, not only loss but also survival.
Despite the many challenges, there is also vibrant renovation, renaissance, and innovation
occurring in the cultural realm. I’ve followed the manifestations of culture and change in my
nearly annual travels in the Himalayas between 1996 and 2007. During one of my first visits to
Lhasa | noticed something that I had not observed in Tibetan exile communities in Kathmandu,
rural Nepal, or Dharamsala, India: on the walls of an ordinary, hole-in-the-wall teashop
frequented by locals in the Barkhor neighborhood, hung modernist oil paintings of secular
subjects. Previously, the only Tibetan paintings | had observed were Buddhist thangka paintings.
These small landscapes and portraits of Tibetan subjects were unassuming, yet unprecedented in
the diaspora, and made a strong impression on me because it suggested that Tibetan culture inside
Tibet was not in its death throes, but undergoing adaptation. This realization had caught me by
surprise in 1997, after a year immersed in Tibetan culture in exile in Nepal and India, where the
predominant culture narrative claimed that authentic Tibetan heritage was preserved only in exile
and undergoing irrevocable annihilation in its homeland by Communist Chinese occupiers, a
narrative seemingly underscored through my interviewing of refuges who had risked their lives to
flee Tibet. Visitors to Tibet, it was commonly said, could only sadly bear witness and then
politically protest once they returned home, and | was ready for both. And yet, as | made the
rounds of Lhasa’s temples, tearfully aware they were reduced from their former grandeur and that
beyond the sites available to my tourist eyes were languishing political prisoners who were

perhaps being tortured at that very moment. | also observed that | was surrounded by throngs of



devout Tibetan pilgrims, Tibetan businessmen, Tibetan beggars, and Tibetan children all praying,
bartering, speaking, and playing with many dressed in Tibetan clothes, enjoying Tibetan cuisine,
or going about their daily business in the most ordinary ways. They were not living in a stark
dichotomy in which they could only either weep and protest, or assimilate to Chinese
Communism. This contradicted my cultural assumptions that in the wake of collective trauma and
amidst modernization (and sinocization and colonialism), indigenous and traditional cultures
inevitably died or were radically altered.? | began to question the received narrative of diasporic
cultural survival and to consider that not only could culture survive inside Tibet, but also that
innovation and adaptation were more probable than sudden mass forgetting.

Cultural innovations were occurring in the diaspora, too, by my next trip to India. Sonam
Dhondrup was the first Tibetan artist that | conversed with who worked in contemporary styles
and materials. We had a series of conversations in his studio in Dharamsala, India, in 2001, and |
was struck by his urgent need to record his childhood memories of Tibet: it was a place
continuing to change in his absence, the memories of which he feared would fade as he dwelt as a
refugee in exile, and which Tibetans born in or long resident in exile needed to sustain connection
to, a need partially met through the viewing of his art.* Sonam Dhondrup’s motivation mirrored
the mainstream exile narrative of the homeland, and yet he materialized the need for cultural
continuity in an untraditional form. Through his urgent need to document his memory for himself
and others, | began to see art as a method for and practice of novel but authentic cultural
production.

While in Lhasa again in 2001, | sought that tiny teashop, and while it had disappeared, in
2004 | found contemporary art had sprung onto the walls of a few cafes catering to the local
middle class and foreign travelers. A painting which particularly intrigued me was by Tsering
Wangdu. Samsara | appeared to be a presentation of the traditional Buddhist view of the six
realms of samsara into which beings cyclically reincarnate: as animals, hell beings on fire, hungry

ghosts, demi-gods and gods, and humans. In the traditional didactic diagram explaining



reincarnation, the Wheel of Life, common at the entrance porticos of monasteries, these beings
are embedded in six realms within fixed compositional locations, sizes, styles and vivid colors. In
Tsering Wangdu’s painting, the texture and muted colors of maroon, gold, ochre, and charcoal,
were evocative of traditional earthen walls and faded murals, while the style, in which elements
appeared superimposed, collaged, and floating dreamlike into diffuse backgrounds, was utterly
unconventional.

Samsara | raised questions for me about contemporary religious and artistic education of
the laity, the religiosity of the artist, the reception of the work locally, and the re-interpretation of
religious and visual tradition. Two elements—tradition and novelty—had been combined in one
beautiful and powerful painting, a manifestation of Tibetan modernity about which | wanted to

learn more.

Figure 1 Wheel of Life (sid pai khor Figure 2 Tsering Wangdu. Samasara.
lo). 1960. Himalayan Art Resources. €.2003. Oil on canvas.

Item No. 59637. Ground Mineral

Pigment on Cotton.

Emergent Cultural Formations and Cultural Sustainability

Tibetans began using non-traditional media for expression of their contemporary

experience beginning in the 1980s, ushering in artistic innovations in literature, music, and



painting. The emergent cultural phenomenon suggest that for Tibetans living inside Tibet,
navigating the challenges of undeniable radical change—change which is neither wholly
condemnable nor embraceable for residents, if not for outsiders®>—does not necessarily
compromise their identities as Tibetans. Personally observing Tibetan creativity and cultural
vitality in the face of oppressive Communist rule and aftermath of the devastating Cultural
Revolution in Lhasa led me to the questions at the heart of this dissertation: How is the
emergence of contemporary Tibetan art as a new cultural formation to be understood? Could the
making of contemporary art in Lhasa be a pioneering practice of cultural sustainability?

Questioning Tibet’s survival prompts assessment of the status of culture and its viability
into the future. Understanding new art as contemporary cultural formations gives a window into
such assessment. As Yangdon Dhondup writes, “for those who care to see a Tibet which might
not necessarily portray their own imagination of the land, but those of the Tibetans themselves,
the works of these [contemporary] artists are worth careful consideration, for they represent the
present state of Tibet and its people (Dhondup 2007).”

For Tibetans and their supporters worldwide there is cause for alarm regarding the status
of Tibet as a whole. Tibetan language and religion have unified a population of millions across
the vast geography of the plateau (Kapstein 2006), and so signify tradition, that yardstick by
which contemporary cultural vitality and authenticity is measured. Kolas and Thowsen’s (2005)
important study charts the status of Tibetan language instruction and use, and monastic re-
building, in comparison to pre-PRC data of language education and religious institutions in
eastern Tibet. As a purported gauge of the hotly debated status of Tibetan culture nearly three
decades after the Cultural Revolution, it risks reifying religion and language as indicators of
cultural survival.® The status of Tibet then concerns “tradition,” and point to troubled pasts and
futures.

This discourse reinforces a preservationist approach to cultural survival amongst Tibetans

in exile and observers of change in the PRC’s Tibet. Under such conditions and anxieties,



sympathy for the preservationist ethos—that holds rebuilding of pre-1950 Tibet as the benchmark
for current cultural and religious institutions and practice—is understandable, but it is not
realistic. A wider anthropological look at the reach of globalization into formerly remote peoples
and geography makes clear that Tibet is not alone in becoming urbanized, struggling with
hybridity, losing indigenous forms of knowledge and its transmission and language, subject to
industrialization and consumer-based economies. For those on the fringes of trans-global flows,
goals of cultural sustainability may be more practical than preservation.

Moreover, records, memories and imaginations of 1950 Buddhist Tibet as a benchmark
for cultural authenticity today can omit or inhibit acknowledgement of other social changes, and
therefore situate statistics—such as the number of novice monks in newly rebuilt monastery
buildings—in a vacuum devoid of new social contexts (in which, for example, the restoration of
monastic populations to their pre-communist numbers is not the assumed goal of a younger
generation). Religion and language or literature are important approaches to studying
contemporary Tibetan populations and reflect majority indigenous and scholarly valuation of
some dimensions of culture over others. Nonetheless, space for ways of seeing emerging cultural
productions, such as contemporary art, as valid and authentic are needed.

The concerns of Tibet’s culture producers reflect these anxieties underlying linguistic and
religious preservation movements and debates. In Tibet between the early 1980s and 2008, in the
art, narratives, music, poetry and intellectual commentary about current society, language,
education and so forth, anxiety about the future is a central concern. In the 1980s, after the birth
of contemporary Tibetan literature, ethnically Tibetan authors began to publish modern novels
and poetry in both Tibetan and Mandarin. Hartley (2000) documents fervent debates over who
could claim to be writing modern “Tibetan” literature, and the threat to cultural survival that
Mandarin language writing by Tibetans represented to conservative critics.

Nonetheless, the post-Mao generations depict their complex and rich experiences and

present times and respond to the visual representations that have been crafted of Tibet and



Tibetanness in unprecedented ways. But why, in the midst of globalization, secularization,
sinocization, and colonialism—all processes that undermine indigenous cultural continuity and
survival globally—is cultural innovation actually occurring in Tibet? What makes art something
people in such a context want or need to do? Can artists harness and manipulate dimensions of
progress and modernization as bulwarks against the annihilating forces of trauma, colonialism,
and racism?

Tibet’s long and rich visual and religious history (and the ways it has been perceived and
represented by outsiders) in which art and artists had specific material and ritual functions and
relationships to society creates a context in which acknowledging change and adaptation is not
easy. And yet generations born since 1959 are at the forefront of emerging modern cultural
phenomena. Exploring what forms these new cultural productions are taking, why they are
needed, and what they accomplish or how they function for their producers and social context
illumines issues of cultural change and continuity which are at the heart of cultural survival
anxiety and authenticity debates.

For example, Tibetans’ unique, strong connection to the land, and the near synonymous
link between Buddhism and Tibetan identity and pride in their civilization, are referenced in
artists’ mix of traditional and non-traditional materials, compositions, and methods. Against
critics who would say that modern literature, music, and especially contemporary visual arts are
derivative of the west, inauthentic, or a sign of the degradation of Tibetan civilization, there are
Tibetans who now lay claim to legitimate, non-traditional expressions as both modern and
Tibetan.

People around the world want and need alternative ways to understand our complex
world. Tibetan artists have developed mechanisms to both engage in and transcend frameworks
and socio-political contexts. As the artist Susan Hiller, in dialogue with anthropologists, notes
“synergies between artistic processes often enable artists to transcend particular cultural contexts

and insert their works into different cultural frames without leaving their own culture behind



(Hiller 1996).” Artists in Tibet who wish to speak about and to their communities may find their
contemporary art enables their compatriots to recognize familiar images and aesthetics, while also
opening up to and becoming legible for international audiences through the use of media and
styles that transcend single cultural locations. Dialogue with the world outside their own culture
is also reflected in the contemporary art influences they embrace, and the art world practices in
which they partake.

In doing so, Hiller states, artists also highlight a reality around them that has generally
been ignored, skillfully emphasizing and revealing aspects of culture they, as experts in it, must
change (Hiller 1996).2 Contemporary artists are engaged in countering problematic expectations
for traumatized and colonized peoples, foreign imaginations of Tibet, indigenous notions of art as
solely religious, and Chinese communist ideology of cultural evolution which figures minorities
as pre-modern primitives. Contemporary artists demonstrate commitment to artistic practices and
discourses that emphasize depictions of individual and collective memories, “real life” in the
present, debates about artistic and cultural identities and responsibilities, and engagement with
international art worlds and issues. Contemporary Tibetan artists are inserting a vision of their
contemporary Tibet into the cultural frames through which they have been sympathetically or
problematically represented, and through which their indigenous histories are remembered. As
such, while Tibetan contemporary artists offer counters to others’ representations, they ultimately
speak with and image their community. In this way, art plays an important role in the production
of meaning, showing how artistic contexts, discourses and practices affect identity, representation
and transmission of culture.

I consider that only ethnic Tibetans share their collective memories and heritage, and
have considered the shared past an important part of their present identity since, Dreyfus argues,
the thirteenth or fourteenth century (Dreyfus, Are We Prisoners of Shangrila? 2005) (Dreyfus
1994). Creating a past is an assertion of agency against events, people or powers that threaten to

overwhelm memory, as Benjamin (Benjamin 1968) and Berger (Berger 1972) (Berger 2001) find



crucial to visual culture praxis. What is remembered, and pictured, becomes reality; this helps
explain the tremendous expenditure of the State on creating a miserable feudal past for “Old
Tibet” and its imagery of primitive and backwards masses. The colonial framing of a great
tradition poised to get even better through contact and change denies Tibetans the agency to
determine their own adaptations. The modern Tibet contemporary artists image is differently
oriented to the past, present and future than the “Tibet” others imagine or represent. Imaging the
past also suggests the potential power of Tibetan self-representation.

| see artists, to varying degrees, engaging contemplatively with their past as they
document their present, pioneering a form of memory work, a process that may be made visible
when performed through art making. Such memory work, by which cultural futures become
possible despite rapid and radical change, may importantly contribute to cultural sustainability.
Connections forged with the past in the service of the present can afford opportunity for meaning
making and identifying meaningful sources of identity and cultural sustainability into the future.

I investigate the shifting historical, political, social and artistic contexts in which these
practices and discourses have transpired and analyze artistic influence upon these contexts,
particularly the implications of the phenomenon of contemporary art for Tibet’s future. Does
artistic countering of problematic expectations, and assertion of self-representations, imagine and
constitute practices of modern Tibetan cultural sustainability?

Is it the case that pasts made visible and relevant to modern experience enables art to
contribute towards Tibetan cultural sustainability? This curiosity animates the project for me as |
approached contemporary Tibetan art through several lenses — ethnographic, artistic, visual
representational histories, cultural theory — organized below by the treatment of artists and their
oeuvre in relation to ethnic minority status within China, Tibetan Buddhism, and autobiographical
memory and postmemory for post-1950 generations of urban Lhasans.

Informed by anthropological studies of art, media and modernity that celebrate

indigenous agency and alternatives in the face of disempowering hegemonies, and the insistence



in memory studies on the persistence of the past in both troublesome and enlivening ways, | ask
whether Tibetan contemporary artists may be engaged in practices of cultural sustainability, at a
time when Tibet’s future is far from guaranteed.

I am particularly engaged here then with understanding contemporary art as a
manifestation of difficulties in the present with the role of the past, as a creative artistic process
that can be a form of memory work carried out by artists, and the possibility that the therapeutic
and future-oriented dimensions of memory work contribute on personal and collective levels to
the development and sustainability of rich cultural identities and experiences.

Interdisciplinary Scholarship

To deepen my understanding of modern Tibetan culture and explore the emergent
phenomenon of contemporary Tibetan art and its possible implications for cultural sustainability,
I embarked upon interdisciplinary scholarship. This study spans the fields of Tibetan studies,
memory studies, anthropology of art, and the cultural anthropology sub-disciplines of modernity,
oral narratives, and ethnographies of Chinese minorities. My approaches to contemporary art in
Lhasa are informed by these fields’ cultural theories of identity, representation, transmission of
knowledge, and methodological approaches to social contexts, and discourses and practices.
Furthermore, they are grounded in the study of Tibetan history, art, politics, religion, and culture,
which critically contextualizes my temporally specific ethnographic data.

“Tibet”

Modern and contemporary art confronts outsiders’ stereotypes of Tibet, which have been
intensely visual. Today, as it has for hundreds of years, “Tibet” conjures, in imaginations
worldwide, visions of maroon-clad monks meditating in chapels filled with images of esoteric
divinities and nestled amid a spectacular Himalayan landscape. Early explorers and missionaries,
the first Europeans to reach Tibet in the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, wrote evocatively of
the dramatic landscape, filthy towns, and ornate temples. They were followed by Orientalists and

agents of the colonial British government in India who added their own paintings, sketches, maps
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and photography to the eager publics’ vividly imagined realm north of the Himalayas. Above all,
the indigenous Buddhist art of Tibet—religious paintings, statues, and murals—sparked European
projections. The complex symbolism, dramatic colors, and fantastic subjects—meditative,
macabre, mysterious, sexual and beatific—are essential to foreign (and indigenous) notions of
Tibet defined by its religious material culture.

As Lopez (1998) demonstrated, foreign interpretations of this visual material have
oscillated wildly from Victorian evidence of the barbaric and immoral Tibetan psyche, to
Orientalists’ perceived degeneration of classical Indian Buddhism upon its import to Tibet, to
Communist ideology of the impoverishment of the Tibetan character fallen under the enslavement
of monastic elite and the harsh natural environment, to the modern popular and New Age
mysterious and cloistered Shangri-la spurred by Theosophists, and the Tibetophiles’ embrace of
Tibetan Buddhist imagery as transcendent symbols of universal, timeless truths and compassion.
Lopez writes, “the play of opposites has been both extreme and volatile in the case of Tibet, and it
remains at work in contemporary attitudes toward Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism (1998).”

Because of this history, the meaning of “Tibet” ranges widely over time and texts and
places—in Tibetan studies, as a nation, within China, and for Tibetans’ collective identities. In
academia, “Tibet” as a field of study is a relative newcomer, originating as a secondary linguistic
source of religious texts for Orientalists interested in Sanskrit and ancient Indian Buddhism.® This
is somewhat surprising, considering Tibetan civilization was and is one of the world’s greatest
and major historical civilizations.™ Yet, for centuries, Tibet has been virtually inaccessible;
unlike other Asian kingdoms, Tibet was never colonized by Europeans, and challenges to
physically traverse the vast distances over harsh terrain from outside the plateau, ringed by the
world’s highest mountains, to the capital of Lhasa, have been compounded by the waxing and
waning missionary, explorer, colonial, diplomatic, and economic motivations of foreigners and

Tibetans.™ Thus despite public fascination with Tibet in the west since the European Middle
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Ages, the field of Tibetan studies did not find academic roots in the United States until 1959, and
then in departments of religious studies.™

Reflecting on the field, His Holiness the Dalai Lama remarked, “In the past, for largely
geographical reasons, Tibet was isolated from the rest of the world, which meant that our country,
people and culture were not only shrouded in mystery, but often gravely misunderstood. More
recently, as interest has grown, scholarship concerning Tibet has improved beyond expectation,
although it has often singled out narrow topics for consideration (Kapstein 2006).”

Only in 1990 was the development of Tibetan society since 1950 taken up as a topic of
study, and there remained a derth of scholarship of modern Tibetan culture through the decade
(Barnett 1994). Shakya writes that in academia there was a “residual sense that there was nothing
worthy of study in post-1950 Tibet; as if the apparent demise of traditional society rendered
further studies valueless and uninteresting (1994).” Tibetan Studies’ text-based and historical
approach to religion continues to characterize the ‘narrow topics’ in the field, but with the start of
the twentieth century, social sciences and ethnographic methods are gaining ground as the field
grows and diversifies becoming more interdisciplinary, and Tibetan communities within the PRC
become more accessible.

One of the first waves of investigation that broadened the field was refracting the layers
of meanings attributed to “Tibet” itself: Western and Chinese engagements with the Himalayan
plateau and indigenous views have resulted in multiple and often conflicting definitions of
“Tibet.” Western perceptions, from missionaries to Victorian travelers (Dodin 1996) (Miller
1976) (Bishop 1989) (Hopkirk 1995) and diplomats (Waddell [1894] 2003) (C. Bell 2000) to
Hollywood and pop culture (Schell 2000) (Brauen 2004), have been shaped by the
contemporaneous cultural mores of their authors and audiences, which swung like a pendulum,
Lopez (1998) claims, between disgust and infatuation.*® This insight led to the recognition of the
absence of Tibetan voices in previous narratives, and coincided with increasing access to and

interest in contemporary, post-Cultural revolution society inside Tibet. Goldstein and Kapstein’s
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Buddhist Revival and Contemporary Tibet (1998) and Kolas and Thowsen’s On the Margins of
Tibet (2005) exemplify a shift towards ethnographic studies of contemporary Tibetan religious
communities, which others have followed. Recent works by Barnett (2006) and McGranahan
(2010) are similarly committed to understanding Tibetans in Lhasa and the diaspora respectively,
interestingly both focused on lesser known histories and memories in their respective
contemporary societies. Hence in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the field has begun
to adapt a new approach to understanding “Tibet” that seeks to include change, modernity, and
Tibetan voices as subjects of study in themselves.

Memory and narrative reveal modern constructions of Tibetanness. Scholarship by
westerners, sometimes in conjunction with Tibetans, has sensitively addressed the tensions
between for communal self-representation and acknowledgement of ‘atypical’ subjects.
Goldstein, in his books about the Cultural Revolution (2009) and early Tibetan communist, Bapa
Phuntsok Wangye (2006), written after years of research with interviewees and historical
documents, and Carole McGranahan’s Arrested Histories (2010) about the Tibetan resistance
army, uncover controversial pasts of violence that are often omitted from collective narratives,
and the pain of those carrying memories erased from collective narratives. They make clear that
assertions of common “tradition” today can contribute to the flattening of regional or other
variation for the presentation of a unified if not homogenous body, and pan-nationalism can
obscure controversial pasts of violence that are often omitted from collective narratives.
Contemporary Tibetan artists also embody, and at times call attention to, Tibetan lives that other
Tibetans might prefer to obscure: that of the Tibetan whose responses to the demands of the times
do not appear to fit a collective narrative of traditional Buddhists, but who too share a deep, proud
and historic sense of Tibetan identity.

Although clear that many “Tibets” have been constructed by others, making space for
indigenous articulations has proven a more difficult task. There is a critical need to understand

Tibetans’ contemporary experiences and views of their own society, and yet Tibetan Studies,
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despite unparalleled accessibility to Tibet since the 1980s, has shown a “remarkable dearth of
scholarship on Tibet and Tibetans under Chinese rule (Lehman 1998)." Exceptions offer
pioneering ways of knowing Tibetan civilization, ** largely through an openness to and curiosity
about the details of the everyday, as Grimshaw (1992) conveys,™ collecting data through which
Tibetan meaning making could be mined. Recent studies of the emergence of contemporary
Tibetan literature (Hartley and Schiaffini-Vedani 2008) (T. Shakya 2000) (L. Hartley 2008) (L.
Hartley 2000) and music (Diehl 2002) (Stirr 2008) and performing arts, and film and media have
made important contributions to increasing attention to Tibetan cultural expressions.

My study is part of this evolution in Tibetan studies, but has always felt a bit on the
fringe of the field, both for its contemporary ethnographic focus, and its focus on (non-textual,
non-Buddhist) contemporary art. The study of traditional Tibetan art, as in literary productions,
has also focused on religion in the Buddhist paintings and statues dominating artistic production
in Tibet. Despite the pervasiveness of Buddhism in Tibetan civilization for more than one
thousand years, understanding of these traditional art objects would still benefit from increased
contextualization within a broader cultural and historic context, both in order to appreciate
indigenous interpretations of religious imagery, as well as to assess the roles of religion and art in
society. In this intellectual climate then, understanding modern and contemporary art as a social
process has required an interdisciplinary rather than strictly Tibetological approach. The current
project hopes to contribute to these gaps in attention to contemporary and non-religious cultural
formations and in indigenous perspectives by amplifying contemporary Tibetan artistic
expressions, in which contemporary artists challenge outsiders’ constructions, create counter-
images, and articulate a unique and legitimate Tibetan modernity within the PRC.

Twentieth Century Tibetan Political Context

In political science, the status of “Tibet” as a nation is challenging to define. Standard
political histories of modern Tibet portray the first half of the twentieth century as a prelude to

imminent demise. The religious hierarchies are represented as overly fearful of change to the
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status quo threatened by the Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s modernization initiatives," and too
immersed in internecine rivalries during the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s childhood to have
adequately responded to the changing world around them. Insufficient engagement in reforms at
home and with global politics seems to have cost Tibet her independence. This image of
insularity and conservatism has been more recently tempered by attention to those elites in Lhasa
and Tibet who were passionately in support of modernization and closely followed international
affairs and trends (M. Goldstein 1989) (M. C. Goldstein 1997) (D. S. Lopez 2006)."” Nonetheless,
indigenous twentieth century modernization and international political efforts were aborted when
Tibet was swept by invasion by a foreign army. A brief period of international engagement
through diplomatic negotiations with Peking and appeals to Western nations and India for aid in
repelling Communist Chinese forces did not yield political or militaristic success. The Fourteenth
Dalai Lama sought exile in India in 1959. Thousands of Tibetans followed. The Central Tibetan
Administration (or Government in Exile, as it is popularly known) formed in Dharamsala, India,
and adopted a democratic constitution and parliamentary government. In exile, “Tibet” existed,
and continues to exist, as a mandate for the preservation of a culture temporarily in exile.

From at least the early twentieth century, Chinese political theorists and intellectuals
considered Tibetans like one finger of a hand, as Dr. Sun Yet Sen described the Han-led larger
civilization of multi-ethnic China (J. D. Spence 1999). Inside Tibet, internal autonomy and
international engagements evaporated after the “Seventeen Point Agreement for the Peaceful
Liberation of Tibet” of 1951, annexing Tibet into the People’s Republic of China (founded in
1949)."® The departure of the Dalai Lama in 1959, when the “Seventeen Point Agreement” was
repudiated, marks the start of CCP Democratic Reform in Tibet. Participation in official
commemoration of the anniversaries of 1951 and 1959 are compulsorily observed in Tibet,
including with art events and publications, and serve to reinforce political narratives defining

China’s Tibet. The resulting polarization of stark differences in perceptions of political histories
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is discussed in John Powers’ History as Propaganda: Tibetan Exiles versus the People’s Republic
of China (2004).

In 1965, China created administrative “Tibet” as the Tibetan Autonomous Region
(Xizang, Ch. Bod ljong, Tib.), China’s second-largest but least densely populated province. Its
borders roughly correlate with the Lhasa-based Dalai Lama’s central government administrative
control when annexed by China in 1951. While the TAR is over 90% ethnic Tibetan according to
the 2000 China census, this administrative demarcation splits the Tibetan ethno-cultural
population of the PRC between the TAR and the former traditional provinces of eastern Kham
and Amdo, which have been annexed into the contiguous Chinese administrative provinces of
Gansu, Qinghai, Sichuan, and Yunan, making the Tibetans into minorities in those provinces also
inhabited by millions of Tibetans.™

“Tibetan” then also refers to the ethnic definition of Tibetanness constructed by China’s
recognition of Tibetans as one of the nation’s fifty-six minzu, or minority groups, and the fifth
largest minzu group. As scholars of China’s minzu have pointed out, minzu designation brings
benefits, such as political representation in legislative government bodies, educational
opportunities, and national development funds for their regions, but also negative pressures to
assimilate to mainstream Han society and restrictions on religion, language, and customary
livelihoods.

The invasion and occupation by the People’s Republic of China in the 1950s galvanized a
common political consciousness amongst Tibetans as a distinct nation in modern terms, but was
not its point of origin. Dreyfus finds a strong and proud proto-nationalism, the precursor to
modern nationalism, much earlier, writing: “At least since the thirteenth or fourteenth century, it
is possible to find a trace of a sense that Tibetans have had a sense of belonging to a political
community (Dreyfus 2005).” Dreyfus finds historical memory critical to group cohesion and the
strong identity amongst Tibetans. Tibetan origin myths of their race?® and the territory they

occupy were coded to explain their Buddhist destiny and subsequently map the geographic polity
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to the reach of religious expansion. The plateau was made safe for the thriving of Buddhism by
the subduing of a demoness who was stretched out across it and pinned down by the construction
of temples, the Jokhang in Lhasa at her heart (Gyatso 1987). This traditional imagery maps
alleged temple construction all the way to the geo-political borders, illustrating the conceptual
and physical extent of the Tibetan world,; it is a motif that recurs in contemporary paintings, too.

Tibet’s political power and cultural influences did spread broadly: at the height of the
Tibetan Empire around the seventh century, Tibet controlled the central Asian Silk Route, and
after the rise of Buddhism, the regions as far west as Xian and Chengdu, south as Bhutan and
Nepal, east to western Pakistan and northwestern India, and north into Buryatia were Tibetanized
to varying degrees. At least since the widespread adaption of Buddhism, religion and a common
written language unified the plateau people and identified them to others (Kapstein 2006) (Tuttle
2005). These territories were traversed by traders, pilgrims, nomads, and artists—the diversity of
known races and luxury goods, geographies and cultures reflected in early murals such as at
Tsaparang, Dratang, and Zhalu monasteries—and thus Tibet should not be perceived as isolated
from the world and its neighbors. Despite natural diversity, the ways in which plateau peoples
were distinctive and different from their neighbors, was also long commented on by foreign
observers since medieval times, note scholars of Tibetan nationalism (Kleiger 1992) (W. Smith
1996). Yet spoken language, cuisine, commodities, agricultural and pastoralist economies, dress,
and natural environments did vary across the contiguous vast geography of the 1.2 million square
kilometers of Tibetan plateau and its borders. In Tibetan communities before the twentieth
century, local and regional identities based on one’s phayul, fatherland, outweighed a national
“Tibetan” consciousness.

In the modern era, “Tibet” has been understood by Tibetans to refer to “political Tibet”,
the reach of the Dalai Lama’s governments to the Himalayan plateau regions known as U (south
central) and Tsang (western), and a “greater” or “ethnographic Tibet” which included the regions

of Kham (southeast) and Amdo (northeast) which since the eighteenth century had differing
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political relationships to Lhasa, local authorities and their Chinese neighbors. In the modern era,
efforts to obtain international recognition of political Tibet’s de facto independence since at least
the early twentieth century have not impacted China’s standing internationally. Many Tibetans
since the late twentieth century have urged pan-Tibetan nationalism across “ethnographic Tibet,”
to bridge the past regional divides of central and eastern Tibetan regions of U-tsang, Khams and
Amdo in the concept of a “Greater Tibet” signified by the Tibetan name pdd.?* This view has also
been popular in contemporary music and literature.

Tibetans also have self-referential names for themselves: “tsampa eaters” (referring to the
roasted barley staple) (T. Shakya 1993), and the inhabitants of “the land of snows.” In fact the
psycho-geography of the land of snows pervades literature and personal and collective memories,
too. The aristocrat Shelkar Lingpa’s poem “Songs of Lhasa,” penned in Darjeeling in 1910 while
stationed with the temporarily exiled Thirteenth Dalai Lama, expresses longing for homeland
through vivid imagery of the Kyichu river and birds, recreating the landscape of the Lhasa valley,
recalled as delightful under the rule of the Dalai Lama (L. Hartley 2008). Contemporary
autobiographies of lay persons in exile, written at the encouragement of the Fourteenth Dalai
Lama, universally recall the Tibet of their pre-Chinese childhood fondly, if not as a sort of
heaven.? The contrast with the indignity, torture, and hellish inversion of society-they suffered at
the hands of the Communists, and the beauty of their homeland compared to the perilous journey
over the border and mal-adaptation to India, could not be more sharply drawn. The “Tibet” of
memoirs is a paradise unjustly lost after millennia of rightful habitation. In contemporary Tibetan
fiction, “Tibet” is at times nearly as inaccessible, marked by mystery and magical realism as a
residue of this historical memory. Thus, while outside constructions of Tibet have proven to say
more about the foreigner, Tibetans themselves have also conflicted relationships to their
remembered and imagined pasts; the construction of “Tibet” is complicated for Tibetans, too.

In the end, “Tibetan,” despite its referents and interpretations past and present, remains a

functional label for a particular place and time and histories, and a people with a remarkably
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strong identity. More importantly, however, for this study, it is the way a group of contemporary
artists living in Lhasa identified themselves; they are Tibetan people, speaking to Tibetans, and
others, about their lives in the Tibet they know.

Tibetan as Minorities in the People’s Republic of China

Anthropologists of China’s ethnic minorities also influenced my understanding of minzu,
various translated as “nationality” and “minority”, and their representations in China and minority
groups’ relationships to the power of central authorities (Gladney 2004) (Harrell 1994)
(Baranovitch 2001). Contemporary Tibetan artists work within the context of the People’s
Republic of China, state media, and tourism, which all aggressively promote particular images of
Tibetan minorities within the Socialist nation, based upon an evolutionary view of peoples from
primitive (minzu) to advanced (Han majority). Problematic representations of minzu, and
especially Tibetanness, make alternatives imaged by contemporary Tibetan artists important for
understanding Tibetans in relation to China, and contribute to the ethnographies of China’s
minorities.

China is poised to make the uniquely troubled region of Tibet a central point of foreign
relations (Warren W. Smith 2009) and yet Tibet remains an understudied area in inquiries into the
nature of ethnic minority relations to the hegemony of the state. From the origin of modern
Chinese nationalism, political forces have established tropes about ethnic minority peoples
(minzu) and their difference from the Han, the impacts of which throughout the twentieth century
have been studied in China studies in Yi, Yao, Hui, Mongolian and other populations (R. A.
Litzinger 2000) (R. A. Litzinger 2001) (Mueggler 2001) (Bulag 2003). Tibetan Studies has
infrequently situated Tibetans within the contemporary, especially urban, context of the PRC,
although they are especially impacted by the State’s voracious appetite for development and
control.

The incomplete Socialist project of developing the minzu enables the authenticating

function of tradition to be invoked by the State. The State claims to be the champions of Tibetan
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cultural protection, visible in circumscribed realms approved to include “ethnic characteristics”.
However, there is an ideological limit to the State’s cultural preservation: “Old Tibet” was a
feudal serfdom the Party is transforming for “a brighter future under socialism”.?* This
transformation pervades not only the political and economic spheres, but also cultural production.
Some contemporary Tibetan art is acclaimed by the state for its ethnic features, but the culture is
seen as nonetheless in need of “develop[ing] a new Tibetan art,” which can only be birthed
through interaction with outside influences, particularly modern China (Xiaoke 2004).

The Party perspective of “Tibet” is the opposite of postcolonial notions of the
degenerative affect of colonization and globalization found elsewhere. In art and society at large,
by projecting a future superior to tradition, the value of pre-modern society’s art and culture is no
longer derived from age or indigenous authenticity, but accrues with modernization and
nationalism. Tibetan artists are therefore caught between Western consumers in search of at least
the semblance of pre-modern, pre-Chinese “traditional Tibet,” if not artifacts pre-dating colonial
contact, and local political imperatives to couch their “tradition” within a celebration of the
modern nation within which “Tibet” is a province.

The minzu label is advantageous, too, for some in the PRC. Modern and contemporary
“Tibetan” art has somewhat uncritically been taken in western literature to refer to artworks
created by ethnic Tibetans. In the course of my fieldwork, however, | found that Han artists also
included themselves in the rubric (and growing commercial appeal) of “Contemporary Tibetan
Art”. This designation was based on a number of possible factors: by virtue of their membership
in the government branches of the regional Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association or
municipal level Lhasa Artists Association, having lived and worked as an artist in Tibet, painting
in a style advocated by some artists as a regional school of painting (pu hua, Ch.), or even simply
creating works with Tibetan subject matter. In Lhasa’s art worlds, there is no current consensus

regarding the “Tibetanness” of contemporary Tibetan art.
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Nonetheless, | concluded that for the purposes of this study, when | use the term
contemporary Tibetan art, | am referring to art made by artists who live and work in Tibet, and
who identify primarily as ethnic Tibetans.?* This is somewhat in contradiction to a post-ethnicity
stance of my Gedun Choephel Guild informants, who dismissed western interest in the mixed
ethnic composition of the association as a distraction from the experiences and artistic ideas that
brought their multi-ethnic members together. It is definitely in contrast to the stance of
governmental artists’ associations. However, I found understanding artworks, their contexts of
production, and discourses about them, as well as the subtleties of artists’ interactions and
linguistics, were impossible to separate from the ethnic identity of the artist, in the Gedun
Choephel Guild, government associations, at Tibet University, and among independent artists.
For example, while all Tibetan artists in Lhasa were effectively fluent in spoken Mandarin, most
Chinese artists knew very little Tibetan, and thus the language of dialogue could be used to
achieve inclusive or exclusive participation along ethnic lines, the Tibetans speaking in Mandarin
to include Chinese artists or contacts, or switching into Tibetan to exclude them. I believe this
awareness of and distinguishing between ethnicities permeated perception of their peers artistic
identities, activities, and productions as well. This was not a politically comfortable assertion for
Tibetans to articulate often, but | did hear it, and has also been smartly and empathetically
articulated by the Chinese art critic, Li Xianting (Li 2010).

Contemporary Tibetan Art

Approaching the study of modern Tibet as a place and topic has been done through
cultural phenomena usually pertaining to the revival of religion and textual traditions. Also
available to analysis of modern Tibet, however, are secular, popular culture productions that are
formative of and integrated into the reproductions of or challenges to social hegemonies.

Modern and contemporary Tibetan art have been the subject of few scholarly articles or
books in Western, Tibetan or Chinese languages. Scholarly writing about individual artists in

Tibetan art history is also rare. Despite Shakya’s claim that “modern Tibetan literature is
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unknown in the west, and has been ignored by the field of traditional Tibetan studies, which
considers it of little interest (T. Shakya 2000),” the birth of modern Tibetan literature has received
more scholarly attention than innovation in other cultural realms, including art. New social
identities are not easy to create, or write, after strong traditional notions of “art” and “artists.”

Per Kvaerne opened the new path of western study of post-Cultural Revolution Tibetan
art with the article, “The Ideological Impact upon Tibetan Art” (Kvaerne 1994). In the article,
Kvaerne described the Kandze School contemporary art movement of the 1980s in southeastern
Tibet (Tib., Kham, Ch. Sichuan), and looked at the first sanctioned post-Cultural Revolution
return to Tibetan aesthetics and culture in the paintings of Tibetan artists and Tibetan-Han
collaborations. Kvaerne insightfully describes a specific post-Cultural Revolution way in which
the adaptation of indigenous visual forms facilitates the glorification of Party values by usurping
the hierarchy formerly reserved for Buddhist deities,”® a move consistent with other incidences of
Party-orchestrated cultural revival.®® Kvaerne’s multi-layered analysis of paintings was
instructive for me, as he revealed the relationship between visual production and politics of
minority representation within China by demonstrating how to see Tibetan and Chinese elements
within a painting. His conclusions, too, remain strikingly pertinent two decades later, as the art
movement he described continues to inform new paintings with CCP patronage.”’

Clare Harris’ In the Image of Tibet: Tibetan painting since 1959 (1999) is a ground-
breaking book dedicated to twentieth century painting about Tibet, largely by Tibetans. It
explores various ‘images of Tibet,” or how Chinese, Tibetan exile, and TAR Tibetans materialize
the Tibet they imagine and know, demonstrating by her multi-sited ethnographic research that
there is no one “Tibet”. Harris” work includes one chapter on contemporary art production inside
of Tibet, which brought western audiences a first and insightful analysis of Lhasan art worlds and
establishes what may now be seen as the roots of the contemporary art movement. In the chapter
about Lhasa, Harris discusses works selected from the first catalogue of contemporary Tibetan art

published in Lhasa in 1991 called Art of Contemporary Tibet (Tibet Autonomous Association of
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Literary and Artistic Circles and Chinese Artists Association Tibetan Branch, ed. 1991). Harris’
work also models, for me, analysis formed through the integration of interviews with artists and
their productions, and inspired my imagination of the research | might similarly do in a place |
love (crucially encouraged by Dr. Bruce Knauft during a year-long Vernacular Modernities
seminar).”®

Aurt historian Erberto Lo Bue and others, including some Tibetan artists, have critiqued In
the Image of Tibet for its errors,?® but overall, as the first scholarly work of its kind in Tibetology,
artists and those interested in anthropological understanding of modern Tibet have found it a very
important contribution. Harris’ interviews with Gonkar Gyatso, first introduced in this book, have
since been sustained over more than ten years. They provide rich source material Harris has
discussed in a series of articles, focused on the “transnational” in international contemporary art
worlds which Gonkar Gyatso’s migrations from Lhasa to Dharamsala to London to Beijing and
New York illustrate (C. Harris 2008) (C. Harris 2006) (C. E. Harris 2012).%

Claire Harris updated her mid-1990s Lhasa fieldwork in her 2012 publication, The
Museum on the Roof of the World: Art, Politics, and the Representation of Tibet. As the only
recent scholarly publication with a significant section dedicated to contemporary Tibetan art in
the twenty-first century, it deserves considered review here. Largely focused on museum
representation of Tibet, she includes two chapters on contemporary Tibetan art which, as Harris
sees it, is primarily viewed and marketed within the spaces of galleries in the West. While I have
been indebted to Claire’s mentorship and support in the field of contemporary Tibetan art, and we
enjoyed a rare opportunity to spend time together with artists in Lhasa and Beijing (she for
several weeks in the early summer of 2007, near the end of my year and a half of fieldwork),
there are some differences in our professional methods and interpretations.

In her chapter “The Invention of Tibetan Contemporary Art,” conclusions about the place

of religion in artists’ and modern Tibetans’ lives rests in a few cases on analysis of paintings that

23



incorrectly identify or misattribute traditional Buddhist iconography and other graphic elements®
and painters.*

More significant however is the claim that the figure of the Buddha appears as a
calculated marketing ploy designed for foreign consumption. Harris writes, “Despite the fact that
many of them [artists] have never had an intimate relationship with Tibetan Buddhism, they have
identified it [the Buddha] as their unique asset and selling point.” She continues, “the Buddha
silhouette could function as the logo for a brand that sought global name recognition: Tibetan
contemporary art.”* Rather than read their work as a personal and collective struggle with the
legacy of a limited cultural inheritance and the search for shared visual language, Harris presents
artists as having formulated a strategy for exploiting the interest of foreigners to advance their
careers: “Tibetan artists have remodeled the Buddha to enhance his universal appeal while also
asserting themselves.” Of course artists are not naive; they know foreigners are interested in
Buddhas and will look for them in “Tibetan” art. However, I found this was, for many Lhasa
artists, more of a challenge they tried to work through than an asset they exploited.

Harris’ familiarity with modern Tibet however does contribute to a nuanced depiction of
the contexts of the “ideologically charged spaces” in which artists create and display their works,
both in the mainland and abroad. However, the above view of artists’ motivations in part leads
Harris to write that because of censorship and “restrictions of their local environs, Tibetan artists
have therefore treated the international art world as a new Shangri-La, a place of peaceful
coexistence with other artists, where ethnicity, politics and nationality are irrelevant and talent is
rewarded. By inventing the term Tibetan contemporary art, they could at least ensure that their
artworks would escape to this distant utopia even if they could not.”** While | sympathize with
the metaphor and did note Tibetan artists’ hopes for greater creative autonomy in international art
worlds than was possible in the PRC, this seems an oversimplification if not misrepresentation of

their realities if taken literally. Nonetheless, Harris’ commitment to artists’ works as a means to
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displace both utopian Western fantasies and negative Communist representations make it a
valuable and timely contribution.

Two short general pieces introduced emerging developments in Lhasa to Asian art
observers in 2007, with subtle explorations of contemporary cultural identity issues. “Untitled
Identities” is a thoughtful essay grounded in artist interviews with the founding artists of the
Gedun Choephel Artists’ Guild by Kabir Heimsath (Heimsath 2005). A short history of modern
Tibetan art, the second half of which is devoted to members of the same group, was written by
lan Alsop (Alsop 2007). Alsop’s 2007 introduction appeared in “The Modern and Contemporary
Art Issue” from Orientations and marked the first time an international art journal brought
scholarly attention to the emerging contemporary art movement from Lhasa (alongside the
advertisements in the same issue of four galleries newly showing contemporary Tibetan art). In
discussions of artists” work, Alsop is sensitive to the tensions artists face to preserve their heritage
while partaking in a rapidly changing and modernizing context. He writes, “The struggle for—
and in some ways against—a cultural identity informs all contemporary Tibetan art.”

Heimsath’s focus on artists’ personal expression of the present, in modes he helpfully
labels ‘not artifact,” ‘not past,” ‘not ethnic,” and ‘not fashionable,’ is unprecedented. And yet, in
his emphasis of the uniqueness of the aesthetic and conceptual work Tibetan artists are doing at
the start of the twenty-first century, Heimsath perhaps overly distances them from the cultural and
artistic past, with which most of them remain concerned. In some ways, while their work reflects
the development of a “modernist shift” Heimsath identifies “from iconography to portraiture,”
this could also be seen as the development that actually began in the early twentieth century.
However Heimsath’s insistence upon contemporary artists’ sophistication, confidence, and
agency, and the degree to which outsiders have failed to see and acknowledge this, is precisely
correct.

Despite artists’ calls for it, Tibetan critical writing on modern and contemporary Tibetan

art is rare. Several Tibetans have recently begun to comment in Tibetan, Chinese and English
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forums in print and online. In these, | discerned that reception of contemporary Tibetan art
mirrors artists’ own orientations to their evolving movement, which originate from three
predominant perspectives: Chinese Federation of Literary and Art Circles (CFLAC) influenced
writers, enthusiastic supporters, and sympathetic critics.

Writing about Tibetan art influenced by the CFLAC’s perspective presents Tibetan
minorities as fascinating subjects for colorful art affirming their happiness within the socialist
state, in an aesthetically pleasing art form accessible to the people.

Enthusiastic supporters tend to be Tibetans who are not artists but find in the work of
Tibetan artists a poignant expression of their own complex lives and identities, either inside the
PRC or in the Diaspora. For example, the award winning and beloved writer and poet, Tsering
Woeser, has written evocatively about contemporary Tibetan art and artists in Lhasa on her blog
and elsewhere.® Writing about the Lhasa artist Tsering Nyandak, Woeser reflects, “there is still
something in this new batch of the artist's work that speaks to my heart; they remind me of the
way | used to feel about my own soul broken into pieces, drifting, and flying (Woeser 2006).”
Woeser thus identifies an emotional truth in the artists” work, articulating for many Tibetan
viewers how contemporary art resonates or is recognizable for them, and lauding artists for
serving in this capacity in their current society and helped me to see and appreciate the emotional
and personal aspects of artists’ process.

A diasporic young Tibetan writer using the online pen name dlo08 finds contemporary
artists represent a collective zeitgeist in which “Tibetan agony is, in part, that of a medieval
culture passing violently into the modern world,” but appreciates that despite this condition,
“their work provoked and encouraged independent thinking.” From the elders in her community
who “vehemently frowned upon...delving into the arts,” to Tibetans condemning contemporary
art’s so-called sacrilegious use of Buddhist symbolism, dlo08 counters that contemporary artists
deserve “respect” for the ways in which they continue to image Tibetan culture, for her one that is

pervaded equally by Buddhism, whether superficially or profoundly, and politics (dlo08 2011).
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Tibetans writing as sympathetic critics both appreciate the work of contemporary artists
and their contributions to date, largely agreeing with supporters, but find the potential and
promise of the form still exceeds the bulk of the current production. They urge artists to entirely
forego outsiders’ stereotypical ethnic and religious imagery in favor of more challenging
conceptual and aesthetic grappling with the specificities of their experience; this perspective
includes the voices of some artists themselves.

A fascinating short history of modern art was among the first written in English by a
modern Tibetan historian and political activist, Jamyang Norbu, in an online essay “The Tractor
in the Lotus” includes information based on rare interviews with surviving artists who recalled
artistic work in Lhasa during the Cultural Revolution era (Norbu ¢.2005). * Norbu writes that
while the fledgling modern art scene in the 1980s and 1990s saw increasing assertions of
Tibetanness, “quite often this deteriorates...into the depiction of a romanticized stereotype of
Tibet as a land of noble savages with bizarre tantric/sexual beliefs and practices,” risking
reification of the very clichés “consistently foisted on Tibetans.”’ His critique is meant to
encourage, however, as he merges sympathetic, indigenous points of view with critical inquiry
into the lingering impact of Socialist Realism and outsider constructions of Tibetan cultural
authenticity.

Contemporary “Tibetan” art is also understood by some to refer to the ethnic identity of
the artist, the place where was produced, or the subject of a work of art. For some, this
designation is based upon their decades living in Tibet and painting subjects of relevance to life in
the TAR, despite their non-Tibetan ethnicity; the “Tibetan” adheres to “art” as a classification for
their productions and hopeful entre to markets. | am using an ethnic criterion for designating
“Contemporary Tibetan Art” because only ethnic Tibetans share their collective memories and
realization of their common heritage, not to mention the current experiences of colonial

dominance over their marginalized political, cultural, linguistic, and religious lives.
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Alternative Modernities and Ethnography

Concerns about globalization, power, nationalism, and curtailed possibilities for cultural
and religious autonomy in Tibet make studies of other world areas and indigenous peoples of
interest. Yet, Tibet was colonized for the first time in its history in the mid-twentieth century, four
years after India gained independence from the British Empire; given that its population considers
itself to still be under Chinese colonialism, the applicability of subaltern and postcolonial studies
becomes limited. The anthropological sub-discipline of Alternative Modernities productively
takes as its subject the ways in which globalization can be mediated locally by minority
populations and others at a remove from geographic, economic, or political centers of power (B.
M. Knauft 2002).

Ethnographies such as Anna Tsing’s (1993) In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, Lisa
Rofel’s (1999) Other Modernities, and Bruce Knauft’s (2002) Exchanging the Past brought the
impacts of colonialism and globalization into focus with real individual’s lives in communities
adapting to worldwide change. Ethnographies of people on the margins of economic power and in
geographically remote areas find that globalizations’ impact is not necessarily homogenizing, and
challenge assumptions to the contrary that figure modernization as inherently corrosive to culture,
while acknowledging significant change. Local adaptations, adoption, and rejection of aspects of
globalization transpired uniquely in each place over time.

I quickly found that the issues of how modernity arrives and takes forms and intersects
with local cultures, which | wished to take up in relation to Tibet, could be productively explored
with artists and their productions. Anthropological theories of alternative modernities help us
understand local agents’ mediation of global flows—for instance, how and why a Tibetan artist
would subtly reference Picasso to articulate Tibetan experience, without necessarily being

derivative of western art.
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Memory and Images

People, things, and ideas flow not only transnationally, but through time as well. This
came to life for me during my fieldwork one day. | was sitting with Gade, an active contemporary
artist in Lhasa, looking at book on temple architecture and murals, but the photographs of most
interest to him were not the color reproductions of Buddhist art, but the black and white
photographs of Lhasa from the 1960s (Alexander 2005). One photograph from the height of the
Cultural Revolution showed a large crowd gathered before a long table of officials who were
assembled in front of a banner on a stage. Gade suddenly exclaimed, “Oh! I remember going to
this as a child! It’s the tromsikhang!,” naming a large outdoor market east of the Barkhor
neighborhood at the center of the Tibetan old town. Having read the English caption that Gade
could not read, I replied in Tibetan, “It isn’t the central temple (tsuglhakhang)?”” Gade paused,
took a closer look, and then said, “Oh, yes. I was mistaken. It is the sung chor wa,” the name for
one side of the central temple with a platform and square formerly used for outdoor religious
events. “There was one like it — a stage with a huge crowd and a banner with officials speaking —
at the tromsikhang and I attended such events there,” Gade concluded.®

For a child survivor of the Cultural Revolution, political transformation of public spaces
in Lhasa enabled the most famous and important religious temple at the heart of the city, the
Jokhang, to be mistaken for a large marketplace. While Gade’s memory was historically
incorrect, such mistakes revealed other truths about a past that is captivating but cannot be fully
known, and these influence his artistic choices as an adult. In Gade’s recent artwork, details of
contemporary urban landscapes are alluring but enigmatic—a hot pot restaurant inside a temple
building, a coracle atop a bridge, a meditating Mickey Mouse in monastic robes. At a time when
it is possible, while flipping through a book, for Maoist era Tibet to fully return in memory still
confused by the transformation of Lhasa when images of Chairman Mao replaced Buddhas, we

could read Gade’s paintings as a manifestation of how the past still impacts the present in
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powerful ways, shaping people’s present relationship to their city past and present as much as
depicting the fluidity of temporal, spatial, fictional, and political boundaries.

Experience of displacement and disorientation in a city in which memories are challenged
by frequent change is not limited to those born during the Cultural Revolution; even those born
afterwards have anxiety about rapid changed and disappearance of personal and collective pasts.
For example, in commentary on the pace of change in Lhasa, one young anonymous artist
showed me a painting he was working on in his home. The painting’s foreground shows the back
of a Tibetan man’s head, beyond which viewers also take in the scene he observes. Amid
traditional style barkhor houses, a crane is lifting a Buddha shape into the air. The artist
explained to me, “These works are about cultural background. The man from Amdo® is looking
at a crane hoisting the Buddha. In the barkhor now there is this big crane. But to build new things
here means to destroy the old ones. I don’t like this. The old homes should be protected. The
cranes you see everywhere, even when | drive just from my house to someplace nearby. In my
childhood, I saw lots of old homes, but when | see them being destroyed it is like memories are
being gotten rid of. So when | see new buildings | feel uncomfortable. If they build on empty
land, then it is no problem. But to destroy the old to build new, | show in my painting, this is
memories disappearing. Traditional homes have lots of memories inside (Anonymous, 2007).” In
this personal expression, the artist utilizes the figure of the Buddha, here being removed from a
traditional and historic home, to symbolize the extraction of traditional life and memories,
displacing and rendering homeless the heart of his former Lhasa. Personal and collective anxieties
about the pace of change and the loss of the past, such as this one, are a frequent refrain in this
study.

Such episodes wove throughout my time in Lhasa with artists and point to the
pervasiveness of questions about what to do with pasts that are both troublesome and rich sources

of identity and meaning. I still needed methods by which to understand the mechanics that propel
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the past into the globalizing present and the impact of memory upon indigenous artistic cultural
production.

To understand this conundrum of continuity after massive collective trauma through non-
traditional means, | began forging connections between Tibetan studies and cultural theory
through the lenses of trauma studies and alternative modernities. Both contributed enormously to
my appreciation for the specificity of traumatic pasts and the agency too often assumed
indigenous people’s cede in the face first of colonialism and then globalization. Contemporary
Tibetan artists, | soon found, are oriented primarily towards the present moment, with a sense of
urgency to document it now, but that also implies an intentional will towards a future which
receives artists’ conscious efforts. It is this openness to the present and the future, rather than
obsession with or domination of the past, which soon made memory studies, rather than trauma
studies, a productive theoretical approach to interpretation of Tibetan contemporary contexts and
cultural productions today.

In my curiosity about relationship of individuals and collectives to their pasts, | read
widely in the field of memory studies to understand the basis for concepts such as collective
memory (Halbwachs 1992), social memory and its transmission and commemoration (Connerton
1989) (J. E. Young 2000) (Krog 2000), religious aspects of memory (Hervieu-Leger 2000),
trauma (Caruth 1995) (Caruth 1996) (Erikson 1976) (Hoffman 2005) (Das 2001), and modernity
and anxiety (Lowenthal 1999) (Terdiman 1993) (Baudelaire 1995). Some scholars have also very
recently looked at memory in Tibet (Barnett 2006) (C. McGranahan 2010) (Dreyfus 2005)
(Pistono 2010).

Richard Terdiman takes a diagnostic approach to mining cultural productions for
evidence of collective relationships to pasts perceived to be lost or vanishing. In his analysis of
nineteenth century European literature in Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis (1993),
Terdiman explores the ways in which modernity is constituted by radical social, political and

technological changes that fundamentally alter societies and individuals felt relationships to (and
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anxious distances from) imagined pasts. He terms this phenomenon a “memory crisis,” claiming
it is a symptom of traumatic pasts or dramatic change that manifests in cultural productions. “In a
world of change,” Terdiman writes, “memory becomes complicated. Any revolution, any rapid
alteration of the givens of the present places a society’s connection with its history under
pressure.” Terdiman’s examination of cultural productions and theories yielded the observation,
“Of course every culture remembers its past. But how a culture performs and sustains this
recollection is distinctive and diagnostic.” Given Tibetan collective traumas and ruptures to
transmission of memory and culture in the past fifty years combined with the rapid pace of
change in Lhasa, | expected to find manifestations of anxiety and loss in artistic cultural
productions. This dissertation explores, in part, art in Tibet as expression, manifestation, and
diagnostic performance of troubled pasts.

Also of particular interest in my study are the intersections of memory and image, first
theorized by Yates (1966), and the artistic process. Memory theorists have suggested links
between memory, image, and imagination, and thus lend themselves to reflection on artistic
practice. While not specifically referencing art, Halbwachs stated, “at the moment of reproducing
the past our imagination remains under the influence of the present social milieu (1992).” Artists’
recourse to imagination creatively positions their relationships to the past within present social
experience, through appeal to styles, materials, compositions and symbols from their Buddhist
artistic heritage and modern visual culture in equal measure. Hampl argues, in reference to
memoir writing, that all reconstructions of the past are inherently imaginative acts, and embraces
creativity as a route towards uncovering the personal meanings embedded in persistent memories
(Hampl 1996). Nora (1989) describes memory’s transmission and also change over time in ways
that are remarkably suited to the artists’ personal recollections and relationship to society. He
writes, “...representation proceeds by strategic highlighting, selecting samples, and multiplying
examples,” a plausibly intensely visual process of deciphering what we are, in light of what we

are no longer. Contemporary Tibetan artists’ representations select samples from everyday life,
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multiply them throughout works and across their oeuvre, strategically highlighting the multiple
factors that influence life in Lhasa. As Tibetan artists do this, they show relationships to the past
and present in ways their own communities recognize.

In the Tibetan context at least, when taken together, alternative modernities and memory
studies suggest that in the context of globalization | might find ways to understand the mechanics
and motivations that propel the past into the present (as memory studies says happens), but not
only as problematically nostalgic, haunting or burdensome, but also as sustaining and anchoring
and uniquely adapted by cultural agents (as alternative modernities affirms). | take up visual arts
as a set of productions available for analysis, after Terdiman, and as a mechanism for performing
collective or cultural memory in Lhasa influenced by new studies of art and memory. Art may
communicate uniquely due to a special connection between visuality or image and memory
(Yates 1966) (Gibbons 2007). The theoretical and methodological approaches to individual and
social dimensions of visual objects, deconstructed by Berger (1982) and Barthes (1981), are also
more recently described by way of their creation as memory work in writing by Gibbons (2007),
Hirsch (2002), Kuhn (2002) and Saltzman (2006).

Methodologies exploring form, materials, content, production and circulation are
emerging in intersections of art, memory and anthropology, including a notable shift towards
interest in therapeutic and not merely diagnostic uses of memory, particularly where artists are
speaking to conditions of persistent inequality or grief. Hirsch takes seriously the artistic and
visual, material and creative processes as an author or artist’s actual enactment of what she terms
“postmemory” at the level of intentional expression. Hirsch writes of Spiegelman’s Maus that
“Drawing [the book]... represents his attempt both to get deeper into his postmemory and to find
a way out (Hirsch 2002).” It is drawing which is the practice and expression of postmemory. As
Kuhn reflected after working with photographic images in reconstructing her own past, “the
language of memory does seem to be above all a language of images (Kuhn 2002).” Emerging

explorations of artists” works in relation to memory and memorialization, in Saltzman (2006) and
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Gibbons (2007), also point to social dimensions of a creative, visual process of engaging with the
specter of the past. Contemporary art scholars are also turning to memory and the past as
important to their work. Saltzman and Gibbons interpret art works in light of their artists’
personal and collective pasts, particularly exploring the techniques and imagery employed to
communicate communal dimensions of artistic work in relation to memory and pasts. Gibbons
(2007) offers productive re-evaluation of the power of art to communicate what history cannot.
Saltzman claims that a particular set of artistic techniques are particularly suited to capturing
indexical relationships, and thus convey materially an impression of something that had
previously transpired or a presence that was now absent. Some artists in Lhasa may be employing
such techniques in their work as well. Hirsch and Kuhn explicitly consider artists’ productive
process as a physical, emotional, and contemplative enacting of a unique form of memory work.

This emphasis on process is a valuable contribution to the field of memory studies, in
contrast to analysis of finished products, such as Terdiman’s (1993) analysis of literature. Such
processes, as | have observed them in Tibet, have to do with intentional and less deliberate ways
in which the past is referenced what I consider artistic memory work.

Exactly what pasts and memories Lhasa artists express in contemporary art is perhaps not
easily classified as traumatic for those theorists of memory concerned with generational distance
from collective traumas. Yet Young’s “after images” and Hirsch’s “postmemory,” for example,
affirm space for and importance of childhood survivors’ and second generation experiences with
trauma and its legacies. Lhasa artists’ present-focused, ‘documentary’ impulse can be understood
as a response to trauma when opposed to ‘aesthetic’ representations of trauma to which Adorno
objected. Though he later reaffirmed individuals’ rights to expression of suffering, Adorno’s
provocative statement of the impossibility of poetry after Auschwitz has undergirded decades of
suspicion of representing a traumatic past. In contrast to the proof, the “having been there” (as
Hirsch borrows the phrase from Barthes), of documentary photography “the aesthetic is said to

introduce agency, control, structure and, therefore, doubt (Hirsch 1997).” Young is particularly
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concerned with the impact of twentieth-century traumas upon these theoretical paradigms of
memory as interpretative strategies for understanding history; by looking at the fragmented nature
of memory, particularly in exhibiting, memorializing, and constructing monuments to traumas, he
concludes that ‘collected memory’ can include “after-images” of “vicarious memory” for those
born in decades subsequent to trauma, but their artistic or memorial productions can never be
“redemptive.” Rather, they crucially update historical experience into the present by including
how it has come to be known, an important historical methodology and an insight into why art
matters for history (J. E. Young 2000, J. Young 1993), and Lhasa artists’ concern with legacies of
the Cultural Revolution era in Tibet.

Moreover, while contemporary artists everywhere may work within and on the edges of
their own culture, in Tibet this work is strongly marked by time. This appears as anxiety in
response to change, and also an interest in memory and the past. Yearning is oriented not towards
proximal traumatic events and moments of loss themselves, but to a distant and irreplaceable
cultural world not quite accessible or knowable, despite its vibrant existence “before” (Tib. snga
ma™®), just years prior to their births. The traumas experienced by adults in the late 1980s and
early 1990s during extreme periods of martial law in a police state and repressive colonialism are
related to the more minor discriminations and suppressions normalized as everyday
circumstances for Tibetans in China, and also to the worst years of persecution and depravation of
the Cultural Revolution. This becomes apparent in artists’ visual and metaphoric references to
that era in their artwork. Disorientation is traced to the interruption of cultural transmission. But
because it is also impossible to formulate direct critiques of the government through exposition of
past sufferings at the hands of that government, options for expressing the recent pasts are far
more limited than imaginations of the pre-Communist past, which can merge with a generalized
sense of a timeless “before,” unchanged since ancient times, or at least unpolluted by foreign

occupation and modernization.
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And yet the forms in which culture producers are expressing these concerns are not
timeless but feel utterly new. The introduction of new forms, used in part to address loss of
tradition, created shock waves, perhaps escalating Tibetan “memory crisis” anxieties. The artistic
process connects culture producers not only to the present, but also the past, in crucial ways. As
conservative and innovative responses to cultural anxieties about cultural transmission multiply,
culture producers and commentators are establishing an area of cultural and intellectual activity
encompassing diverse efforts, debates, perspectives and strategies. Contemporary artists pioneer
an important shift in this cultural sphere: that from orientation focused on the lost past to a
documentation of the present. For these artists, the present holds within it the unfolding legacies
of the past but can also project itself into a future. If there is a practice of cultural sustainability in

Tibet, it may emerge from such strategies.

Materials

Artists are important to exploration of the theoretical concerns of this dissertation,
namely modern Tibetan culture and cultural sustainability, because they are explicitly engaged
with the same concerns, and moreover, because artists are acknowledged by some Tibetans
(especially bloggers) to be the ones really showing what is happening in Tibet today, inside the
minds and souls of ordinary Tibetans. Thus, the primary materials for this study are artists’
narratives and artworks, with secondary materials contributed by a limited number of catalogues
and scholarly or critical writing about Tibetan contemporary art.

The primary source materials for this study—art works and artists’ oral narratives—were
gathered during ethnographic fieldwork primarily in Lhasa in 2004 and 2006-7, but also in other
locations with Tibetan populations and artists between 2001 and 2010. While the primary
materials for this specific study broadly concern the previous century of artistic production, the
focus is on members of the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild and their artistic activities and
productions in the period 2003-2007. 1 also utilize art publications, interviews, and participant

observation experiences, interviews, artworks, Chinese Communist Party propaganda, museum
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exhibitions’ catalogues, and draw upon my familiarity with Tibetan Buddhism and Himalayan
Buddhist art history as well.

By the time | was concluding ethnographic fieldwork in Lhasa for this study, the sites in
which one could see secular art had multiplied beyond the one little tea shop I’d stumbled upon in
1997. The novelty of contemporary Tibetan art has become sensational and capitalized. Craig
Simmons (2004) in the New York Times’ Travel section describes the Gedun Choephel gallery,
Lhasa, a Beijing-published guidebook, included a full color, muti-page feature on contemporary
art (L. M. Sangster 2006), and editions of Lonely Planet and other guidebooks (always on the
lookout for new ways to tell the story of a place with a declining number of historical sites),
popular amongst western and Han tourists now include sites of contemporary art sales amongst
their top recommendations in the city. Tour guides in 2006 brought groups of foreigners to the
Gedun Choephel Artists Guild’s Gallery while enjoying the Barkhor circuit surrounding the holy
Jokhang temple.** A young, bar-visiting Tibetan once said, in reference to tourists’ views of his
generation, “T know we are not the Tibetans they want to see (Adams).” Although many
foreigners are not interested in present-day Tibetan lives, the new visibility of non-traditional
culture and contemporary art can serve as a counterpoint to Shangri-la tourism.

Still, in 2004 there were four, and in 2007 only two serious contemporary galleries
dedicated to Lhasa’s more conceptually and aesthetically challenging work. Most of the visibility
satisfying the newfound tourist curiosity then is met by the dozen or so souvenir shops and cafes
meeting increased tourist demand for souvenirs and art by selling so-called contemporary Tibetan
art (much of it made by Han painters, some pieces even imported from eastern China) primarily
to Han tourists, while reproductions of Buddhist thangka paintings (of greatly varying quality)
also continued brisk sales in the Barkhor neighborhood.

Local and regional publications of art and literature associations, research institutes, and
local newspapers under government sponsorship are limited sites for critical aesthetic or

conceptual engagements with contemporary art. Editorial content in the PRC about modern and

37



contemporary art infrequently appears in Tibetan and Chinese language journals about Tibetan
arts and culture. A pair of short articles, for example, was unusual in their celebration of the non-
governmental, independent efforts of artists, and was printed within four-page color inserts of at
least half a dozen paintings from two artists’ collectives (L. (. Sangster 2006) (L. (. Sangster
2006). In general, the only print visibility of contemporary art was found on the back cover, full
color reproductions with simple captions that appeared monthly in journals such as Art and
Literature. There have been attempts to increase editorial content in Lhasa. In one instance of
which | am aware, a young Tibetan artist and journalist employed by a cultural publication
encountered significant resistance to his proposed review of an exhibition opening at the Gedun
Choephel Artists Guild in 2007. When he questioned his editor’s “censorship” of certain portions
of the report, the editor pulled the article altogether.** Yet this means academic, art theory or
critical writing about the themes and practice of contemporary artists are not yet being written in
local or national journals.*®

More so than current scholarship and secondary literature suggests by its paucity, it is in
the studios and the galleries of London, Beijing, and Lhasa that contemporary art by Tibetan
artists is visible and dynamically engaged with contemporary society. Exhibition catalogues
published by the international galleries are important as documents of the emerging field,
containing excellent color reproductions of art works, artists’ statements, and insightful essays by
scholars and art professionals.*

Catalogues and books of contemporary art have also been published in the TAR and are
an important survey of works which have passed official sanction between the late 1990s and
mid-2000s (or, as Harris suggests (1999), evaded censors insensitive to the subtlety of culturally
encoded images of dissent). These publications also demonstrate how art works are selected from
artists’ oeuvre for official exhibitions; | noted they tend to have subject matter centered on ruins,
animals, women, appropriated religious motifs, and primitive nomads, which confirm State and

popular representations of Tibet and Tibetans as vestiges of a romantic, pre-modern world.
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Critical attention in American media is also slim, but made for irresistible material that
evidenced reception of the phenomenon in the international contemporary art world, and Tibetan
responses. Two reviews of contemporary Tibetan art in the New York Times: one positive
introduction of Rossi+Rossi’s show for Asia Week 2007 (Cotter 2007), and one negative review
of the exhibition “Tradition Transformed” at the Rubin Museum of Art (Johnson 2010). Both
reviewers struggle to reconcile an interest in this new source of fodder for contemporary art
markets with their expectations of traditionalism and implicit assumptions and critiques of
imitating western modernity. Tibetan responses to the latter review (largely in blogs online) have
suggested these critics were ignorant of Tibetan contemporary politics and contexts, while
reviewers note that the RMA’s New York and Atlanta exhibitions would have overcome this gap
with greater attention to artists’ contemporary contexts and curatorial selections less narrowly
focused on the continuity of religion (Ciliberto 2009).* Notwithstanding the faults of the curators
and museums, however, the critics identified multiple artists “to watch” and noted this was a
movement with fascinating potential, constituting a form of validation outside of gallery agents,
artists, and academics.

Methodology

| approached my materials with the goal of first answering critical questions about the
nature of art and artists in Lhasa. I then reflected upon artists’ commentaries about their art and
lives as artists helped me understand art and its functions personally and socially.

My approach to fieldwork, as well as the interpretive lenses | have brought to bear upon
all it yielded in over a decade of interest in the subject, has been critically informed by an
interdisciplinary training in modern Tibetan studies, anthropological sub-disciplines of art, oral
narrative, and vernacular or alternative modernities, and memory studies.

Ethnographic fieldwork for this specific project occurred in two focused stays in Lhasa
during the summer of 2004,* and from January 2006 to August 2007." | periodically surveyed

the sites in which contemporary art could be seen in Lhasa, but primarily divided my time
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between participant observation at the Gedun Choephel Artist Guild gallery, viewing,
photographing and discussing works in artists’ home studios, and meeting artists in public places
such as cafes for gatherings or interviews.

I compiled some materials into a structure for writing a modern art history of change in
the past one hundred years in Lhasa. | utilized research and previous studies of Tibetan Buddhism
to identify references and influences from traditional religious philosophy, world views, imagery
and materials, and to understand the meanings and practices associated with art and artists over
time. | also distilled coherent commentaries — verbal and visual — artists offered over a range of
art works and interviews on particular topics such as ethnicity, religion, memory, trauma, and the
politics of identity and globalization in a colonial context. In working with the materials in this
way, | was able to unveil predominant concerns, artists who shared ideological commitments and
working methods, social processes of contestation between artists, and unique voices.

My approach to this work was informed, of course, by anthropologists of art, narrative,
and ethnography. Anthropologists in various subfields inform my intention to be attentive to local
and social processes, sensitive to the importance of unique individuals, and include multiple
voices in exploring the manifestations of hybridity and adaptations to global flows in specific
contexts. As artworks constituted a set of original primary source data, in addition to artists’
narratives, the anthropology of art guided my focus on a type of material culture and its
production that has been under-represented in anthropology to explore cultural specificities and
focus on individuals and the social processes in which they are engaged. Mahon particularly
attends to making visible the work of culture producers and the “social affects” their practices,
contexts and discourses can engender (Mahon 2000).

Anthropologists of art whose methods and commitments are important for me include
Howard Morphy, Faye Ginsburg, Nicholas Thomas, and also Jeremy Coote, Anthony Shelton,
and Marcus Meyers. They model methodologies of research and writing that move back and forth

between objects’ forms and the social contexts of production and use, unraveling how materials
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and content are a window into larger and deeper cultural worlds. Morphy (2008) wrote at length
about an individual artist’s life as well, illustrating intimate relationships between art and life. In
particular, however, | appreciated how Ginsburg (F. Ginsburg 1991) (F. D.-L. Ginsburg 2002)
and Thomas (2001) (1997) situate persons for whom an indigenous identity is very important as
contemporaneous with the hegemonic, national, or majority populations among or near whom
they live. As minorities who have been marginalized (typically through colonial histories), such
artists and media producers have particular communication goals in relation to both their broader
social and political contexts, and within their own communities.

I benefited from Howard Morphy’s didactic prescription for analysis of indigenous arts,
described in “From Dull to Brilliant: The Aesthetics of Spiritual Power among the Yolngu”
(Morphy 1994). Morphy outlines an ethnographic method that moves from the tangible details of
an art object’s materials and forms, to symbolic content, and finally to uncovering the role it plays
in creating and transmitting larger cultural meaning making structures registered in the
production, use, and viewing of artistic media. Morphy documented this process in the case of
aboriginal Australian use of “shimmering,” an affect achieved through a technique of
crosshatching patterns in coffin lids, costume, and body paint, in life cycle rituals that connect the
community to its origin myths and the physical landscape. Steiner’s (1994) work in Africa and
Meyer (2002) (1995) and Morphy in Australia, reveal how such local meanings, uses, and
worldviews are ignored or difficult to retain when traditional (and new “old”) objects are moved
from local production and use into markets beyond the borders of those communities.

The movement of productions outside of their native communities is not always
configured as a loss or diminishment, however. Ginsburg focuses on the enactment of cultural
knowledge performed by social processes of artistic production, and the adoption of modern
technologies to assist in the transmission of such knowledge between generations and across
geographic distances via indigenous television and radio programming in Australia and among

the Inuit in the Canadian arctic (1991, 1994, 1993). Ginsburg’s multiple studies illuminated the
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creation of media as a process that was deeply embedded in and productive of social
relationships; these “social processes of production” also functioned in these cases to strengthen
indigenous community, and relationships with outside the community through the production and
broadcasts, thus promoting understanding of their heritage within the mainstream population.

While these goals and insights are positive, | often felt there were also limits to
indigenous art and media studies in the treatment of indigenous media producers to the extent that
they are portrayed somewhat one-dimensionally as replicators of tradition, primarily motivated to
authentically enact, preserve and transmit tradition.

While | also noted that Tibetan artists, like those in Africa and Australia, could encode
meanings in their work that were not readily legible to outsiders, and, like the Inuit, adopted new
technologies and media, | found as much significance in an inversion of what might be expected
elsewhere. Rather than assume traditional symbols carried unchanging meanings for their makers
(meanings that might be protected through the adjustment of images to enhance or disguise them
before export to foreign viewers), Tibetan artists did not assume their own full knowledge, nor
their communities’, of their traditions. Thus, I attempted to recognize traditional elements in
contemporary artists’ works and to be knowledgeable of historical meanings and uses of those
elements, without however also assuming artists had intended to wholly import these historical
meanings into the present works. That is, at times, artists were even pointing to this very gap
between historical meanings of content and changes to how the same symbols or concepts could
be understood, transmitted, or relevant today.

Additionally, Tibetans artists were as likely to intentionally adapt imported foreign or
modern imagery to their own contexts, so that such references did not enter into circulation in
their own places and time with their original, foreign designers’ full meanings, either. In regard to
indigenous adaptations of traditional and modern imagery, I found Thomas’ choice of artists and
his analysis very helpful for understanding contemporary Tibetan arts because of his contribution

of two valuable concepts: what he terms coevality and imaging collectivity.
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Thomas pursues histories of engagement between aboriginals and white settlers by
returning art objects to their sites of production in contemporary times, where the works can
“assert presence” and speak about indigenous rights and agency to both audiences (2001). By this
demonstration of the “coevality” of colonial or settler and indigenous peoples, acknowledgement
of the mutuality and contemporaneousness of their histories is increased and biases which would
continue to project primitiveness onto the indigenous are delegitimized. In addition, this move no
longer constrains artists to work with traditional art objects or the modification of recognizably
traditional forms with modern technologies and materials, as in the above studies, in order to
claim their unique cultural identities. Thomas writes that the contemporary Maori artist, Robert
Jahnke, “imaged collectivity” by combining references to modernity and traditional imagery,
which both familiar to local community members. This functioned to strengthen identification
with indigeneity and with indigenous community members and with the work of art, even as the
final product did not take a traditional form or style (Thomas 1997). Similarly, in the Tibetan
context, as Thomas models, “traditional” elements can be read as familiar, for their continued
meaningfulness and as traces of the past still in circulation, alongside the equally familiar signs of
modernity in the local visual economy and culture. To acknowledge this reality serves critical
functions for community, for and relevancy and presence, and claims to legitimacy of cultural
identities and rights to self-representation.

In Lhasa in 2004, | first met many of the artists in this study, who had the year before
convened and organized as the Gedun Choephel Artists’ Guild and Gallery. They were clearly
thinking about cultural pasts and futures, but oriented primarily to the present moment, where
these intersected in real and important, if not challenging and unsettling, ways. While | looked at
the commentaries and productions of an urban, educated group in Lhasa, they are deeply
concerned about issues such as the exploitation of women, the environment, and nomadic
communities, and acutely aware of the suffering created everyday by discriminatory policies and

social marginalization for the past sixty years. They are also students, teachers, parents, lovers,
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and friends, with lives they seek to make joyful, meaningful, and fulfilling. Their work, far from
created from a removed perspective of elite privilege or dictated by politics, seemed to bring
together modernity (for better and worse) and strong cultural identity that reflected their personal
and social everyday realities. My aspiration to help amplify their articulations was spurred by an
awareness that Tibetans’ contemporary urban contexts, and artists’ expressions of their
experiences of them, were almost entirely absent from academic and public perceptions of Tibet,
and sometimes even discounted.

I began with documentation of their commentaries and photographing their artworks in
the gallery and a few members’ home studios in 2004. During my 2006-2007 fieldwork,
participant observation began with association with artists in the Gedun Choephel Artists’ Guild’s
(GCAG) Barkhor neighborhood gallery.* | observed visitors to their gallery, meetings of gallery
members, and discussed works brought by members for display there. Before long, the GCAG
members introduced me to other artists, art professionals and professors, leaders of other art
organizations, and their students, which often led to formal interviews and private studio visits. |
visited art classes and the mounting of and attendance at exhibitions at Tibet University. These
structured exchanges and settings were a regular feature of my life in Lhasa, but were
accompanied too by the fascinating conversations that transpired during casual travels across
town and meals together, and the informal social gatherings of the artists. In time, | also became
involved in GCAG’s emerging relationships with foreign contemporary art dealers and curators.
Despite the awareness that my very presence could not but have an impact of some sort, | had
become comfortable with the notion of myself as an ‘observer’ of the realms of activity artists
had established. Involvement with their burgeoning international careers signaled a shift to
another form of participation in the creation of new and emerging spheres for which | felt
unprepared as a researcher or, as my new friends may have hoped, as an advisor. It was, however,
a thrilling opportunity to learn from the inside along with artists, for whose evident trust and

collaboration | remain indebted and grateful. At the time, contemporary artists in Lhasa and
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foreign supporters and audiences needed someone who had a working grasp of urban Tibetan
realities and history and could draw on this to contextualize the artists’ smart, passionate,
stunning, and savvy articulations. | did my best to fill this gap when opportunities arose to write
catalogue essays and to co-curate exhibitions, but not without some handwringing over how this
implicated me in the creation of value and could elevate some artists and works over others. In
curatorial roles towards the end of my year and half of fieldwork in Lhasa, | was however more
motivated to advance the educational opportunities that artists sought about western/international
exhibiting and market conventions, as the degree to which they wanted to be involved in these
worlds was a discernment processes in which they were engaged regardless of my presence, as
buyers and agents sought or discovered them in Lhasa. These opportunities also widened the
scope of my sites of research to include people living in Beijing, London, and the United States,
enhancing my understanding of the unique features of Lhasa’s art scenes.

I also participated in and have continued to observe artists’ encounters with exhibiting
internationally, an emergent area of activity | had not anticipated. The years 2003-2010 were
marked with many important “firsts” in the dramatic increase in the international visibility and
marketability of a previously unknown phenomenon. It is amazing to recall, for example, that the
first independent artists-run gallery in Lhasa opened in 2003 with sales to tourists averaging
under $200, turned into a movement with its first international exhibition of artwork from Lhasa
in 2005 (and still sales in Lhasa rarely topped $1,000), and yet by 2009, its superstar, the Lhasa-
born artist Gonkar Gyatso was invited to the 53rd Venice Biennial (Italy) and in 2012 his work
“Endless Knott” sold at Sotheby’s London Contemporary Art auction for $271,409, more than

doubling his previous record ( Sotheby's London 2012).*°
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Figure 3 Gonkar Gyatso. Endless Knot 2011.
polyurethane, paint, graphite, and stickers.

This was hardly imaginable in the early 2000s, and would have been “unbelievable” artist
Gonkar Gyatso has said,* at the birth of contemporary art in Tibet. Throughout the 1980s and
1990s, artwork created beyond the employ of the state was relatively radical and those artists’
efforts were dismissed, derided and lacked an audience.

I was fortunate to participate in many of the landmark events of the movement: the first
exhibition of diaspora Tibetan artists in the United States in 2003 in Washington, D.C., New
York, and at a University (which | organized at Emory); the first Lhasa artists shown in art
galleries in Santa Fe, London and Hong Kong starting in 2005; a first joint exhibition of exile and
Lhasa artists; the first exhibition of Lhasa artists at a prestigious contemporary gallery in Beijing
in 2006 (for which | was the co-curator at Red Gate Gallery/798); Lhasa artists’ first solo shows
in London starting in 2008; and the first independent Tibetan and Han jointly-curated major
contemporary exhibition in Beijing in 2010. Within a decade, contemporary Tibetan art was
established as a global phenomenon, with artists, collectors, and regular small exhibitions in
America, Europe, South Asia, and East Asia. These “firsts” were made possible in large part as
multiples players in art worlds converged, including artists (including those who traveled,

studied, or moved abroad), gallerists, scholars, collectors, tourism, and a period of relative
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political stability in Lhasa prior to 2008. And yet, while the fascinating global dimensions of this
phenomenon were analyzed by Harris (C. Harris 2012) (C. E. Harris 2012) as | finalized this
manuscript, but as | conducted this research and began to write about contemporary art in Tibet, it
was too preliminary to investigate the impact of international galleries and collectors, and to have
attempted as much would have detracted from the specificity of my work in Lhasa. However, it is
hardly deniable that artists are engaged in the contemporary, global art world, and gaining
recognition as producers. In the early1980s, Tibetan artists recently graduated from art
institutions or self-taught in Lhasa struggled to be included in juried exhibitions and advance their
careers in Chinese Communist Party-governed art worlds. The dramatic and sudden growth of the
movement two decades later attests to widespread interest in their work, the introduction of
market factors, and the emergence of contemporary Tibetan art as a global phenomenon. These
signs have encouraged my belief in the value of this project. | have befriended artists and dealers
in the US, Europe, and Asia, and anticipate following their work for years to come. But through
my focus on Tibetan artists working in Lhasa, | hope to advance understanding of their contexts
and choices.

While engaged in ethnography, | also attended to the social processes and contexts for
artists themselves and my own viewing of art. On occasion, an artist would suggest | go see
another artist in their studio, or remark that a colleague was working on something new. These
occasions were rare enough that I knew they were not only for my benefit as a researcher
interested in anything and everything, but indicated to me that someone had especially caught the
attention of their hard-to-impress peers. Artists shared with me art works which were in process
and perhaps sought feedback, and those works which remained in their studio from prior phases
of their studies or careers as either significant accomplishments, mile markers in their trajectories,
or less successful pieces that had simply piled up. This gave me insight into their artistic choices,
aesthetic formation and the role of peers and critics, as well as sensitivity to the considerations

which preceded the public circulation of a work in exhibition or publication. Upon public display,

47



the artist relinquishes a work not only to the scrutiny, but also potentially erroneous or unsafe
interpretations, of others. On the whole, artists were far more intrigued by others’ responses at
this point in the life cycle of a work than they were interested in dictating their intent or shaping
viewer’s perceptions, but at times artists voiced their displeasure with interpretations that were
politicized or evidenced lack of understanding of Tibetan society. | have respected their privacy
by publishing here only works and commentaries which they have previously made public or
given me permission to use. Of course my understanding of the works discussed is unavoidably
also informed by the totality of our communications and the works | viewed.

This attention to local specificity also manifests in my discussion of art works, for
example, as a decision to invoke western art historical moments, artists, or works only when my
interlocutors do; a stance which differentiates my work from some others writing about
contemporary Tibetan art today.>* The Rubin Museum of Art curators of the 2009 exhibition
“Tradition Transformed” is a recent incidence of comparing Gongar Gyatso’s My ldentity
photography series to Cindy Sherman; lan Alsop has described Tsering Dorje’s thick oil paintings
in reference to Picasso and invoked Wyeth’s individualism and Warhol’s iconicization of pop
culture; and Harris (C. E. Harris 2012) writes without citing ethnographic evidence that Nortse’s
Masked Man and Endless Bottle of Beer from 2007 are “clearly indebted to Edgar Degas’”

depictions of absinthe drinkers.

Figure 4 Gonkar Gyatso. My Identity. 2003. Three of Four photographs, from the "Lhasa - New Art
from Tibet" exhibiton catalog (2007), Red Gate Gallery, Beijing.
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Yet, Gonkar Gyatso, who was by far the most travelled and studied among Tibetan
contemporary artists, having lived and studied art in Beijing, India and London, confirmed in
conversation with me that despite humerous comparisons by western scholars of his photographic
work My Identity to Cindy Sherman’s oeuvre, he had in fact never heard of or seen her work
when he donned costumes and posed before his camera in 2003. ** Moreover, her concerns with
the history of female representation and the visual culture she references are far from his
reference points and communication goals. Thus I refrain from this rhetoric and the imposition of
my own cultural context, as much as is possible, in my own analyses, unless artists have
explicitly told me of the influence of specific western modern art or artists or particular
experience, in which case the connection to an entirely distinct cultural, historic and artistic
moment is asserted by the artist. For example, Gonkar Gyatso’s friend, Nortse, recounts the
powerful impression, and confusion, he experienced upon seeing a book of Picasso paintings for
the first time while an art student in Beijing in the mid 1980s, and how his teacher’s attempt to
discount it caused Nortse to break from Chinese art academies. These encounters took place in a
very specific context and time period in China and Tibet, and to suggest artists’ access to or
familiarity with western artists’ work in the absence of such confirmation and social context fails
to take into consideration the very real limits on access to information and materials, and the
educational processes and influences they have variably experienced in the past several decades.
On the other hand, Tibetan artists in Lhasa have actively sought opportunities—through books,
then online, and through visits to museums and galleries in eastern China and the West—to
experience international contemporary art, and resent the assumption that, in the 2000s, they
would be shocked or amazed by it in the same ways they were in the post-Cultural
Revolution1980s.® Finally, comparative associations to Western art can imply Tibetans’ work is
merely derivative or culturally inauthentic, a view that has been expressed in no less than reviews

in The New York Times. Often, however, their insistence upon their status as “twenty-first

49



century global citizens,” as Nortse liked to say, took the form of questions, at times addressed to
me and to which | had to admit my ignorance.

Artists knew, for example, that professional art practices in Lhasa (and in the PRC) often
do not mirror other global sites of contemporary art production for a variety of reasons. Excessive
State control of artists’ practices on the one hand — manifest in the strong influence of the Party in
training and organizing artists and orchestrating career trajectories — is coupled with the absence
of protections for artists’ output on the other. One artist, Gade, discovered after one of his
paintings was published, without his permission or knowledge, that further copyright
infringement ran rampant: his painting was reproduced as room-sized carpets, on tourist
souvenirs, and on boxes of throat lozenges.> On another occasion, a group of artists discovered
that a government publishing house was distributing a hardcover book of contemporary art from
Tibet, but had not sought the permission or participation of the artists who, when they complained
to the publisher, were each compensated with five free copies of the book, a gesture the artists
found absurd. These experiences of exploitation at home perhaps intensified desire to understand
international art business standards, and as such questions arose far beyond my expertise, for
example, about international copyright laws and intellectual property rights or the fair percentage
of sales galleries paid to artists, | attempted to identify reliable sources of information to refer
them.

For Tibet, the past is a powerful presence, and questions of by whom, how and for whom
“modernity” is variously defined are critical in light of projections and fantasies surrounding
Tibet in both the West and in Asia which so often center on notions of “tradition” and change.

“Tradition” in Tibet is often synonymous with Buddhism. Just as I did not assume my
informants’ familiarity with Western art history, I tried to resist assumptions about their Buddhist
art historical proclivities and personal faith experiences, although most observers take for granted
artists’ (as all Tibetans’) Buddhist identity. Assertion of relationship between contemporary art

works and traditional Tibetan Buddhist arts in this study was based upon artists’ indications of
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such connections either in direct commentary on specific symbols or (Tsering Woeser 2013) (C.
Harris 2013) (Schwartz 2008) (Tashi 2008) more generally in regard to their approach to
methods, materials, and techniques. Artists felt comfortable to express to me the ambivalence
towards religion they feared many outsiders would not be sympathetic to hearing, while others
were more apt to frame the historical conditions which had contributed to their sense that the
conditions which existed for society as they grew up were not conducive to religious knowledge
or practice. Nyandak once questioned the spiritual efficacy of “just walking in circles around a
building,” referencing the ubiquitous practice amongst Tibetan Buddhists of kora, the merit-
making circumambulation of holy sites, while Gade has felt the Buddhist-looking imagery in his
art reflected his own “shallow knowledge of Buddhism,” and Jhamsang confided he “had no idea
how to meditate or communicate with Buddhas.”® Artists’ reflections, such as Tsering
Nyandak’s revelation that the “generalizing tactic” of referencing Tibetan Buddhism doesn’t
acknowledge his lack of personal or emotional connection to Buddhist art, reinforced the
importance, and paucity, of this perspective.*® These voices are rarely heard in Tibetan studies or
in popular discourse about Tibet abroad or in China.

Studies of unique individuals’ narrations of their life stories analyzed by anthropologists
as reflections of larger cultural and social frames of reference (Behar 1993) (Crapanzano 1985)
(Ochs 1996), and discussed with Dr. Joyce Flueckiger, facilitated my understanding of these
individual’s constructions of themselves as “artists.” Artists’ commentary on works and life
experiences unveil the intersections of powerful historical, social, political, economic and cultural
forces. The limitations and opportunities artists’ perceive also inform us about the construction of
artistic selves. For example, on more than one occasion, when artists were nervous about
potential political implications of their artwork, they chose to describe a production perhaps in
terms of the indigenous materials they used. Various fieldwork constraints common to
researchers in the PRC, however, curtailed explicit life history interviews to a greater degree than

I had expected, and | was not able to elicit life stories, or even thorough narratives of many
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individuals’ artistic identities and histories. Artists were reticent about even ordinary details of
their lives when recalling politically troubled time periods, particularly in the presence of a
research assistant. During the politically sensitive times in Lhasa that occurred during my
fieldwork, artists also withdrew, even literally taking their art off the walls of the gallery on one
occasion.”” Yet over the course of my fieldwork, | assembled a picture of some artistic careers,
and as our relationships deepened, the other problem arose of accounts so personal that | was
asked to keep them confidential. | have done so, and because the movement is still so small and
unique, | decided against using any of this material under pseudonyms. Through both reticence
and being taken into confidence, | understood more generally the zeitgeist amongst creative
intellectuals in the post-Mao era. The artists’ visual productions and their narratives about them
illuminate the ways in which these lives find expression and create meaning in their specific but
shared social contexts. Specific interpretations and conclusions about their work and lives,
however, remain my own.

Finally, while none of us could have known it at the time, the primary period of focus for
my fieldwork for this project, 2003-2007, was a remarkable and unique moment in the history of
contemporary Tibetan art and of Lhasa. There was a high degree of commitment to artistic
activities in a variety of art scene circles, artists were enthused and encouraged by successes, and
the milieu was relatively open and optimistic. This all began to change towards the end of my
fieldwork with the arrival of the controversial Qinghai-Tibet Railroad and anticipation of the
2008 Beijing Olympics which brought Tibet uncomfortably into the national spotlight and
individuals in the city under closer scrutiny of the authorities. Religious and civil restrictions
steadily increased. For example, even lighting incense on a Wednesday (the day of the week on
which the Dalai Lama was born), or kora, walking the circumambulation route on a holiday—
personal devotional acts that are legally permitted under the PRC constitution—were periodically
tightly controlled in Lhasa. For example, in the winter of 2007, friends of mine deliberated

whether to join the popular traditional candlelight kora around the Jokhang temple on a major
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holiday. Gathering at a home for dinner, preparations to depart for the temple were suspended, as
everyone had a story of government officials convening meetings earlier that afternoon in
workplaces and neighborhoods to ban participation by Lhasans (pilgrims from outside the city
were permitted) and threaten being fired from their jobs if caught on video surveillance or by
local authorities. Most of my friends decided to go out anyway, but to be disguised by bundling
up so that only their eyes were visible. So as to not wear the daily attire which might have given
them away to undercover police, informers, or acquaintances who would have been made
uncomfortable by recognizing them but not wanting to greet them, they mixed up coats, scarves,
hats, and mittens and laughed and joked as friend’s garments were too big and too small. The
mood was lightened, and there was a feeling of triumph, but all shared deep frustration and
sadness at the situation. The artists with whom | was closest responded differently to the holiday
and the tendency for authorities to impose last-minute restrictions, televised that day in the name
of limiting the number of pilgrims because of public safety concerns. Most artists stayed home
and one commented, “It is kind of the concerned authorities to protect us,” which could be heard
as a tongue-in-cheek response that declined to directly criticize the government’s suggestion that
a Tibetan custom enacted for hundreds of years needed paramilitary monitoring.

In the spring before | left Lhasa, one of my friends in Lhasa remarked of the local CCP
authorities, “They are playing a stupid cat and mouse game with us Tibetans. They will push and
push and push until finally a backlash will happen, and then they will say they were justified in
repressing it.” Another friend compared the situation to a tinderbox being filled with dry fuel that
would only need a tiny spark to ignite. Sadly, they proved incredibly prescient.

Just months after my departure, massive protests, the largest since 1959 and 1987 erupted
in Lhasa that spread across the plateau like wildfire in early 2008. The arrest of a few monks, who
had refused increasing pressure to oppose the Dalai Lama in re-education campaigns at their
monastery, was the spark that pushed Lhasa’s citizens to take to the streets, escalating in a violent

clash with ethnic Chinese immigrants, subsequently brutally repressed by the State security
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apparatus (and detailed in Tibet’s Last Stand? The Tibetan Uprising of 2008 and China’s
Response (W. W. Smith 2009)). For the next two years, authorities combed the footage from the
city’s many surveillance cameras, interrogated suspects, and even executed “terrorists.” I saw
reports that suggested intellectuals and people with contact with foreigners were particularly
suspect to investigation by authorities. Reported in Tibetan press in the west was the case of one
gallery suddenly closed by authorities shortly after an exhibition opening. In light of the dismal
situation and out of concern for artists’ safety, [ suspended all communication with artists, but
occasionally would continue to hear from them when they managed to travel abroad, and saw
works they had slipped out to foreign galleries for exhibition. None of us foreigners who had
been able to converse with artists about their work were in Lhasa and we could not get back in, as
visas and travel permits for Tibet were not being issued, so galleries published these works,
occasionally with prepared statements artists had enclosed, and these were a great resource to me
at that time.

This study then unintentionally became a snapshot of pre-2008 Lhasa art worlds, after
which, as Tibetans continue to say, “everything changed.” One artist told me he couldn’t work in
the aftermath of the protests, and spent time in numb bewilderment. In some respects though, the
tragedy of mass protests and deaths of 2008 have been displaced by the horror since 2009 of
Tibetan self-immolations occurring in increasing numbers, having reached at the time of this
writing more than 130 individual incidents, most of which have been fatal (L. M. Sangster 2012).
Despite the escalation of tragedy, however, there appears to have only been a temporary cessation
of artistic activities after 2008. Artistic responses have emerged from diasporic communities, but
within Tibet and exile communities there has been a tremendous outpouring if sentiment in favor
of pan-Tibetan unity and strengthening of cultural pride (L. M. Sangster 2012). In 2010, the
exhibition The Scorching Sun of Tibet, was co-curated by Lhasa artist Gade and highly esteemed
curator and critic of the Chinese avant-garde, Li Xianting, and mounted in the art gallery at

Songzhung, Beijing. A monumental and landmark exhibition, including some of the best artwork
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yet produced by many of my informants, the project also gathered an unprecedented number of
practicing artists from across the Tibetan provinces in solidarity and communion for art and
modern Tibet of resilience, pride, and cultural innovation. It perhaps proves contemporary
Tibetan art is here to stay, and to respond.

Reflecting holistically upon the contemporary artworks | studied also followed upon
visits to many of the sites of art historical import across the Tibetan plateau, including with some
of the world’s top scholars of Tibetan history, Buddhism and art on the 2007 Princeton Tibet Site
Seminar.”® | felt compelled to articulate linkages between the apparently disparate artistic
productions of the past and the present, and, admittedly inspired by the use of the word
“sustainable” in the environmental and organic farming movements in Portland, OR, where | had
moved in the meantime, | was wondering what about Tibetan culture and its art makes it
“Tibetan” and must be healthily transmitted to the future. At a conference of seminar participants
at Princeton in 2008, I first coined the term “cultural sustainability” to describe on the one hand
the common threads | perceived in art created in Tibet over many centuries, but moreover, |
wanted to apply the term as a specific way of taking into consideration contemporary artists’
approaches and answers to that question. The concept of cultural sustainability became central to
this project.

A last word on methodology concerns the languages used in this research project. Tibetan
is an especially difficult language to master. The gulf between modern colloquial and literary
languages is reflected in the foreign expertise, instruction, and scholarship almost exclusively in
the latter, resulting from western academic interest in textual traditions in religious and art
historical studies. My ethnographic interests led to my practical development of colloquial
communication skills in various Tibetan communities in Nepal, India, America and in visits to the
three distinct regions of Tibet itself, which brought exposure to many dialects, accents and
vocabularies, and also the influences of foreign (Indian, Chinese, English) languages on these

Tibetan communities. Lhasan dialect has been accepted as the lingua franca of the international

55



Tibetan cultural world, and largely prepared me for Lhasa-based research. Nonetheless, the
intrusion of Mandarin into Tibetan lives in the Tibetan Autonomous Region in the past 40 years,
a highly political issue, in effect meant, to a degree | had not anticipated, that | met with an
exceptionally small number of Tibetans who could converse with me entirely in Tibetan without
use of phrases or terms borrowed from Mandarin, which | had not studied. This was particularly
true when discussing modern art, as most artists’ art education—either institutional or through
books, journals and what they have had access to on the Internet—have been in Chinese
language. Terms for painting materials, styles, movements and psychological subjectivities
simply have not been coined, or are not in circulation, in Tibetan, as is the case with many
modern subjects including science, medicine and technology, despite international efforts to
support Tibetan neologisms. Additionally, modern Lhasan speech is peppered with its own
Tibetan vocabulary and historical, commercial, and popular references. Therefore, | often leaned
on English-speaking Tibetan artists for specialized terms, and employed a tri-lingual
translator/research assistant to join me for formal interviews, and to review recordings of
interviews and conversations with me afterwards. | primarily worked with a woman who wishes
to remain anonymous, who was born in Tibet and raised speaking Tibetan and Mandarin before
studying English in Tibetan communities in exile as a youth. She later returned to Tibet, where
we met. Her language skills were an asset for people like me and NGOs hiring local assistants,
but did not help her blend in to Lhasa, where they made evident her politically transgressive time
in the Dalai Lama’s headquarters. She assisted with literal translation on efforts—and | was
grateful for our mutual desire to be faithful to each individual’s literal choice of words, and not
merely settle for the basic meaning—but she also thought with me about cultural idioms and
subjects’ affects, from reticence to enthusiasm, in order to understand the particular flavors of and
contexts for an individual’s expressions. These benefits outweighed the occasional reticence of
my informers in the presence of a stranger, whose presence was less necessary as my own

language skills improved over time. Interestingly, there were some topics artists could more
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readily share with an outsider, a foreign visitor, than with a native local embedded in the same
politics as themselves.

Phonetic rendering of Tibetan words in English has not yet been standardized in
international usage, but | endeavored to use the most common spellings reflecting Lhasa dialect
and to note when alternatives have appeared in prior publications or an individual’s personal
preference for spelling their names in English. Scholarly transliteration in the west employs the
system originally devised by Wylie (1959), and I here include the Wylie transliteration for
technical terms parenthetically.

Avrtists are important subjects for exploration of cultural and social processes of
continuity and change because these issues are a focal point of their artistic practices and
discourses. As artist Tsering Nyandak once said to me, “artists are different, more sensitive” to
their environment, but on another occasion, he also wished to reiterate, “but mostly, we are just
ordinary people, like everyone else.” Artists, akin to why activists are excellent spokespersons on
political issues, are synthesizing their sensitive but everyday observations and reflections, but as
artists, are practiced in articulating them.

These methodologies combine in this study as | took up the challenge to both discuss
works in the context of each artists’ influences and experiences and goals, while also being
mindful of the researcher’s job to look at broader cultural and historical contexts and propose
connections and implications that transcend any one individual’s self-representations. In this
regard, | looked for patterns of cultural production and expression in Lhasa that mirrored the
“symptoms,” to use Terdiman’s term (Terdiman 1993), of collective anxiety, trauma, memory,
“postmemory” (Hirsch 2002), transformation, “collectivity” (Thomas 1997), and indigenous
mediation (F. Ginsburg 1993) which western cultural theorists have located in communities
undergoing modern stresses worldwide.

By doing so, | mean not to lessen the specificity of the Tibetan context, but rather to

attempt to bring that particular site and history, long cloistered in exceptionalism behind the
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Himalayas, into dialogue with wider concerns and interdisciplinary issues (Gyatso 2005),
including tradition, change, and cultural sustainability.>

In contributing to Tibetan contemplation of cultural survival, this particular group of
artists may be developing novel strategies and an orientation towards the present and future which
has the potential to shift discourse away from preservation and towards sustainability.

Discussion

I structured my investigations in the following chapters to explore the history of art and
artists in Lhasa in the past century, and whether and how contemporary Tibetan artists offer
unique articulations of ethnic minority identity (Tibetanness) inside the PRC, reflect on the role
of Tibetan Buddhism in modern culture, and consider role of memory in the present.

Chapters two and three take up the meanings various groups and individuals assume
when labeling themselves “artists,” their work “art” within a variety of institutional frameworks
and ideological commitments, these meanings shift over time but can be understood through
artistic practices, discourses, and contexts. | utilize art publications, interviews, and participant
observation experiences, and anthropological studies of visual culture to present a history of art
production in Lhasa over the past one hundred years. For each of five distinct artistic eras |
identified,” I introduce the general sociopolitical context and institutional frameworks within
which art producers work, describe artistic practices and examples of artistic products, interpret
artistic discourses, and consider the social impacts of art. Chapter two covers roughly 1900-1980,
from the hegemony of traditional Tibetan Buddhist arts, to the introduction of indigenous
modernization, and then total eclipse of Tibetan visual culture by Socialist Realism in the Maoist
era. In chapter three, 1980-2008, the social dynamics of the Lhasa art world are revealed through
the relationships between members of art associations, the roles of leaders, and the tensions
between associations’ goals and commitments and how these manifest in public events and
private conversation. Examples are drawn from interviews with and artworks by members of the

Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association, the Lhasa Artists Association, the Gedun
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Choephel Artists Guild, and Tibet University School of Fine Arts. Key figures articulate the at
times contested notions of whether there is a “contemporary Tibetan art movement” in Lhasa, and
what its features should be now or in the future.

In chapter four, | examine articulations of Tibetanness through the representations of
Tibetans found in Chinese Communist Party propaganda and museum exhibitions’ catalogues, in
contrast to the verbal and artistic articulations of twenty-first century Tibetan identities artists
represent, focused on the portrait paintings of Tsewang Tashi and Tsering Nyandak between 2002
and 2008. These perceptions and representations are problematic because throughout these
fluctuations in foreign projections, and their contemporary reverberations, as many artists
reminded me, Tibetans’ indigenous perceptions have remained wholly absent from the
representations of Tibetanness. Contemporary artists can and do answer back to these images of
them created by others, articulating their own notions of Tibetanness.

Additionally, issues of power and representation are intimately related also to the
relationship of art and nation, and the construction of history. Anthropologists including
Errington (1998) and Karp (. L. Ivan Karp 1991) (C. M. lvan Karp 1992), explore the unequal
power dynamics exercised in the representation of others in museums. Berger (1972) (1982) and
Benjamin (1968) also theorize the role of visuality in the construction of self, other, and power.

Locally too, Tibet’s traditional culture authorities have had a relatively singular view of
the profound religious function of art and the artists’ place within Buddhist society. In chapter
five, | review traditional Tibetan Buddhist artistic materials, composition genres, and symbols to
illuminate the common visual language Tibetan artists often employ in their secular artwork to
very different ends. In chapter five, interrogation of the role of Tibetan Buddhism and Buddhist
art history for contemporary painters who came of age in Maoist and post-Mao Tibet is explored
through examination of Gade’s oeuvre from the later 1990s to 2008 in comparison to traditional
Tibetan Buddhist materials, techniques, compositions and artistic conventions. Moreover, while

the (Buddhist) past in Tibet appears in some ways as compromised, for Hervieu-Leger, modernity
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creates new needs for religious modes of belief, not less. This leads to religious groups whose
individual members constitute a “chain of memory” through their investment of authority in
“tradition” (Hervieu-Leger 2000). The image of the Buddha appears in many contemporary
artists’ work, I postulate, as a placeholder for tradition, in ways not merely nostalgic but as a form
of reflection upon cultural transmission and sustaining community in complicated times.

The debate points to the ways in which religion is at the heart of tensions and anxieties
about cultural survival, identity and political freedoms in Tibet. Artists must navigate political,
religious, commercial, and symbolic expectations for Buddhist imagery. For contemporary
Tibetan artists, and their Tibetan and foreign observers, Buddhist imagery is as important as its
frequent though unexpected absence.

Chapter five explores reasons for Tibetan and outsiders’ anxieties about the state of
religion in Tibet under communism and its cultural role in the age of globalization through
analysis of the ways in which contemporary artists have refused to un-tether themselves entirely
from the cultural moorings that imbue Tibetan visuality, while at the same time offering
alternatives to expectations.

In chapter six, the constraints faced by artists in Lhasa are addressed in one artist’s
attempt to work against them, particularly through recourse to autobiographical and collective
memory of trauma, explored in a self-portrait series (2007-2009) by Nortse. Young (2000)
importantly asserts the role of art for transmission of history when eyewitnesses and living
memory are no longer readily accessible. Cultural theorists concerned with memory and the past
are also concerned with the role of images and their use (Barthes 1981) (Berger 2001) (Yates
1966). Today’s artists take up the role of cultural producers and cultural authorities to speak about
changing Tibet today, and to re-present Tibet’s place in a globalizing world, while some are also
experimenting with inclusion of personal memory. For Nortse, role of the past in modern society
cannot be understood by Tibetans or observers without consideration of collective memory and

personal pasts.
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Chapter Two
Art and Artists in Lhasa: Modern Arts (1900-1980)

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, artists from Tibet mounted pioneering
exhibitions across the United States, Europe, Asia and Australia, and yet the emergent
phenomenon of contemporary Tibet art continues to struggle to define itself against foreign and
indigenous expectations for “Tibetan art” and “Tibetan artists”. The origins of the contemporary
movement, and the dialectic between tradition and innovation it provokes, are located in the
changing socio-political contexts and corresponding artistic practices of the twentieth century.
The contexts, practices and discourses surrounding art in the previous one hundred years are
explored, beginning in the below discussion through the first three cultural shifts in modern art
forms, followed in the next chapter with the subsequent two eras in contemporary art.

Individual artists’ secular expressions constitute a new phenomenon in Tibetan visual
culture which first emerged in the twentieth century. Visual productions in Tibet have changed
from the exclusively religious materialization of enlightened deities one hundred years ago, to
contemporary painters’ expressions of self, challenging notions of Tibetan of “art,” and their
producers as “artists”. To understand both how change occurs and is resisted, it is important to
consider how traditional definitions of these terms were understood in Tibet, and then to ask, after
a tumultuous twentieth century, what cultural adaptations are occurring in twenty-first century
Lhasa? In outlining an historical account of Tibetan visual productions of the past one hundred
years in this and the following chapter, various stakeholders and arbiters’ definitions of “Tibetan
art” are introduced to frame contemporary debates.

Tibet has long been visually associated with both the dramatic landscape of snow capped
peaks, and the Buddhist arts of statues, paintings, and murals surrounding maroon-clad monks in
ornate temples. While Tibetan Buddhist arts contribute to indigenous and foreign imaginations of
Tibet, Western understanding of this visual tradition has gaps, fallacies, and biases that influence

our understandings of what “art” and “artist” mean in Tibet over time. The arts of Vajrayana
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Buddhism produced in Tibet have been an important part of how missionaries and explorers and
then Orientalists came to know and imagine traditional Buddhist Tibet, and continues to define
“Tibetan art” in museums, exhibitions, and art historical surveys in the West. Moreover, Kvaerne
(1994) and Harris (1999), quote Snellgrove and Richardson (1980), who note that Tibetan art was
regarded in the West as having become “characterized by stagnation and reproduction of
traditional forms” by the first half of the twentieth century. Rhie and Thurman (1991) sustain the
view that neither worthwhile innovations nor artistic accomplishments in Tibetan civilization
have transpired since 1950.

This perspective has dramatically intensified in the wake of colonial occupation by the
People’s Republic of China, following the destruction in the Cultural Revolution of much of
Tibet’s surviving masterworks in situ and disrupting the transmission of artistic training. Thus,
Western art history of Tibetan Buddhism tends to present two options for a demise of Tibetan art:
the gradual internal cultural loss of the tradition’s vitality long before the Communist Chinese
annexation of Tibet, or the dramatic annihilation of occupation and the feeble revival of a
diminished and repressed culture. Both views lead to revering only traditional and antique works
as authentic art. Furthermore, “Tibetan” art has almost always been synonymous with “Buddhist”
art, reflected in the way art has been described, collected, exhibited, and published.®*

Tibet’s Buddhist art, and its producers, have largely been conscribed to a distant past,
which overlooks the many contributions to a rich and varied Tibetan art history which Tibetan
artists have made in the past and present. These constructions of Tibetan (Buddhist) art history
tend to be dismissive of artistic productions associated with modernity and continues to influence
the perception of “Tibetan art” into the twenty-first century.

The meanings of the terms “art” and “artist” change over time, reflecting cultural,
historic, religious and political specificities. This is clearly evident in Lhasa. In roughly the past
one hundred years, five distinct periods may be correlated with characteristic visual productions.

This chapter examines the periods from the Buddhist-dominated fine arts, to early modern
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innovations under the Dalai Lamas, and to Maoist Socialist Realism following Tibet’s annexation
by the People’s Republic of China. The next chapter continues this historical account into the
contemporary era, revealing Western and Chinese modern art influences appearing alongside the
revival of Buddhist arts from the mid-1980s, and the emergence of an international contemporary
movement at the turn of the twenty-first century. Each period redefined conceptions of “art” and
the practices of “artists.” Yet, little is known about whether or how the stereotypes of the thangka
painter, the revolutionary Communist “fine art soldier,” and the common modern notion of the
artist as autonomous individual of creative genius have shaped contemporary Tibetan artistic
identities and artistic activities in modern and contemporary times.

In many ways, contemporary artists in Lhasa disregard the traditional, Buddhist thangka
painters’ strictures, and yet they also participate in the recuperation of their artistic lineage. Along
with all forms of tradition, Buddhist art was targeted for annihilation in the occupation of Tibet
by the People’s Republic of China and subsequent Cultural Revolution era, after which the
relationships between contemporary and traditional art has been complicated. Art producers today
inherited a Tibetan art history and sets of cultural identities that took shape in radically different
worlds—from that of the Dalai Lama’s Buddhist hegemony to the equally hegemonic Socialist
Realist dictates of secular communism. The Lhasa-born artist Gonkar Gyatso reflected that while
these two periods’ productions are radically different in subject, purpose, and technique, from the
perspective of the artist, both fulfill the requirements of a particular historic and cultural moment.
He demonstrates this condition in his photographic series My ldentity (2003), by posing in the
attire and studio settings of four working artists. The composition of each image recreates a
photograph of a thangka painter for the Dalai Lama from the 1930s, inviting comparisons of
subtle differences (C. Harris 2006). The work at once shows distinct visual production phases of
the past one hundred years, as well as speaks autobiographically about Gonkar Gyatso’s artistic
training and career, which, after the third image of the artist in exile (reflecting the ethos of the

Tibetan diaspora in a portrait of the present Dalai Lama over the remembered Potala Palace),
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culminates in the last photograph in a white box studio of the artist relocated to the West and
creating individual works that attempt to transcend cultural bounds (L. M. Sangster 2007).
Looking at relationships to society, the personal or professional goals artists hold in the five time
periods I identify, and what functions their productions perform, we can better understand how, in
contexts of accommodation and adaptation, various indigenous and foreign meanings of “art” and
“artist” are sometimes contrasted, sometimes fused, by the multiple arbiters and practitioners of
visual production in Lhasa.

Brief Overview of the Time Periods

To ask what artistic identities are being sought, finding expression, and implied in a range
of associated activities in the previous hundred years and particularly in the post-Deng era, |
examine the contexts, practices, discourses, and potential social impact of key figures and sites of
artistic production. For each era discussed in this chapter and the next, | describe the social,
political, religious, and global contexts which inform—and may also be impacted by—art and
artists. The practices of artists in Lhasa include membership in associations or operating within
influential institutional frameworks in which the social processes of production, training, careers,
and use, exhibition or viewing of art is as important to understand as the form and content the
work of cultural producers takes. The narratives of artists and others constitute artistic discourses,
or articulations of conceptualizations of art/artist, ideological commitments to production
processes and goals, and interpretations or evaluations of art works. Finally, | consider the
significance of each time period as a legacy and its “social affects,” including what the art is
doing in society, potentially as a site for contestation, affirmation, visibility, appropriation,
representation, transformation, cultural reproduction, commodification, and so forth (Mahon
2000).

Discussion of the past hundred years moves chronologically through five distinct eras in
relation to understanding “art” and “artists” in Lhasa, focusing on some of the major artists, art

associations, institutions, and exhibitions. These eras are distinct politically and in the dominant
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styles of and purposes for creation of visual art. These five eras in Lhasa begin with traditional
Buddhist art (1900-1934), and concerns the state of art production at the start of the twentieth
century and the final decades of more than a millennium of Tibetan Buddhist art. The artistic
output in this time period was exclusively dedicated to painting and statues of Buddhist subjects
and figures which served religious functions. The end of this time period is marked here by the
observation recorded in 1934 of a Tibetan painter who had “mastered” an unprecedented foreign,
secular painting style, a deviation in style and subject from the traditional practices of Buddhist
artists. The second period, Indigenous Modern Art: 1934-1959, describes the transition from
tradition to modernity in the approach to and production of several important paintings that
evince indigenous artistic innovation and modernization. Next, Maoist Socialist Realism: 1960-
1980, describes the output of an era in which one foreign and politically determined visual style
and production method was imposed to the exclusion of all other forms of art. The fourth and
fifth era—namely, Reform and the Birth of Contemporary Tibetan Art: 1980-2003 and
Contemporary Art and Artists: 2003-2010—mark the emergence of contemporary art and
diversification of art practices, and are discussed in detail in the next chapter.

This discussion of the transition from traditional Tibetan Buddhist art practices to forms
of modernity in art production relies upon Western and Tibetan scholarship about art and artists
in Tibet, conversations with artists working in Lhasa, and the artworks | studied through
catalogues of Tibetan art published in the PRC and abroad. I also relied upon scholarship by art
historians in the field of Tibetan studies to bolster my understanding of traditional Tibetan
Buddhist arts and serve as a basis of comparison to subsequent developments.

Defining Art and Artist Anthropologically

Anthropological studies of art note the difficulty of defining “art,” and thus the difficulty
of defining the subject (or object) of study in other cultures and times (Coote 1994) (Marcus and
Myers 1995) (Morphy 2008) The challenge of identifying art objects also invites debate about

“aesthetics” (Weiner 1994), and distinctions between craftsmanship, or technical training and
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skill, and artistry (Gell 1994). Whether or not art and aesthetics are universal categories, or
modalities of categorization and perception that exist in the West that have been at times
mistakenly imposed upon non-western others, in the case of Tibet, there is a well-established and
centuries-old history of indigenous art historical and aesthetic writing, and active contemporary
art worlds.

The anthropology of art influences my understanding of the social processes that
construct notions of the “artist” and illuminate what “art” is or does. In Tibetan social contexts,
the political, religious, material, and educational frameworks and limitations that dominated
consecutive eras contribute to shifting notions of art and artist, particularly in regard to the
relationships between the individual artist and his or her society and the implications for the
purposes of art.

Although an uncommon area of anthropological investigation, cultural producers provide
visual evidence of concerns central to anthropology: power, agency, identity, and globalization
(Mahon 2000). Ethnographic studies explore media and visual cultural forms “as both cultural
product and social process (F. Ginsburg 1993),” but emphasis is greater on the social actors,
meanings, processes and relations than offering “comment on aesthetic qualities of work”
(Mahon 2000). Aesthetics has been an area of anthropological debate, as Weiner et al. unpacked,;
in this discussion, the introduction to traditional Tibetan Buddhist artistic practice and history
takes pains to assert the highly developed indigenous aesthetics of Tibetan visual producers and
consumers, relying upon the foundational work of David Jackson (1996) (1988) and more recent
scholarship by Debreczeny (Debreczeny 2012), as a basis for subsequent reference to a culturally
specific category of productions understood as “art” and its producers as “artists”.

The discussion then in this chapter and the next seeks to understand meanings various
groups and individuals imagine in different time periods when labeling themselves “artists” and

their work “art” in modern and contemporary artistic eras, with a focus on contexts and concerns
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around representation, the past, and agency revealed by examination of the frameworks, contexts,
practices and discourses of Tibetan artists.
A Survey of Art and Artists in Lhasa

Traditional Buddhist Art: 1900-1934

Art is a complicated category anthropologically, but for centuries in Tibet, genres of fine
art (mdzes rtsal) have pertained to Buddhist imagery, and this was the tradition still in full bloom
at the start of the twentieth century. The history of artistic production of the past one hundred
years in Lhasa may be characterized as a series of responses to dramatic and radical alterations to
sociopolitical conditions, the most dramatic of which constitutes the mid-century end of
exclusively religious art production with the definitive end of pre-modern Tibet. However, the
deeply ingrained social framework of traditional, Tibetan Buddhist arts that dominated visual
production in Tibet for over one thousand years with a highly developed system of iconography,
production methods, ritual use, and aesthetics continues to be the baseline against which change
is measured. Necessarily, it is into this context that some Tibetans introduced modern innovations
early in the twentieth century, and also this rich tradition which continues to inform contemporary
artistic practice and discourse at the start of the twenty-first century. Interestingly, in 1934, just
between the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in 1933 and birth of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama
in 1935, an Indian scholar visiting Lhasa recorded in his research diary that a Tibetan painter and
intellectual was employing subjects, forms and styles unknown to previous Tibetan artists. The
introduction of modern and foreign artistic practices marks the end of the period of exclusively
religious Tibetan art and the start of indigenous modern art.

Many excellent art history texts deal with issues of iconography, important sites or
monuments, various concepts of and problems with defining “style,” Western (mis)interpretations
and appropriations, and so forth, but here I am concerned to merely introduce indigenous

categories of visual forms and their production and producers.
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Art in the Traditional Tibetan Buddhist World

The primacy of Buddhism in Tibet, indigenously articulated as central to the founding of
the nation and central to its people’s civilization, identity and pride, is also reflected in its elite
status in the artistic traditions. Beginning in the eighth century Tibet imported artisans and
beautiful religious objects along with Buddhist scriptures, translators, and teachers from India and
Nepal. As oral and textual traditions were translated into the Tibetan written language, a visual
language was also developed to translate Buddhist ideologies into didactic charts, portraits of
lamas, and tangible embodiments of enlightened energy. Artists trained in Indian and Newari
traditions had the strongest impact on Buddhist artists in the Tibetan cultural realm, combining
with indigenous sensibilities and the influences of Central Asia and China, until a distinctly
Tibetan Buddhist aesthetic emerged in painting, sculpture, and temple architecture. Many
scholars locate as the emergence of national style, if not “international style,” in the 15" to 17"
centuries, after the ascendency of the Fifth Dalai Lama, and the emergence of several painting
schools active in south central and eastern Tibet and in the courts of the Dalai Lamas and
Panchen Lamas (M. M. Rhie 1991) (D. Jackson 1996) (J. C. Singer 1997). Over the following
centuries, Himalayan and Tibetan Buddhist art would continue to be influenced by the artistic
traditions of neighbors and the innovations and creativity of its practitioners inside Tibet, whose
skill was also renowned beyond Tibet’s borders. Himalayan style art is indigenous to Tibet,
Nepal, Kashmir, northern India and Pakistan, and Bhutan, and spread into China, Mongolia,
southern Siberia, Tuva, Buryatia, and northern Burma. Its influence extended across China,
particularly from the thirteenth century, when Yuan dynasty patronage, beginning with the
Mongol Emperor Kublai Khan’s appointment of the Sakya hierarch, Sakya Panchen, as ruler of
Tibet and the Yuan court’s spiritual guide, and the Khan’s patronage of religious artistic projects
in Tibet and China, principally led by the famous Newari master, Arniko (1245-1306).

The subject of Himalayan art is characterized by the region’s religious cultures, primarily

Buddhism, Hinduism, and Bon. Tibetan and Buddhist Himalayan paintings are primarily utilized
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within a worldview in which they function as material support for religious efficacy. Himalayan
art is recognized by its subject and compositions (which fall into three broad types as figurative,
narrative, or diagrammatic), accompanied by distinctive regional symbols and motifs. Watt also
identifies the creation of painted and sculptural sets, one large artwork comprised of multiple
individual works, as a unique feature of Himalayan art (J. Watt n.d.).

“Himalayan style” has been put into recent use to refer to the art produced by Newars,
Kashmiris, Tibetans and central Asians over the course of one thousand years and spanning
thousands of miles; admittedly a category at times too large to have meaningful utility. Although
Tibetan art was reported in Europe in the 12" century, the earliest Western account of Tibetan
painting styles, by George Roerich in 1925 (Roerich 1925), makes evident the paucity of
resources available for the study of Tibetan art history into the twentieth century, until Guiseppe
Tucci’s visit to Tibet to study and document art and sites.®® In 1970, Gene Smith contributed a
valuable introduction to indigenous Tibetan texts about art history in his summary of Kongtrul
Lodro Taye’s (Kong sprul Blo gros mtha’ yas, 1813-1899) encyclopedic Treasure of Knowledge
[Shes bya kun kyab], which “divides individual traditions of Tibetan painting along biographical
and regional lines, but also according to style (Schaeffer, Kapstein and Tuttle 2013)” and
describes five major schools and their artist founders.* Heather Karmay notes, “Kongtrul’s
account, more than any other, demonstrates that in Tibet at least from the 15% century onwards,
there were artists of great renown whose works were cherished and whose inspiration could come
from a wide variety of sources, not simply from rigid and slavish imitation of what was laid down
by tradition. Some of the schools described have living continuous traditions right up to the
present day (in Jackson, 1996).” Thus, important indigenous accounts of Tibetan Buddhist art
history demark geographic and stylistic characteristics, but primarily assert classifications based
upon schools of painting originating with famous individual artists. This art has also been
stylistically classified by Westerners according to religious sectarian affiliation, geographic

influence or area of production, and, as these methods have proven problematic, 6 by returning to
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the indigenous Tibetan terms for painting schools, the latter of which has more recently become
the preferred scholarly method, although there is no single standardized Western nor Tibetan
approach to defining style in Tibetan art.

In the areas of Tibetan Buddhist cultural domination, artistic energy and resources were
dedicated almost exclusively to religious fine arts, as Buddhism so thoroughly permeated society
that other images—such as medical illustrations, historical narratives and landscapes,
cosmological and astrological charts—were seen as an extension of the Buddhist worldview in
specific applied fields.®® These topics were also studied by religious scholars, and illustrations
displayed in religious sites.

The religious integration of philosophy, ritual, and meditation created the need for
standardized visual representations within local, temporal, or lineage contexts,®” and also
stimulated versatility and diversity across place and time. Religious images were commissioned
for and only viewed in temples or home shrines following their consecration by lamas. The most
common objects of artistic production are thangka (paintings on thin cotton with brocade borders
and a bottom dowel for rolling for storage and transportation), deb bris (temple wall paintings),
and sku rten (‘body support,” usually statues), the subjects of which are almost exclusively
devoted to depicting Buddhist divinities and teachers, and are by definition also embodiments or
abodes of enlightened energy. A fundamental tenet concerns the exacting replication of
iconographic and iconometric forms by highly trained painters and sculptors. This requirement is
predicated on the view that images are constructed not merely to illustrate something else, but to
function as actual manifestations of the multiple forms of Buddhahood. The art of Buddhist
imagery has an embodied nature via the conversion of a proper material statue or painting into an
enlightened being’s abode: the consecration ritual (rab gnas) that invokes the divinity to be
present and project energetically and dwell within the physical support (rten) of the material
image. The work is then no longer mere representation (Strong 2007). As such they are physical

forms (rten, support) of spiritual presence that are suitable receptors of devotion and offerings;

70



they function religiously as a basis for accruing merit by such offerings, and as a source of
blessing and inspiration for the practitioner. When a devout Buddhist “meets” a consecrated
painting or statue, they come into contact with the Enlightened energy inhabiting it (gnas mjal),
by which they receive blessing (Huber, Putting the Gnas back into Gnas-skhor: Rethinking
Tibetan Pilgrimage Practice 1999) (Dowman 1998).

From the perspective of Vajrayana practice, images can be differently conceived in that
tantric deities may also be considered as not literal, existent, external beings, but an emanation of
particular qualities or the personification of a text. As such, they are a tool for stages of spiritual
growth, functioning as pneumonic devices that aide a meditator in reviewing and rehearsing an
entire religious system, and thus still require precision and authentication in production.

Art has long been a place to look back at established conventions and for revival of styles
and subjects, and yet also reflects their contemporaneous society. The iconographic program of a
new temple design (Luczanits 2004),% renovations of religious sites (Alexander 2005),%° and even
the subjects of art, were clearly linked to patronage, religious lineages, and concurrent social
concerns.” Artists’ cognizance of historical change and their own local, present contexts may be
evident in their cultural productions. For example, artists seem to have demonstrated a historical
consciousness of their heritage through attention to and revival of older styles, "* for political,
artistic, religious, commemorative, memorial, and other purposes.’® The most popular art changed
over time and to suit the needs of the times.

Tibetan religious authorities and scholars wrote about art and artists in a variety of
literary genres.” Jackson identifies eight texts authored in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries
about “Great Painters” (D. Jackson 1996).”* Their commentaries and treatises include treatments
of terms and techniques, encyclopedic accounts of crafts technologies (bzo rig),” the placement
of holy objects, benefits of commissioning, creating and viewing sacred images, the functions of
art as supports (rten) for practice, identification of great works in various schools,” and

aesthetics. A type of treatise (dphyad don) describes “how to evaluate various valuable things”,
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including the sacred images of Tibet and foreign countries as well as “musical instruments, tea,
porcelain, silk,” and so forth (D. Jackson 1996).”

While Morphy (1994) and others suggest that, like “art”, there is no universal definition
of “aesthetics”, in the anthropology of art the term commonly refers to both evaluation and
perception, particular to any given culture (Coote 1994). Tibetan historical documents before the
twentieth century evince Tibetan aesthetics was both a set of indigenous evaluative criteria or
standards that reflected such proper techniques as iconographic and iconometric accuracy, as well
as the perceptual experience of the senses in which the emotional or spiritual impact that some
rare works could impart was openly celebrated as the hallmarks of ‘divinely inspired’ artists.
Critical evaluation of an image’s quality could clearly be disconnected or evaluated separately
from its ritual function: “proper” images are ritually functional and compliant with established
strictures (Thaye 1987),”® but excellent artists’ images do far more than that.

Art is important to Tibetans, ritually, as a viewing experience, and as part of the path to
enlightenment or the goal of Buddhism. The arts and sciences, from a Buddhist perspective, may
appear to be a distraction from spiritual goals to transcend the mundane, but in fact, the great
religious leader and intellectual Sakya Pandita wrote of the importance of mastering all the
objects of knowledge, including the arts (Schaeffer, Kapstein and Tuttle 2013).” A common
Tibetan rubric, derived from fourth century India, divided knowledge into five major and five
minor subjects of exoteric learning.?’ A later definitive Tibetan description of the ten subjects is
contained in the Collected Works of Kongtrul Lama Ngawang Loten (Klong rdol blama ngag
dbang blo bstan) (1719 — 1794), where the first major topic is bzo rig pa (Skt. silpavidya), which
Smith translates as “technology (E. G. Smith 2001).” The broad range of the subject includes
iconography, as well as “architecture, political and social science, and even the art of love (E. G.
Smith 2001).” In conveying the importance of these fields, Schaeffer writes, “Tibetan scholars
not only describe individual arts but also theorize the nature of cultural practice, artistic tradition,

and religion (Schaeffer, Kapstein and Tuttle 2013).”% Thus, art and religion and culture generally
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were intertwined: accomplished artists should be knowledgeable Buddhist practitioners, and
religious adepts were further celebrated when they possessed or cultivated artistic skills.

Indigenous art historical and aesthetic writing relies upon a religious framework within
which visual arts were produced and carried meaning. These texts not only trace developments
that transpired on the plateau, but also attempt to trace a history linking their artistic heritage to
the first images of the Buddha and to the Buddha’s own time. Unlike Gell’s resistance to
aesthetics as a moral discourse, which he sees as outside the realm of an objective anthropological
analysis, Tibetan aesthetics are rooted in spirituality both structurally and functionally and must
be appreciated, as Coote urges, as a fundamental aspect of the ways in which Tibetans literally
see and describe and manipulate their world (Gell 1994) (Coote 1994).

Modern Tibetan art historical writing has revived since the 1980s both in exile and inside
the PRC, demonstrating that concern with the adaptation and preservation of Tibetan civilization
continues to be visible in artistic and aesthetic discourse, as it has been for centuries.®? Western
scholarship of Tibetan art, compared to the study of other Asian arts, is a young field and has
been focused on dating and iconographic identifications.®® Research has been difficult and a
complete history of Tibetan art and artists remains incomplete,® largely due to Tibet’s relative
geographic and then political inaccessibility. In the second half of the twentieth century, the
limited number of art objects, texts, scholars and practitioners in the Tibetan diaspora, and the
political pressures inside the PRC for all researchers, have skewed art historical writing by both
Tibetan and western scholars.?® Despite the focus on religion, western observers’ interpretations
have often landed far from the spiritual and epistemological truths seen in Buddhist art by Tibet’s
religious elite, having largely failed to incorporate indigenous voices.® In recent years however,
more Tibetan sources have come to light and western scholars have adopted indigenous
classification schemes® and initiated exciting focus on individual artists (Debreczeny 2012)

(Jackson and Debreczeny 2009) (D. Jackson 1997?).
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Traditional Tibetan Buddhist Artists

Visual art production methods in Tibet created strong indigenous conceptions of proper
art and the role of Tibetan sculptors, Iha bzo pa, literally “crafters of the deities,” and painters, Iha
‘bri pa, “illustrators of the deities.”®® Training in the production of these religious objects
requires specialized training, offered in both lay and monastic settings. The artist is one who
ascribes to particular religious lifestyle®® and, foremost, is compliant with the requirements of his
productions—thangka, mural, and sculpture—for religious ritual efficacy, via an elaborate
pantheon and highly detailed iconographic and symbolic system.” Jackson describes the training
artists undertook, generally as apprentices for seven years or more, and the stages of thangka
production they learned (D. P. Jackson 1988).%* The social process of producing a painting begins
with devout Buddhists who commission the artist to create a work tailored to their needs, perhaps
on the advice of a previously consulted lama. The artist draws upon his knowledge of
compositional templates to properly arrange the patron’s lha ‘dud, “desired gods,” and renders
them first in pencil on a grid according to proportions, sizes, and hierarchical positioning
prescribed in texts and manuals. Artists studied an elaborate iconometric system based upon units
of measurement on a grid, the increments and diagonals and compass-drawn arcs between points
determined proportions, angles, and dimensions of sacred figures and their relative size and
placement with other figures in a composition. The artist then fills in the background and
surrounding space with architectural and landscape details, generally following precedents but
without the same degree of strictures as apply to deities. Symbolically coded colors are applied
first as a plain ground upon which layers of shading, fine line details, and gold accents are
painted. Different predominant styles dictated palettes and preferences for dominant versus
balanced colors, towards a school’s sense of an overall impression of balance and
complimentarily effects.

Although the forms have remained relatively constant over nearly one thousand years,

leading to a static and skill-based perception of Tibetan arts by foreigners, individual artists have
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not only been indigenously recognized for their skill, but also innovative styles and approaches to
cultural and historical influences, as evidenced in the multiple schools of painting described in
Tibetan histories and in limited extant historical works and sites.*? This distinction between skill
and creative talent is also reflected in terminology; for example, someone with lag rtsal has
dexterous hands, skilled at art or craft techniques, while the sprul pa’i bzo po may be a divinely
inspired artisan whose works transcend ordinary production. Nonetheless, rare is the artist who
has been sanctioned to depict his own religious experience; artists’ individual identities were
almost always inferior to their subject matter, unless the painter or commissioner was a religious
hierarch.

Although these ‘illustrators of divinities,” have been represented as adherents to strict
iconographic and technical training, a rich aesthetic tradition existed and exceptional individual
artists could exercise some creative vision and technical innovation. In Tibetan-authored works
on indigenous art history Jackson describes in his authoritative study® (D. Jackson 1996), the
great painters enjoyed renown in their lifetimes and their reputations survived for centuries, even
if not many of their works did. Tibetan texts describe artistic schools or traditions that followed
from individual “genius” artists who spawned new schools of painting named for them (e.g.
Bye’u, sMan blas Dhondrupo, mKhentse Chenmo, Kar shod pa, Chos bying Dor rje, etc.) (D.
Jackson 1996).** The great artists of indigenous accounts were recognized for their innovative
adaptations of earlier styles—through the availability of new technologies and materials as well
as exposure to historical and foreign influences. Because these artists were dedicated to, rather
than challenging, Buddhist worldviews, they were well patronized by the Buddhist religious and
political authorities, and recorded in national and religious histories. Their accomplishments
were, however, largely attributed to the intercession of blessings of the enlightened deities or to
their being human manifestations of bodhisattvas, as opposed to human individuals of

extraordinary creativity who produced works marked by originality.
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Originality was not required of artists in the replication of set compositions and deities
arranged with within them. The master thangka painter would have very probably replicated the
same or similar paintings many times before. Thus, “the main chance for an artist to express his
own sensibilities was in the decorative parts of the painting, such as the landscape and the details
of ornamentation,” Jackson explains. Jackson notes that some painters never deviated from what
they were taught as novices even in these decorative elements, while in the extreme case,
“painting was reduced to faithful copying” through mechanical reproduction by tracing or
pouncing. Jackson shrugs aside Western distaste for such methods with the acknowledgement
that such practices “guaranteed the continuity and religious authenticity of Tibetan art.”
Continuity and authenticity was especially important given the need for artists to produce proper
Buddhist icons that could function with religious efficacy.

The interconnected relationship between text, religious practice, and art production is
critical to the practices of the religious artist in Tibet.* For example, Kongtrul Lodro Taye’s
account of the painter Tsuklak Chokyi Nangwa describes his production of scenes of the
Buddha’s life as based on the Indian Avadana texts. Spiritual biographies describe famed
teachers’ use of favorite statues and paintings, handed down to disciples, and meditators’
visionary experiences that were sometimes then painted. But the most common literary practice
of artists was in the consultation of art treatises and manuals for guidelines of composition,
posture, color, and proportion, and written meditation manuals (sadhana) describing what the
practitioner is to visualize mentally, and thus what the painter can render as an aide and object of
devotion, and painting manuals, which convey techniques, proportions, and histories. Artists,
lamas, and art historian scholars engaged in dynamic exchanges of treatises and manuals over the
centuries, for example in debates to establish correct proportions and measurements for various
classes of human, semi-enlightened, and enlightened figures (D. Jackson 1996).%

Although a strong relationship between Buddhist art and texts exists, and religious

efficacy required iconographic standardization, this could be in tension with social contexts.
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Karmay points to artists’ lives and work—artists needed to be educated and practiced in a
diversity of styles and were subject to multiple influences—as evidence to counter the myth of
Tibet as isolated, closed, and static (D. Jackson 1996).97 Art historical studies of Tibet are
beginning to recuperate painters as socially situated individuals. Knowing about artists’ socio-
historic contexts and practices stimulates us to imagine their lives more dynamically than the
academic focus on dating, inscriptions, discrete schools or styles, and bound iconographic forms
has tended to encourage.

Tibetan scholars of art noted that with a skilled teacher, the excellent artist can go
beyond the text. Karma Rinchen Dargay (karma rin chen dar gyas) writes in “A Wish-fulfilling
Jewel for Artists: The Proportions of All Sacred Figures, both Painted and Plastic,” an
iconometric treatise and manual, that even a Buddha drawn according to proportions if not
beautiful is not a good thing to look at, and that artists must make choices about styles and
techniques that are suited to the needs and purpose of the work (D. P. Jackson 1988).%
Conversely, lamas have noted that even works of poor quality can have tremendous blessing
power (Debreczeny 2012), but artists in training are warned that constructing improper images
cannot be beneficial for the mind of the viewer® and is a sin for which the artist will suffer in a
future birth in a hell realm (Thaye 1987).

Artists and their patrons also went ‘beyond the text’ by inserting representations of
indigenous practices of monastic and lay dress, architecture, community events, patrons, animals
and foreigners, alongside depictions of celestial realms and foreign lands and cultures, as is
particularly evident in mural paintings if less so in the thangka paintings with which foreigners
have been more familiar. The khorlam circular ambulatory of Zhalu monastery, for example,
depicts the life story of the historical Buddha Shakyamuni with a mix of Indian, Nepali, Central
Asian, and Tibetan cultural details. This may have aided in Buddhist nation building, and perhaps
also demonstrates a certain cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism, seen by modern viewers of the

tenth century murals of the Buddha’s multi-national disciples at Dratang monastery’® as much as
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in the twentieth century murals at the Norbulingka summer palace of Tibetan, Mongolian, and
European personages in attendance at the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s enthronement ceremony.

What might be of most interest to the scholar of Buddhist arts is the staggering number of
functions that the Tenth Karmapa, Chdying Dorjé, who was an accomplished and innovative
artist, and his associates ascribed to or engaged in through the production and viewing of
religious art; I counted at least two dozen in Debreczeny’s authoritative study of his life and art
(Debreczeny 2012). Chdying Dorjé held a “self-conception as first and foremost an artist,”
stating, “Regarding poetry (snyan ngag) and painting (i mo ‘bris ba) there is none greater than
me in Tibet. | am one who pleases Avalokiteshvara. | am one who has come in to this world to
paint (ri mo bri ba) (Debreczeny 2012, 65).” As perhaps Tibet’s first “modern” artist, he
thoroughly eschewed contemporaneous conventions in art production, preferring to examine
existent art constantly, commenting on and differentiating between its religious power and
aesthetic value; he copied paintings and drew statues as a means to training, and to put back into
contemporary circulation favored images from the past through his copies of them. He created
original and unprecedented works, and used them for life cycle events such as ordinations,
enthronements, deaths, and as gifts for the faithful to encourage their spiritual practice. He made
paintings to outfit new temples, and to serve as objects for receiving the confession, prostrations,
and offerings of devotees. Chdying Dorjé also calls upon the efficacy of paintings of the divinities
as witnesses to rituals, and to directly affect the environment in terminating illnesses, removing
obstacles to long life, and even in subduing an army. The processes of viewing, producing,
gifting, and using art is evidenced through his practices and discourses as having powerful effects
on individuals, including at the most subtle levels of their spiritual development towards
enlightenment, and entire communities’ worldly wellbeing. Thus, the exceptional artist who is
also a religious teacher both produces and directs the uses for paintings and statues.

Tibetan scholar-practitioners distinguished between “superior” artists “who were graced

by enlightened deities” or “divinely emanated artisans™ (sprul pa’i bzo po),'®" in contrast to “the
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many ordinary skilled artisans” producing works too numerous and various “to be encompassed
by critical investigation (D. Jackson 1996).”'% The fifteenth century conceptualization of the
mastery of the great artist is encapsulated by the sMan-ris style founder, sMan-bla Don-drup who
writes, in his colophon to a brief manual for his novice students, that it was composed by a
painter who has mastered all the worthy painting styles of Nepal, India, China and Tibet, and
poetics, grammar, and Indian and Tibetan scripts (Jackson 104). Biographies of the Dalai Lamas
include fascinating accounts of artists fulfilling prophecies, directly perceiving deities, possessing
extraordinary skill 1 overcoming formidable obstacles, and some whose births” were
accompanied by auspicious signs.'®*

Choying Dorje studied in the Menri style, was influenced by Kashmiri sculpture and
dynastic era (7" - 9" centuries) and produced “marvelous” and truly innovative painting and
sculpture (D. Jackson 1997?).*% Chéying Dorjé, to an extent unprecedented in Buddhist art
perhaps even today, “did not feel bound by iconographic strictures and displayed a freedom of
spirit in his innovations that were probably only afforded to an incarnation of his stature.” Yet, his
place in Tibetan tradition is tentative; “while he is venerated as one of the great artists, his
eccentric and even heterodox works had a limited impact on the largely conservative Tibetan
orthodox traditions (Debreczeny 2012).” Clearly, the artist may be an individual with talent,
purpose, erudition, and even unconventional practices, and this is not at all incompatible with the
religious identity of the artist or the religious frameworks within which their productions
circulate, but their power to dramatically impact deeply ingrained artistic traditions varied. That
is, while some artists were indigenously identified as remarkable, original and creative, they and
all Buddhist artists in Tibet were also employed in the reproduction of the dominant social
frameworks and hegemonies of their times.

Such outstanding practitioner-painters, however, were not typical of the Tibetan painters
in skill, certainly, and also atypical for the place of profound religious experience in the lives of

Tibetan painters.'® Jackson urged the incorporation of the study of individual artists and, as
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corrective to past readings and fallacies, emphasized the continued importance of pre-modern
indigenous Tibetan texts in his seminal works, A History of Tibetan Painting (1996). Prominent
among these fallacies in need of correction as Jackson notes, and because these myths color the
perceptions of contemporary artists today, is the myth that all Tibetan artists were anonymous™’
Buddhists creating meditatively-inspired imagery, presumably working to channel the divine in a
pious vacuum devoid of concerns for reputation or finance.

Roger Jackson, Jeff Watt,"® and Carl Debreczny are pioneering a new artists-centered
approach to Tibetan art history, attentive to the hand of the master and social contexts. For
example, Carl Debreczency, in The Black Hat Eccentric: The Artistic Vision of the Tenth
Karmapa, writes, “The life story of the Tenth Karmapa provides insight into the lives of Tibetan
artists, who are typically absent from discussions of Tibetan art (Debreczeny 2012).” %
Debreczeny explores the complicated cultural and religious questions of authorship in scholarly
approaches to art history, the artist’s revolutionary productions in relation to his lineage and
contemporaries, and most importantly and uniquely, considers indigenous art use and production
from within the temporal and religious worldview of a remarkable seventeenth century artist (L.
M. Sangster 2013). This anthropological approach to the history of Tibetan Buddhist arts prior to
the twentieth century inspires the present study, which puts ethnographic methods towards similar
aims: to reveal unconventional and unprecedented art forms and subjects by Tibetan artists from,
as much as possible, the perspective of the producers in exploring how the work of individual
artists and their products reflect broader social concerns and trends.™*

Traditional religious art practices have been strongly revived at the turn of the twenty-
first century after several decades of persecution and suspension, comprising a history unfolding

more or less parallel to the emergence of modern and contemporary art to which this study now

turns. Art has been, and continues to be, a socially embedded practice and construct.
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Mural depicts the stages of commissioning, painting, consecrating, and installing a thangka painting.

This brief discussion of the producers and productions of traditional Tibetan Buddhist art
history therefore concludes with the affirmation of the existence of a Tibetan indigenous aesthetic
tradition, and the usefulness of the terms “artist” and “art” to describe visual culture producers
and their works in this context. The above descriptions serve then as a foundation for the
subsequent historical developments that amended local uses and understandings of the categories,
as a reference for the frameworks and practices understood locally and by outsiders as
“traditional”, and finally as analysis of art during this period as in the service of the social
reproduction of religious authority and worldviews.

Indigenous Modern Art: 1934-1959

Into a relatively stable, although certainly dynamic art history, some elites and ex-patriots
introduced radical artistic innovations and modernizations of visual culture, and also faced
religious and political limitations to their modernist impulses. The Thirteenth Dalai Lama, (Nga
dwang blo bzang thub bstan rgya mtsho, 1876 — 1933) and the current Fourteenth Dalai Lama,
Tenzin Gyatso (btan ‘dzin rgya mtsho, 1935-present) maintained ateliers of traditional Buddhist
court painters, and yet also introduced new uses of art and artists for religious and political
purposes. It was into the context of the traditional Buddhist artistic world of Tibet that two monks

in eastern Tibet were born at the start of the twentieth century, and which they would
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revolutionize in two very different ways, one with the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s encouragement,
and the other nearly killed in the Potala palace prison.

The two artists, Gedun Choephel and Amdo Jampa Tsetan, had limited audiences as
mainstream religious hegemonies and art production continued into the middle of the century.
Then, suddenly, all indigenous art production—traditional and newly emerging modern
painting—halted as Tibet was fully colonized by the People’s Republic of China. Gedun
Choephel and Amdo Jampa’s works and ideological commitments regarding artists in this early
modern era have been recovered and celebrated as the indigenous source of the modern art era in
Tibet. Thus, this period—which I am marking from the notation by a foreign artist of Gedun
Choephel’s art work in a “new” (non-Buddhist) style in 1934 to the flight into exile of the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama and the Chinese-named Liberation of Tibet in 1959—is the final phase of
a millennium of Tibetan Buddhist art history as the dominant sphere of fine arts production and
the origin of indigenous modern art in Lhasa. The below discussion of the time period is based
upon the recollections and interpretations of artists working in the twenty-first century, interviews
with students of Amdo Jampa, an extended interview and tour of Gedun Choephel’s hometown
with his nephew, a recent wave of scholarship about Gedun Choephel, and viewing reproductions
and original surviving works by Amdo Jampa and Gedun Choephel.

The Thirteenth Dalai Lama was an advocate of the modernization of Tibet, and invited
British colonial officers to train a military, open English language schools, and sent youth for
education abroad. He also initiated a major departure from traditional religious visual practices by
sanctioning the photographic reproduction of his likeness, overturning taboo regarding the
reproduction of a living lama’s likeness. Consequently, in the early years of the twentieth century,
lamas distributed their own photographs as a mementos, which quickly became popular icons for
the faithful (Chen, 2006, Bell, 1987), and interpreted by L. Augstine Waddell, a British colonial
officer, as idolatry (D. S. Lopez 1998).'"* But the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in 1933

disintegrated the influence of his modernist views in Lhasa and set the stage for political rivalry,
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compromising Tibet’s ability to engage with international affairs, including preparation for and
response to the dramatic developments of Indian independence in 1947 and China’s civil war
between the Kuomintang and Communists and the founding of the People’s Republic of China in
1949. Before his passing, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama had warned of the imminent threats to
traditional Tibet in his final testament, but the most progressive of Tibet’s intellectuals and
politicians were nonetheless persecuted by conservatives in the 1930s and 1940s (M. Goldstein,
A History of Modern Tibet, 1913-1951: The Demise of the Lamaist State 1989). The Fourteenth
Dalai Lama was born in 1935, and faced with national crisis, assumed leadership of the country at
age fifteen in 1950. He was fascinated since childhood with the world outside the Potala Palace,
and initiated modernizations within Tibet and dialogue with foreign nations, but it was too late to
preserve Tibetan independence past the middle of the century. In this context of political tension
between the conservative, progressive, and international political demands upon a traditional
society, artistic conceptions and productions also exhibited external influence and change.

The seeds of innovation of the Buddhist art worlds of traditional Tibet by two of its own
were planted with the arrival of photography in Tibet, first in the hands of British colonial
officers of India and then as Tibetan elites acquired their own cameras (C. Harris 1999).*? By the
1930s, elites in Lhasa posed for British and Tibetan photographers in cosmopolitan homes and
with modern possessions (C. Harris 1999) (C. a. Harris 2003), crossing over from religious
medium to representation of everyday life, an unprecedented subject matter for Tibetan visual
media. Exposure to photographs of lamas, which constituted a representational revelation of
realism, light, perspective, and two-dimensional rendering of the world around them, impressed
Gedun Choephel and Amdo Jampa as young monks in Amdo, where they studied and began
producing thangka, before journeying 1200 miles to Lhasa, where they also would have

inevitably encountered further photography.
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Gedun Choephel
Gedun Choephel (dGe ‘dun Chos ‘phel, ¢.1903 — 1951)*** radically departed from

Tibetan artistic practices following exposure to modernism largely encountered outside Tibet; his
non-conformist practices in politics and religion brought him under the suspicion of power
holders upon his return to Lhasa, as well as the posthumous idolization of subsequent generations.
Regarded by many as “the most important Tibetan intellectual of the twentieth century (D. S.
Lopez 2006),” his artistic achievements often are a marginal aspect of scholarship about his life,
travels in India and Sri Lanka, translations (working in Tibetan languages, Sanskrit, Pali, Hindi,
and English), and prodigal authorship of at times controversial and always original treatises on
philosophy, *** history, pilgrimage, culture, politics, and sex (Chosphel 1993) (Huber 2000)
(Karmay 1980) (D. S. Lopez 2006) (Mengle 1999) (H. K. Stoddard 1985) . Gedun Choephel was
also an avid artist and the first to work in a variety of traditional and modern media, including
thangka painting, sculpture, watercolor, and pencil and ink, yielding a creative output, of which
little survives, that spanned forty years and thousands of miles. **> Gedun Choephel has been the
subject of intensive western academic interest and re-discovery by post-Cultural Revolution
intellectuals (a number of Tibetan biographies have been published inside the PRC and in the
diaspora) and a generation of Tibetans eager for modern Tibetan heroes.'®

Gedun Choephel was born in 1903 in Shoepang, Amdo (Qinghai province), a small
village on a steep mountainside in northeastern edge of the Tibetan plateau. He was recognized as
an incarnate lama and began religious training with his family and in the local monasteries from a
young age. Gedun Choephel began to paint and create art objects as a child, his cousin, Yudrung
Gyal (yong khungs dra rgya las) reported when he showed me surviving works and reproductions
at the family home.™’ They demonstrate training in the traditional thangka methods, but also
intellectual curiosity and confidence. For example, Gedun Choephel sketched the motif of the
eight auspicious symbols such that the two golden fish are not depicted vertically along the sides

as traditionally rendered, but horizontally at the bottom and in water. Yudrung Gyal demonstrated
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a metal sculpture in the shape of a lotus bud Gedun Choephel made. When a bolt is turned in the
base, the petals opened to reveal a statue of the ‘Lotus Born” Padmasambhava, founder of the

Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism which his family practiced.

Figure 6 Tibet. Jonang Phuntsok Ling monastery. photographs by Leigh Miller Sangster, 2007.
Mural depicts the stages of commissioning, painting, consecrating, and installing a thangka painting.

After the death of his father, a lay tantric yogi believed to have been killed through the
black magic of a rival, and having become a controversial figure at the regional monastery, he
departed in 1927 with a trade caravan on pilgrimage to Lhasa, where he enrolled to continue his
monastic education at Drepung Monastery. The young monk, virtually without funds or friends in
Lhasa, continued to paint thangka to support himself (C. Harris 1999).

In Lhasa, Rahul Sankrityayana, an Indian Sanskrit scholar on a research expedition,
recorded in his diary in 1934 that Gedun Choephel, “having studied and mastered traditional
painting, quickly learnt the new style (H. Stoddard 1985).”**® He does not specify the ‘new style,’
but it was probably a reference to realism, which Gedun Choephel likely adapted from
photography, and may have also learned in part from the Indian watercolor artist Kanwal Krishna,
who was travelling with Sankrityayana. This constitutes important documentation of indigenous
innovation in modern visual styles in the early 1930s.

Meanwhile, Gedun Choephel experienced repeated conflicts with the religious authorities

at Drepung monastery over his heterodox views and behavior, and so from 1934-1938 he
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accompanied Rahul Sankrityayana across central Tibet in search of Sanskrit texts at monasteries.
Gedun Choephel became increasingly interested in India, and in 1938 embarked on a journey
through Nepal to India that was unimaginable to most Tibetans. Gedun Choephel was to spend
the next twelve years in Buddhist Holy Lands of India and Sri Lanka as an itinerant and
prodigious scholar. He was also researching ancient Indian Buddhist arts and sites, and acquiring
exposure to contemporary visual styles and production of non-traditional compositions, subjects,
and media. In northwestern India, Gedun Choephel spent time in the home of Russian

Theosophist and modern artist, Nicholas Roerich.**®

Gedun Choephel observed Roerich’s oil
paintings of majestic mountain landscapes, and even painted Tara, the female Buddha, image in
the style of a Russian icon painting.** Choephel also encountered the Japanese aesthetics and
emerging modernism in India’s contemporary art, and made the acquaintance the poet
Rabindrinath Tagore and others at the forefront of the Independence movement in India. Gedun
Choephel retained his unique sensibilities, describing himself as a “discerning beggar” in a
strange land, while appearing an irreverent former monk, but whose deep love of his homeland
and compatriots, and respect for Buddhadharma, drove his insatiable curiosity, scholarship, and
wandering, and his practice of sending sketches and writings to acquaintances at home in Amdo
and Lhasa.

One of Gedun Choephel’s pet projects was something of a travelogue through modern
India, which he seems to have intended to compile and publish in Tibet with copious illustrations
as The Golden Mean (Gtams rgyud gser gyi thang ma). Some of his surviving sketches for this
project show a keen observance of human form and movement in fluid lines, while others
demonstrate a draftsman’s concentrated attention to detail, such as illustrations of the architecture
of Hindu temples and British colonial buildings. Many were watercolors depicting local customs,
dress, religious practices and landscapes, sent to his hometown, perhaps to expose them to places
far beyond the village."** Gedun Choephel’s drawings were also published in The Mirror, the

first and only Tibetan language newspaper, published in Kalimpong, India. Among these were a
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famous essay and illustration of the world as a round globe, in contrast to Tibetan cosmological

views of the earth as flat, and portraits in black and white photorealism.

Figure 7 Gedun Choephel. A watercolor illustration. Pema
Byams Collection, Latse Library. After Latse Library
Newsletter No 2003.

Gedun Choephel returned to Lhasa in 1946 something of a celebrity, and drew students
of poetry, Sanskrit, English, philosophy and history to his residence. Yet, in conservative Lhasa,
this activity was short-lived. Gedun Choephel was arrested for unfounded British and Lhasan
suspicion of Communist sympathies and revolutionary political activities. When government
officials came to arrest him without warning, Gedun Choephel requested his papers and notes be
left undisturbed. His residence was sealed, but upon his release approximately three years later,
he returned to find his home emptied of his papers. Gedun Choephel’s alcohol drinking and
cigarette smoking debilitated his body. Shortly after his release from prison and the occupation
of Lhasa by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, Gedun Choephel died, impoverished and, by
some accounts, with a broken spirit, at the age of 48.

After the Cultural Revolution, writings and artworks surviving in others’ possession in
Lhasa and Amdo have been published and are in collections internationally.'? In artistic
discourses about Gedun Choephel, Kvaerne writes, “A small number of his sketches have been
preserved, which reveal a fluid, sensuous hand unfettered by traditional religious art (Kvaerne

1994).” Norbu is not unique in seeing lively and charming sketches by Gedun Choephel as
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evidence that he “seems to have believed in a kind of focused spontaneity as the essential
requirement of great art. Kanwal Krishna writes that to demonstrate his theory Gedun Choephel
once drank a whole bottle of spirits, took off his clothes and then in one continuous and rapid
movement of his brush drew a marvelous and complete human figure (Norbu ¢.2005).” In
outlining a dynamic Tibetan monastic Black Hat dancer in one fluid line, without lifting the tip of
his pen from his paper, Gedun Choephel enacted a practice unheard of in Tibetan painting,
impressing others not only with the feat, but his very embodiment as a modern artist.

In 2006, Tsewang Tashi asserted that, from what limited material he has seen, a black and
white drawing of a Sikkimese nobleman is the best surviving example of Gedun Choephel’s

photorealistic portraiture, commenting that his style was economical and his hand confident.**®

Figure 8 Gedun Choephel. Illustration of a Sikkimese
nobleman for The Mirror.

Nonetheless, Tsewang Tashi also opined,

Gedun Choephel was too poor then to own a camera! Probably if he would have
had one, he wouldn’t have made so many drawings and paintings [while traveling]! But
yes, he also did enjoy painting. He had a very economical style. It is somewhat strange
then that if he intended them as illustrations, for publication with his texts, that he would
have separated them and sent art to Amdo and left writing in Lhasa. But he wanted to do
something for his homeland and his hometown. And he knew that Amdo people were
very conservative—for them even Lhasa is far away, let alone India or other countries—
and so he wanted to open their minds, show them there is more out there than the place
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they come from and know. Also he knew they would respect and pay attention to those

things about India, because it is the religious holy land.***

Interestingly, contemporary artists infer Gedun Choephel’s artistic choices were
motivated by a desire to communicate with his countrymen about the world as it appeared to
Tibetan eyes in the 1940s, and not only to expose them to something new, but also to “open their
minds.” In this commentary from a practicing contemporary artist and professor, Gedun Choephel
is attributed an artistic identity consistent with one who uses art production to influence viewers,
particularly to bring about a change in perception of the world as they know it.

Nonetheless, his legacy in Tibet has been limited. During his lifetime, his creative output
circulated outside of Tibet and the number of viewers inside Tibet, either in pre-1934 Lhasa or
Amdo villages, was quite small, thus curtailing his artistic impact on his contemporaneous
Tibetan society. The posthumous social effects of his artistic work have also been constrained
because of the difficulty in studying original or reproductions of artworks by Gedun Choephel,
but his phenomenal intellectualism and writing have buffered this obstacle and bolstered his
visibility.

For Gedun Choephel, an “artist” was not constrained to thangka or convention, from the
time of his youth in Amdo until his death in 1951. His painting and drawing then seem a
functional result of his intellectual curiosity, to facilitate communication and exploration of
foreign concepts and culture. His writings and close associates maintain he was a devout
Buddhist and loyal Tibetan nationalist, and he is revered in post-Cultural Revolution Tibet as
misunderstood progressive, a Tibetan hero whose way of thinking may have saved Tibet from its
tragic fate. Thus it is not for his art alone, but for his bravery, independence, insatiable mind, and
attempts to skillfully affect Tibetan society that artists invoked Gedun Choephel on the centennial
of his birth in the name of a newly formed artists’ cooperative in 2003, the Gedun Choephel

Artists Guild.*?®
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Amdo Jampa Tsetan

Amdo Jampa Tsetan (a mdo byams pa tshe stan) (1911'% -2002) was a classically trained
thangka painter before being commissioned by the Dalai Lama to paint important non-traditional
works. He continuously reinvented Tibetan art practices as an artist active throughout most of the
twentieth century’s shifting political and artistic contexts. Amdo Jampa was close contemporary
of Gedun Choephel, but has had an arguably greater and more lingering impact upon
contemporary art practices in Lhasa (Tibet Information Network 2002), although little has been
little written about him to date (Pulin 2002) (C. Harris 1999) (Norbu ¢.2005)."*’

Amdo Jampa, was born in Chentsa, Amdo (Qinghai province) and died in Lhasa as one
of the most influential modern Tibetan painters of the twentieth century, having produced
remarkable works in each distinctive visual era of his lifetime. Amdo Jampa’s painting activity
and creative output spanned seven decades, but his most important artistic achievements were
twofold: the innovations and interventions into traditional Tibetan Buddhist painting that pre-
dated Chinese Communist annexation, and the successful integration of modern art influences
into Buddhist imagery at the heart of his new school of Tibetan Buddhist painting in the post-
Cultural Revolution era. As an artist, he practiced a variety of styles and techniques in radically
shifting cultural, religious, social and political contexts.

Like Gedun Choephel, Amdo Jampa was born into the traditional Tibetan Buddhist world
and its art forms and training. At age seven, Amdo Jampa began religious and artistic training at a
local monastery, and at age 22 entered one of the largest monasteries in Amdo, Labrang, in the
Rebgong region. Labrang is noted for its monastic arts, and Amdo Jampa began to develop a
reputation as a painter with a distinctive style (Pulin 2002). In 1942, he and some other monks
embarked on a pilgrimage to Lhasa, where he joined the largest monastery in Tibet, Drepung
Monastery. Amdo Jampa apprenticed at Drepung with a master thangka painter for the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Sonam Rinchen, and became one of his top three students (Pulin

2002).'%
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Jampa was a well regarded painter by the 1950s, when political troubles came to Lhasa.
Throughout the 1950s, Mao Zedong’s supporters in the Chinese Communist Party attempted
rapprochement with the Lhasa government and Tibetan Buddhist leadership across the plateau.
The highpoint of relations occurred when the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and the Tenth Panchen
Lama traveled to Beijing in 1954 to meet Mao and attend the National People’s Congress. Amdo
Jampa was included in the entourage, and commissioned by the Dalai Lama to paint a thangka-
style portrait of Chairman Mao as a suitable gift to the leader of the People’s Republic of China,
the first instance of modern art as political capital. He also remained in Beijing for one year and

was the first Tibetan to study traditional Chinese painting, under Li Zhongjin, and modern

Western art in a Chinese art academy.

Figure 9 Amdo Jampa Tsetan. Portrait of
Mao Zedong. 1954,

Amdo Jampa’s portrait of Mao commissioned by the Dalai Lama as a state gift, positions
Chairman Mao in the center of the painting, dressed in olive green uniform and cap with the red

flag of the People’s Republic behind him, standing behind a low stone wall. His right arm is
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raised in a wave, as if he is addressing a large crowd from a stage. Amdo Jampa depicts him from
a viewpoint below, as if from the crowd, conveying the leader in the larger-than-life iconic style
associated with Maoist Socialist Realism. Mao is framed by vignettes depicting People’s
Liberation Army soldiers, the vanguards of socialism in Tibet, meeting Tibetan farmers, children
and monks, along with scenes from Tibet on the cusp of modernization. Tibetans and Chinese are
pictured as partners, defending borders, engaging in education, politics, healthcare, animal
husbandry and harvesting barley, building bridges, and purchasing commodities.

The painting is rare evidence of a thangka painter’s work in a Socialist Realist style, but
bears relationship to traditional thangka painting in its composition and orientation to vertical
space as indicators of hierarchy. In thangka painting, the figure of central importance is literally
placed in the middle of a composition, and the largest in size. Spatially, this figure is connected to
the space in the top center of the work (reserved in thangka for primordial Buddhas), as in this
painting in which there is no border vignette above Mao’s head. It is common in biographical
thangka to surround the figure with vignettes from the figure’s life story, and in historical
paintings, to depict episodic moments; the PLA soldiers could be read as emissaries of Mao
himself, or a historical-style painting of contemporaneous, unfolding events. Additionally, in the
surrounding scenes, the Han may introduce new technologies, such as the doctor who gives a
monk an injection alongside a Tibetan doctor using a stethoscope, but in subtle cues, such as the
Tibetan in each vignette being taller or positioned higher than the Han, it is the Tibetans who are
at home and in control in the pristine environment.

The painting also raises interesting questions about Amdo Jampa’s exposure to Socialist
Realism and his artistic intentions. In 2006, Tibetan contemporary artists’ discourse included the
possibility of the work’s mild subversion of Communist authority: the rotund depiction of
Chairman Mao could have been a transgression of socialist realist visual conventions.'?® Though
unlikely, the politicized reading seeks to valorize and infuse nationalism into an artwork that is a

landmark in modern Tibetan art history for its unconventional realist style, the commission from
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no less than the Dalai Lama for a ‘modern thangka,” and for its express utilization in political
relations. That is, in Amdo Jampa’s practices—engagement with the Dalai Lama, exposure to
non-indigenous art styles, producing work for purposes beyond the purely religious, and travel—a
new conception of the “artist” emerged in evolving historical, political, and visual culture
contexts. This did and continues to have real social effects, as reflected in discourses then and
since.

Upon returning to Lhasa from Beijing, Amdo Jampa was commissioned by the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama for another revolutionary project, this time in the Takten Migyur Potrang,
a new temple and audience hall constructed under the Dalai Lama’s direction at the Norbulingka
summer palace."® There, Amdo Jampa painted two previously unimaginable murals: One was an
unprecedented naturalistic depiction of the historical Shakyamuni teaching his first disciples in
ancient India, and the other was a semi-photorealistic depiction of the enthronement ceremony in
Lhasa of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.**

The Dalai Lama commissioned Amdo Jampa to paint a depiction of the historical
Budddha, the human Prince Gautama Siddhartha who became known as the Awakened One from
the shakya clan, Shakyamuni, as he would have appeared to his contemporaries at the time of his
first teaching to a handful of disciples. The painting of the Buddha contextualized in the Indian
environment coincided with the occasion in 1956 of the Buddha Jayanti, the 2500 anniversary of
the Buddha’s enlightenment, celebrated at the site of the bodhi tree and temple in Bodh Gaya,
India, which occasioned the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s first travel to India (Bstan-'dzin-rgya-mtsho
2010).

Amdo Jampa was reportedly initially bewildered by the commission, and told His
Holiness that, having never been to India, he did not know how to proceed. 132 The Dalai Lama
advised a combination of research and imagination; and thus artistic practice that otherwise
would have constituted a flagrant disavowal of centuries of iconometric precision and art theory,

gained the sanction of the highest authority.'*
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In the painting, the Buddha is dressed in a simple, plain cloth, seated on a flat grass mat,

and smiles at the mendicants seated in an arc before him.***

Figure 10 Amdo Jampa Tsetan.
Shakyamuni Buddha and the first
disciples. Mural, Takten Migyur
Potrang, Norbulingka, Lhasa, Tibet.
1956.

After Pulin, Wen. Amdo Jampa:
Painter of the Dalai Lama and Tibet.

Traditional Tibetan conventions are preserved in the centrality of the Buddha and
glowing halo around the Buddha’s head, below which, according to vertical hierarchy, all other
humans are positioned, including those in the far background of the painting which lent an
exceptional degree of depth and perspective to the mural composition; the merger of novel
rendering of perspective and traditional hierarchical space must have been a challenge. Alongside
the innovations in realism, perspective, and conceptualization of historical context, the visual
conventions preserved would have clearly signaled to local audiences the Buddha as an
extraordinary figure.

The wall painting depicting the enthronement of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama in an
audience chamber should be placed in the indigenous category of historical paintings depicting

major events, found in the Jokhang, Potala, and other monasteries.
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Figure 11 Amdo Jampa Tsetan. Enthronement of the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama. Mural, Takten Migyur
Potrang, Norbulingka, Lhasa, Tibet. 1956.

After Pulin, Wen. Amdo Jampa: Painter of the Dalai
Lama and Tibet.

Amdo Jampa’s wall painting, however, employs unprecedented photorealism for the
faces of the attending dignitaries, foreign guests, and aristocrats.**> Also present, although clearly
a break with photorealism, are celestial goddesses making offering to the young Dalai Lama and
rejoicing. In a similar mix of approaches, the young Dalai Lama is immediately recognizable by
his facial expression, and he wears the costume of his rank and occasion, and yet his hand is in a
very traditional symbolic gesture (mudra), and holds the traditional symbolism of a stem of a
flower between his thumb and forefinger, which curves sharply to his right, and supports upon its
blossom symbols of enlightened qualities. This extraordinary mural again demonstrates Amdo
Jampa’s introduction of the merger of traditional aesthetics, artistic practices, and religious
worldviews, with modern techniques and ways of seeing.

In 1959, when the Dalai Lama and thousands of Tibetans left Tibet for exile in India,
Amdo Jampa remained in Lhasa as the Maoist era commenced. As a former master painter for the
Dalai Lama, Amdo Jampa was imprisoned as a suspected spy of the “Dalai clique” from1960-
1962. After his release, he was dispatched to the Norbulingka to join communized labor as an “art
worker” for the newly re-named People’s Park. When the Cultural Revolution commenced,

Amdo Jampa was again persecuted and endured struggle sessions, the Red Guards’ staged public
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humiliation, persecution or even executions in which rivals or class enemies were verbally and
physically victimized to exact confessions and to shape public opinion. Amdo Jampa later
recollected that because of the portrait he had painted of Mao in 1954, he was not as badly
“struggled against” as others who had been connected to the former religious and political
leadership. He recounted too that many famous people helpfully gave him little bits of work to do
to survive those difficult years (Pulin 2002).

Amdo Jampa conveyed the dark and threatening nature of the times in an unprecedented
and remarkable painting attributed to the 1960s of a standing White Tara (Tib, drolkar) (Pulin
2002). In the painting, a white standing Tara fills the height of the painting, resplendent with a
golden halo and unusual flowers on the traditional gold adornments decorating her celestial body,
her legs draped in an unusual multi-layered diaphanous skirt. The viewer’s eye is drawn to Tara’s
face, with its expressive depth and dimensionality. Her gaze is penetrating and her lips set tightly,
yet her expression is serene and powerful. Her right hand extends a protective gesture towards the
left side of the painting, where dark black and red flames and smoke swirl around chained
animals. At the edge of this threatening space stand the diminutive and devout family of the artist,
his wife, and five boys and girls dressed in Tibetan chupa. Their smaller size and placement at the
bottom of the frame reflects the traditional compositional space for devotees, but the way they are
encircled with the gold and rainbow hued stem of Tara’s blue lotus flower make the work
extraordinarily personal. This stem extends lasso-like from her left hand, as if to hook them
towards her and forms a border around them, on the other side of which terror roils. Tara
emanates on a wisp of cloud and trailed by gold foliage that curl on the right side of the painting,
a small scene of a parade of monks at a temple hover at the top right corner, as if in a celestial
realm from which she has descended to intervene in the family’s plight. There are no architectural
or landscape elements other than clouds common in central Tibetan thangka painting, leaving the

space around Tara only a clear sky blue.
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All art workers were required to strictly adhere to Maoist Socialist Realism and tradition
was banned as the “Four Olds” to be uprooted and discarded during the Cultural Revolution,
including religion and religious imagery. Although Amdo Jampa did produce Communist
propaganda works, **® he also somehow completed a highly personal painting featuring himself

and his family at the feet of Tara, praying to the swift savoir from harm and fear.

Figure 12 Amdo Jampa Tsetan. White Tara. c. 1960s.
After Pulin, Wen. Amdo Jampa: Painter of the Dalai
Lama and Tibet.

The painting is influenced by western modernism as a purely personal expression lacking
conventional composition or representational strictures, thus adhering to neither Buddhist nor
Maoist expectations. Tara’s face is the only aspect of the painting in a somewhat photorealist
mode or at least not drawn to conventional iconometric proportions, while the composition seems
to have come from the artist’s imagination and not the established conventional compositions
employed by classical thangka painters. The influences which may have contributed to Amdo
Jampa’s radical composition and style could date from his exposure to western and Chinese art
history in Beijing about a decade prior to the Tara painting.**’

Before the Communist takeover and after the return of religion and traditional culture to

Tibetan life after 1980, Amdo Jampa painted the portraits of Lhasa’s leading religious figures,
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including the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s Senior and Junior tutors and the Tenth Panchen Lama,
utilizing his signature photorealism for faces, hands, and bodily forms, and more traditional
aesthetics for their environments and attire or other details. Original paintings by Amdo Jampa
can be seen in Lhasa today, including in several chapels at Drepung monastery,**® including a
large Tara thangka in an assembly hall and an interesting landscape painting that consolidates the

major religious sites of central Tibet that is framed in the private quarters of the Dalai Lama at the

monastery.

Figure 13 Amdo Jampa Tsetan painting of the Tenth
Panchen Lama in shrine at Drepung Loseling
Monastery, Lhasa..

Photograph: Leigh Miller Sangster, 2006.

139 He returned to Lhasa

Amdo Jampa did visit the exile seat of the Dalai Lama in India.
and was appointed in the late 1980s to the official positions of Chairman of the Tibet Fine Arts
Association and Chief Research Officer of the Central Executive Committee of the Tibet
Autonomous Museum of Cultural Artifacts, but does not appear to have desired a political career.
In the 1990s, he opened a school in the Shol village beneath the Potala to transmit to youth the
traditional art training he had received in pre-1959 Tibet and train them in his signature style, as

well as to empower his students, largely rural and poor young men and women, with skills by

which they could earn a livelihood, at times without charging them tuition. Graduates continue to
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operate and teach in his school, have opened private small studios where they are making a living
by their painting, and even have led important international restoration and repainting work in
Lhasa’s temples.'*

Whether emphasis on expression and gesture were perhaps influences from Socialist
Realism which lingered into the next historical period, or Amdo Jampa’s style was a return to the
natural and historical approach the Dalai Lama had encouraged, or the deep impressions of
copying images from photographs, Amdo Jampa became best known for his vivid photorealism
style and the introduction of perspective, depth, and lighting. This constituted a major shift for
Tibetans accustomed to highly stylized representations of spiritual over physiological features, in
uniformly lit space, on a singular plane. In effect, he established a new school of thangka
painting, combining photorealism for lamas’ and divinities’ faces, hands, and bodies, with
traditional aesthetics, compositions and subjects. His portraits of the Dalai Lama and Panchen
Lama, the two highest religious figures in Tibetan Buddhism, as well as other lamas, aristocrats
and foreigners, were immediately recognizable individuals, with detailed facial features and
shading that achieved three-dimensional representation. He then extended this treatment from
humans to other enlightened divinities in the Tibetan Buddhist pantheon. Amdo Jampa’s realism
achieves a feeling of closeness, of personal relationship with the lamas and deities in his
paintings, visually heightening an indigenous concept by adopting a mode of visuality prevalent
in his time.

Although this style of painting had the support of the Dalai Lama, the location of most of
his productions—in residences of the Dalai Lama, gifts to lamas and political leaders, or made in
secret—had made them inaccessible and invisible to the vast majority of the population
before1980. Amdo Jampa’s approach could be revived and popularized in China’s Tibet after the
end of national Socialist Realism, and the majority of Tibetans had become accustomed to forms

of realism. Nonetheless, in the 1980s, "It was a revelation for many people to see life-like images
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of such figures for the first time," said Tashi Tsering, a Tibetan writer who knew Amdo Jampa
(Tibet Information Network 2002).

Contemporary artists in Lhasa post-Deng view the history of indigenous modern art in
Tibet as beginning with Amdo Jampa.***As Gonkar Gyatso, an artist who knew Amdo Jampa,
explained, "He trained... at the same time as several other very talented thangka painters and he
was the one who tried to do something different. He was quite brave to do so—as well as
fortunate in having the support of the Dalai Lama for the work he began to create."'** The Tibetan
literary journal Drangchar opined, "As [Amdo Jampa] mastered the techniques of all three
traditions of Tibetan, Chinese and Western art, his paintings were characterized by outstanding
individuality, and a three-dimensional effect with the use of shading (Drangchar 1993).”

But this realism, and the Dalai Lama’s support, was not unproblematic, politically and in
his community. The influential Tibetan diaspora writer Jamyang Norbu writes Amdo Jampa was
“lucky not to have his fingers cut off” during the Cultural Revolution as a result of having been
the Dalai Lama’s painter, and characterizes his painting in the Socialist Realism era as political
imperative (Norbu ¢.2005), but this may be an overly politicized reading of his life. Amdo Jampa
is recognized as a master artist for his accomplishments, but had the ideas for altering traditional
images of lamas and deities not enjoyed the endorsement of the Dalai Lama, he artist would have
been seen by Tibetans as sinful. “People were astonished and admired the techniques involved,
but there was also some controversy, particularly because His Holiness the Dalai Lama looked so
human in his work,” Gonkar Gyatso said (Tibet Information Network 2002). This evidenced
cultural change from within the bastion of the very authority upon which tradition is based, and
created a category of artist whose social function is to not only reproduce hegemonic forms, but
also to change them.'®?

This change rippled through Tibetan society belatedly, but eventually became widely
influential in thought and practice. The contemporary artist Gonkar Gyatso recounted, “Before

the Chinese ban on Dalai Lama pictures [in 1996], many monasteries | visited all over Tibet had a
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large-scale picture of the Dalai Lama on the main shrine — all in the style of Amdo Jampa’s
famous painting of the Dalai Lama.” Amdo Jampa engaged with ideas and technologies of the
time, so-called modern notions of imagination, historicism, and scientific research, which
translated into pioneering a painting method for Tibetan communities increasingly saturated with
photographic media.***

Amdo Jampa evinces fluidity in the role of an “artist.” The dramatically different stylistic
and ideological modes within which he produced paintings—from traditional thangka to Socialist
Realism propaganda to western modernism’s personal expression to photorealistic religious
iconography—illustrate the powerful dominance of political and social contexts over artistic
production, as well as possibilities for individual creativity and expression as cornerstones of
cultural change from within.**

Although in different ways, Amdo Jampa and Gedun Choephel were pioneers who
brought Tibetan artistic production into the modern era, as much as they were artists actively
working during Tibet’s entry in to the modern era. **® The shift from iconography to portraiture,
from enlightened qualities to personalities, Heimsath (2005) states, make Amdo Jampa and
Gedun Choephel uniquely modern. Amdo Jampa and Gedun Choephel’s innovations and
contributions are important to place before the defining and cataclysmic events of invasion and
colonial occupation.*” In contemporary Tibetan artists” discourse, they point to these two men as
evidence that change is not necessarily imposed from or credited to outsiders, but is a local
capacity from which to draw inspiration for authentic cultural change.

Maoist Socialist Realism: 1950s-1980

The 1956-1980: Maoist Socialist Realism and the Cultural Revolution Era

A two decade political era—spanning from the flight into exile of the Fourteenth Dalai
Lama and assumption of complete political control over Tibet by the Communist Party of the
PRC in 1959 to the post-Cultural Revolution reforms initiated in Tibet in 1980—maps roughly

onto the Socialist Realist era of visual productions in Tibet. Radically new visual environments
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and processes of production redefined “art” as produced by “art workers” for political, not
religious, purpose. For two decades, Mao’s theory of Socialist Realism exclusively dictated that
all forms of national production across visual, performing and literary arts serve the advancement
of political causes, and a set of practices and conventions arose to do so. Maoist Socialist Realism
took unique forms and practices in Tibet, whilst intricately linked to the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP). For artists in Tibet, the era began gradually with the portrait of Mao Zedong by
Amdo Jampa, but soon after, socialist realism eclipsed all other production until the first “anti-
political” art produced in Tibet, likely by Han artists from about 1979.®

Below, the contexts, practices and discourses of the mid-century Socialist Realism in
Tibet are briefly described, and its impact on Tibetans’ artistic formation and history is recounted
through the perspectives of Tibetan professors of art and art history, and informed by publications
of communist propaganda and documentary photography. The social processes of production of
Maoist Socialist Realism, its formal characteristics, and the ways in which Socialist Realism was
adapted to Tibet and its modes of representation of Tibetans are treated in depth in Chapter Three,
in dialogue with the ways in which contemporary artists may now be responding to its social and
visual impact and legacy.

A faction within the Communist leadership in Beijing had by the late-1950s lost faith in a
gradualist approach to working with Tibetan leaders, and after 1959 held sway in bringing radical
revolutionary methods to governing Tibet (Kapstein, The Tibetans 2006). The CCP first began
Democratic Reforms (confiscation of aristocratic and monastic estates for reallocation and
collectivization) in ethnographic Tibetan, the eastern plateau, sparking resistance and the flight of
Tibetans towards Lhasa. By early 1959 thousands of eastern Tibetans and accounts of destruction
of monasteries had reached Lhasa, and motivated the city to rise in protest against the Chinese
military and political leaders. The uprising March 10-12" was brutally repressed and the Dalai
Lama escaped from the Potala in disguise on March 14 to seek asylum in India. The CCP took

power and immediately instituted Democratic Reforms and launched not only a class struggle, but
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also the destruction of religion, the Tibetan people’s ultimate source of authority and identity.
While the Cultural Revolution was a national campaign explicitly designed to “Smash the Olds,”
by the time it was launched in 1966, much of Tibetan religious and cultural life and institutions
had already been devastated. Nonetheless, during the Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976, rival
Red Guard factions in Tibet completed the final destruction of thousands of temples and
monasteries, an overwhelming majority of the Tibetan religious sites and objects embodying the
heart of Tibetan civilization were razed or ransacked by the end of the Cultural Revolution. These
were the sites of religious practice and training in philosophy, meditation, medicine, astrology,
and other arts and sciences, a unique social system for the residential cloistering of monks and
nuns that yet institutionally dominated local lay society, and the repositories of centuries of texts,
arts, and wealth. As the faithful were persecuted, hundreds of tons of statuary and religious
objects made of precious metals and gems were shipped to China to be smelted or sold (Rinbhur
Rinpoche n.d.). Thangka were ripped from their silk brocade frames, the silk more highly valued
by the Chinese than the paintings, and centuries’ old murals and clay statues demolished or
desecrated. The Lhasa Jokhang, the holiest cathedral in Tibet, was converted to military housing
and its chapels used as pig sties. The shock and horror remains almost inexpressible.
Simultaneously, propaganda works in the mode of Maoist Socialist Realism illustrated
the so-called backwardness of religion, justifying its eradication, and celebrated socialist heroes.
The portrayal of the ‘three heroes’—the worker, soldier, and peasant—of Socialist Realism were
elevated to iconic status in depictions of patriotic and zealous action for the nation (Wang 2008).
Art elevated Mao to the position of a Buddha by literally co-opting Tibetan visual culture through
substituting portraits of Chairman Mao for the vacated Buddhas in temples and villages across the

plateau, as can be seen in rare photographs like those from Forbidden Tibet (Woeser 2006).
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Figure 14 Cultural
Revolution parade with
anti-religion and anti-
monks poster.

After Woeser, Tsering.
Shajié. Sishi nian de
jiyi

jinqu {z%%h) (Forbidd
en memory. Tibet
during the Cultural
Revolution).

Communist Chinese Socialist Realism was a national art created alongside the birth of
the modern Chinese nation, under Chairman Mao’s directive in all forms of economic, political,
and cultural life. Chinese Socialist Realism developed from Mao’s pre-victory speeches to the
early Community Party at their Yan’an base about the role of the visual and literary arts
according to Marxist theory (McDougall 1980) (Marcuse 1978), and adaptations of Soviet
Socialist Realism style (Galikowski 1998). It promulgated the ideology that art “serve the
masses,” (McDougall 1980) through a visual style that was symbolically coded and teleologically
driven to unify and mobilize, if not coerce, the masses.

Chinese politics radically inverted past and contemporaneous Chinese and international
notions of artists by enlisting them in communist revolutionary ideological battles as “art
workers”. Charged with drawing source material from “the people,” they led “mass art”
movements according to Socialist Realist methodologies celebrating Mao foremost, the
Communist heroes of workers, soldiers and farmers, and visually emphasizing the central
character (Galikowski 1998) (Jiang 2004) (Xu 2005), or the conventions for portraits of a radiant
Mao referred to as “Red, Bright, Light” (Tashi, Art in Process unpublished manuscript). Under
Maoism, artists were intended to document current conditions, which would presumable portray

both the problems of the past and the promise of society being realized through the committed
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labor of Communist zealots. In fact, art was so politically determined that the proletariat’s
strength, heroism and optimism became blatant exaggerations directed by Party allegiance, which
the prominent cultural critic LuXun pointed out (J. D. Spence 1999).%

The working methodologies of this political dictum included popular art production,
trained artists being sent to rural areas to draw from the field, training local “art workers”, and
recruiting rural art workers to the interior for further training in Communist theory and future
evangelism. Tibet was no exception. Han artists were sent to minority and border areas to become
familiar with local idioms and to train local art workers. "In the 50's," says Gade, a contemporary
artist in Lhasa, "Tibetan artists only painted religious art, and the Chinese artists that the army
sent created political propaganda showing Tibet as a feudal society and arguing that we should
believe in socialism (Simmons 2004).” Tibetan artists then learned to produce socialist realism,
including through participation in the quintessential Socialist Realism artistic project in Tibet, the
large scale Wrath of the Serfs propaganda exhibition condemning the Dalai Lama’s former
theocracy and celebrating indigenous proto-socialists.™

In this exhibition production in Lhasa and in the PRC at large, the work of artists was
directed, supervised, and approved for distribution by a network of government officials (Xu
2005). As Xu explains, art associations are central to official art worlds as they mediated the
“extremely close” relationship between artists, the State and the Party, and managed exhibition
spaces (Xu 2005). In the first decades of the new nation, Xu writes,

The aim of every art exhibit was perfectly explicit: the artists’ work should
satisfy the requirements of current government policy. This task was not simply left to
the artists’ own initiative but was highly organized. The various levels of artists’
professional associations would select artists and organize them to work according to a
‘three-in-one’ philosophy: the leaders propose the subject, the workers discuss the
method and the artists create the product. Within this collective structure there would be
repeated discussion and revision before a final version was agreed on. After the work was
finished it still had to be approved by several levels of leadership before it could finally

be entered in an exhibition. This was especially true for exhibitions that were prepared as
part of major political movements.
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Regional and municipal branches of the Chinese Artist Associations were formed during
the Maoist era, and their original mission and artistic production methods are still important,
especially in Tibet, where the Tibet Artists Association (Tibet referring to the Tibetan
Autonomous Region, and hence my use of the acronym TARAA) extended its methods through
its members, branches and influence on cultural institutions. Norbu writes, “art in Tibet in the
sixties and seventies became entirely ‘socialist’ and ‘revolutionary’ in inspiration and Chinese in
character and execution (Norbu ¢.2005).” Former thangka painters spent the Cultural Revolution
either adapting their meticulous technique to the broad brush strokes of Socialist Realism’s
utopian vision, or, recognizing that to paint anything else meant severe punishment, did not paint
at all.

One Han Chinese artist deployed by the State to illustrate the work of revolutionizing
Tibet is Han Shuli. His painting Chairman Mao Sends His Emissaries helped establish a stylistic
and thematic genre of images characterizing the artists in the TARAA (of which he soon became
and remains a leader). In the painting, Tibetans offer a celebratory welcome of People’s
Liberation Army soldiers, a theme replicated for Han representatives of the State in print media

and other propaganda for decades afterwards.
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Figure 15 Han Shuli. Chairman Mao sends his
emissaries.

A new generation of Tibetan artists was indoctrinated with a visual style and artistic
identity tied to political ideology through training, by Han artists in Tibet and by sending Tibetan
youth to educational institutions to the east, to work as Fine Art Soldiers (rimo dmagmi (Tib.))
during the Cultural Revolution. The Tibetan artists Cham Sang, Wangdor, Abu, and Tsering
Dorjee worked as illustrators, art designers, and poster artists when they returned to Tibet after
their training.>* Secondary schools at the time also taught fine art classes in simple calligraphy
and sketching for students to utilize in making political posters and billboards.

For Tibetans then, Socialist Realism was an imposed and alien aesthetic when it was
introduced, and was forced upon the breach created by the destruction of traditional religious
imagery and its production and use; the traumatic exclusion of religion from the visual
environment was compounded as artists were recruited to participate in the replication of
Communist propaganda, superficially adapting it to Tibet.

Although Socialist Realism dominated Tibetan visual environments and artistic

production and training opportunities for two decades, there is a lacuna of documentation of the
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period, and although it is commonly referenced in visual and narrative artistic discourses today,
the impact upon Tibetan artists at the time and since has not been analyzed. Surviving images and
artists’ accounts of the period are scarce; this seems in keeping with general avoidance, forgetting
and denial of the role of Tibetans in campaigns of the Cultural Revolution, from painting to
iconoclasm™ to acts of violence (C. McGranahan 2010).

Professor of painting, international modern art history, and contemporary artist Tsewang
Tashi countered the misperception that Tibetan artists were not active producers during the
Cultural Revolution. Tsewang Tashi found it quite a matter of historical fact and context that
Tibetan artists trained in thangka painting prior to “Liberation”, such as the thangka masters

b,%* would have worked in the Socialist Realism

Amdo Jampa, Tenpa Rabten,** and Yeshe Shera
mode of art production during the Cultural Revolution era. In the 1960s and 1970s, Socialist
Realism dominated the PRC, dictating the Han artists’ style and in turn “dominating the style of
Tibetan artists at that time,” he said.’*®

Tsewang Tashi described watching painters in the late 1960s and early 1970s in his
childhood neighborhood. When viewing the posters and murals they produced, it was easy to spot
the propaganda posters locally produced by former thangka painters. He recalled,

Because I lived in the Muslim area, behind where the Flora Hotel is today, and
lived there until 1980, | played all around the mosque. | remember in front of the mosque
there was one work unit that had a large section of wall dedicated for political posters.
These were made by thangka painters. | felt the way they did their paintings was very
different from the other common propaganda images of the time, and also the feeling
they gave was very different. Everything was so detailed—Iike the strands of hair and
also the posture and facial expressions—just like the wrathful deities! These (traditional)
postures and hand gestures (mudra) for deities were used for leaders but even more so for
farmers, workers and soldiers. | have a very clear memory of them.™®
As he spoke, Tsewang raised his hands and extended his legs, demonstrating postures and

gestures of the ‘heroes,” borrowed from the traditional iconography for wrathful deities which
only Tibetan artists and Tibetan Buddhist audiences would have known.

Those Socialist Realism wall paintings also utilized techniques and materials that belied

either the Tibetan or Chinese training of the artist. For example, the lines and detailing by Tibetan

108



painters were done with the much finer lines and brushes of the thangka painter’s toolkit. In
contrast, Tsewang Tashi explained,

Ordinary (Chinese-) made propaganda posters and canvases were very rough,
using big brushes, scarce details. On the mosque walls often [Chinese artists] painted and
hung canvases in oil, because oil can withstand rain better than painting on the wall itself.
Usually in color, sometimes black and white. But when [Tibetan artists] made images on
the walls, they first applied some special mud and then smoothed it to a shine, then
painted on that, then coated it—just like the Tibetan temple wall painting (debris)
technique, just like our murals!

Tsewang laughed, “So, as a child I played in my own gallery!” with rotating images and
working artists to observe.'®” As an adult artist interested in his early artistic influences and the
history of art and visual culture in Lhasa, he has attempted to locate extant documentation of such
paintings so vivid in his memories, but so far as not discovered any archival images.**®

Reflecting on modern art history, Tsewang Tashi asserts the Socialist Realism era was an
important art historical period both for China and Tibet. “Tibet, since 1959, has followed
nationalist movements”, he said, and “art and politics are inseparable in China in the twentieth
century.” For China, the beginning of modern art, Tsewang Tashi claims, was in the early
twentieth century, when “the western influence was very strong in China in all areas—arts,
politics, ideas of freedom, etc.—but those artists soon began to incorporate Chinese traditional
elements as well, so they were not just copying the western images. This flourished amongst the
political May 4 Movement’s denial of tradition and adoption of ideas from the West, such as
individual freedom.” *** This movement, however, was overshadowed by the subsequent civil war
between the Kuomintang and Communists.

Socialist Realism was the next form of Chinese “modern” art, marked as such by virtue
of being entirely novel and utterly different from both the earlier modernizations and from
traditional arts, adopted from Soviet influence, and because it quickly acquired a very strong
character native to China through its palette and appeal to rural decorative styles (Norbu

€.2005)."® By comparison, when socialist realism came to Tibet, Tibetan artists were under local

authorities’ dictates to replicate Sino Socialist Realism, periodically dressing the subjects in
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Tibetan clothing or substituting landscape or architectural details to reflect the local physical
environment.

Tsewang Tashi is interested in establishing a history of “modern art” in Tibet that does
not follow Chinese modern art’s historical markers, chronologies, and influences, yet he does
utilize similarities between Tibetan and Chinese contexts to identify and claim Tibet’s own
modern periods. For Tibetans like Tsewang Tashi and Jamyang Norbu, defining “modern” art for
both Tibet and China hinges on the two features of novelty and mixing of local characteristics
with a foreign style. Thus, China may be said to have had two different but strong national
modern periods: in the early twentieth century (mixing Western and Chinese sensibilities) and
with Socialist Realism (a national incorporation of Soviet movements into Sino-Maoist
socialism).™" In contrast, Tibetans also initiated their own modern art movement in the early
twentieth century (stimulated by the introduction of British photography, yet constituting
significantly less exposure to foreign influences compared to contemporaneous China), but
experienced Socialist Realism not as a Tibetan modern art form, but as an era of novel production
only, as it was imposed, and, even if practiced by Tibetans, not incorporated into Tibetan
indigenous expression.

Communist Socialist Realism lost its visual and ideological primacy after the death of
Mao, but Tibetans sent to study in China’s art departments found that into the early 1980s,
training in styles other than Socialist Realism was nearly impossible, limited by the professors’
decades of constraints. Socialist Realism also persists in official imagery, in popular culture,
commercial art and advertising, and in the subtle influence in contemporary artists’ work.
Tsewang Tashi said, “Socialist realism dominated in the 1960s and 1970s in the TAR and Tibetan
ethnic areas, and some artists now [2004] continue to produce socialist realism paintings and
street billboards for specific occasions.” So, while it was not an indigenous modern movement, its
ubiquity had a profound impact on the development of modern and contemporary art and artistic

identities in Tibet.
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All Tibetan art after 1959 has to be understood in the context of the new modern Chinese
state in which artists have lived and been trained (Alsop 2007). Dramatic political changes and
concomitant radical changes to the visual culture changed notions of the Tibetan “artist;” that “art
worker” in the Maoist era was far removed from a Buddhist engaged in the “proper” production
of religiously efficacious images by prescribed techniques. Traditional notions of art and artist
were radically challenged by a model of visual production in service of political ideologies rather
than religious efficacy and transcendence. After the Maoist era, former Buddhist notions and
practices were not aspects of culture and religion which could simply be reinstated in subsequent
decades, but had to make accommodations and adaptations (Kapstein, The Tibetans 2006). The
legacy of Socialist Realism is that it has become a part of subsequent visual culture and art
making and interpretation in Tibet, as a result of Tibetans trained to be artists under the Maoist
system, exposed to an art history of Russian and Chinese revolutionary realism and its painting
materials and techniques, and introducing styles and practices that were not native to Tibet or the
Buddhist arts of Tibet’s neighbors.

Conclusion

Major art historical time periods in the past century are characterized by distinct contexts,
practices and discourses about visual cultural productions and producers in Tibet, from serving
Buddhist to Socialist hegemonies, between which there was a brief period of indigenous secular
modernism. The sociopolitical context of each era and its institutional structures are inseparable
from the conceptions, functions and production of art and artists. Artistic social practices
reflected the dominant visual cultural products, beginning with thangka, mural and sculpture
created by divinely-inspired artists and skilled artisans, but these practices were outlawed under
Chinese Socialism and replaced with painterly techniques and secular uses of visual productions
for political ends. Artistic discourses during and about these time periods reveal ideological
commitments, debates, goals and concerns that motivate and are stimulated by artistic production.

As described, in the traditional Tibetan Buddhist society, evidenced in indigenous literature into
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the nineteenth century, concerns for making a karmically and spiritually beneficial impact on the
mind of the viewer motivated Tibetan commentaries and manuals framing artistic practices,
which served larger social reproduction of power structures and worldviews. By the time
religious artists like Tenpa Rabten and Amdo Jampa were employed by the PRC’s authorities in
Tibet as “art workers”, the State’s need to image rhetoric of communist propaganda made the
techniques of Socialist Realism requisite, and the exclusive, visual culture. The impact upon
Tibetans like Tsewang Tashi and his generation at the most benign was to broaden their visual
vocabulary, and thus ideological exposure, beyond religion. In terms of cultural identities and
transmission, art productions reflects radical social changes in just a few decades, and also signal
traumatic rupture. Thus, analysis of social processes and contexts explores the affect of art and
artists upon cultural identities and the cultural politics of representation, aesthetics, authenticity,
and appropriation, which may impact the social reproduction, challenge or transformation of

dominant ideologies.
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Chapter Three
Art and Artists in Lhasa: Contemporary Arts (1980-2008)

Contemporary artists in Lhasa shape the debate regarding what criteria makes cultural
productions “Tibetan” and the roles “art” may or may not play in contributing to contemporary
Tibetan culture and collective cultural identities. After 1980, artistic contexts, practices,
discourses and effects broadly diversified, fomenting multiple and intersecting strands of
contemporary movements.

This discussion of “art” and “artists” in Lhasa builds upon the previous chapter
(concerning 1900-1980) and continues the discussion into the late twentieth and early twenty-first
century, concluding with glimpses into some contemporary exhibition practices and discourses
that highlight tensions and multiplicity of views and activities in the emergent phase of
international contemporary Tibetan art. In the previous chapter, | focused on the emergence of
modern art eras, and below on contemporary art eras, to describe the social, political, religious,
and global contexts which inform—and may also be impacted by—art and artists.

I examine the contexts, practices, discourses, and potential social impact of key figures
and sites of artistic production in the post-Deng era to ask what artistic identities are being
sought, finding expression, and implied in a range of associated activities. The period1980-2003
is the era I call Reform and the Birth of Contemporary Tibetan Art, explored in a multi-faceted
look at the post-Cultural Revolution era of cultural revival, identity crisis, innovation and
experimentation, and the formation of new artists’ associations, spaces, and professional
practices. | date a twenty-first century shift to the founding of the Gedun Choephel Guild in 2003.
The period of Contemporary Art and Artists: 2003-2008 considers the legacy of the past within
the context of a blossoming and dynamic, if yet small and tentative, movement and a time in
which their work was significantly gaining visibility internationally. This emerging visibility, in
western-run galleries and even in 2009 participation in the Venice Biennale by Lhasa-born artist

Gonkar Gyatso, is, however, like the front door or public facade. The remainder of this study
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focuses on the artists and works by entering, as it were, from the back door, to understand artists’
productions as motivated by impulses at once documentary, cultural, commercial, universal, and
personal. As this project focuses on this latter time period, and select members of the Gedun
Choephel Artists Guild in particular, I have in this history tried to trace the artists, movements,
and influences most directly related with the eventual emergence of the Gedun Choephel Artists
Guild and the global phenomenon of contemporary Tibetan art, from a Lhasa-centric point of
view.

This study also takes cultural productions as a window into contemporary Tibetan
cultural formation and identity in contexts of post-traumatic memories, ongoing colonization, and
globalization. Artists aid exploration of cultural and social processes of continuity and change
because they are actively engaged in synthesizing information, perspectives, and their own
experience, and are prepared to demonstrate and give commentary upon their views. Individual
artists’ contexts, choices, productions, and their challenges and accomplishments enact and/or
reflect upon issues endemic to the frameworks within which they live and work. In the artists’
own times, their practices frequently transcend ordinary communication channels to redefine and
interpret what is happening locally and globally. While some artists live at a remove from
mainstream society—Dby virtue of their cultured, elite status, or marginalized as an outsider, for
example—a society’s great artists frequently come to define or be closely associated with
national identities and historical moments. Thus artists, living or posthumously, and their works
are often at the heart of national aesthetics, formed by and shaping social possibilities for others.
Yet, particularly in contexts of colonialism, artists’ work can be appropriated and/or become sites
for contestation of representation and minority or indigenous identity formation. The study of art
and artists may begin to remedy a critical lack of understanding of Tibetan artists, particularly the
contemporary inheritors of a rich legacy of indigenous art history and who are forming modern

Tibetan culture.
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In the modern era, Lhasa’s professional, visual cultural producers—including artists in
the mainstream “culture industry” of state media and consumerism and those outside of it among
independent intellectuals—enable consideration of the impact of social frameworks, including
different institutional structures and ideological commitments, on artistic practices and
discourses.

The context of rapid and dramatic artistic changes in the past one hundred years has lead
to the perception of polarization of tradition (located in memory as most authentically received
and practiced in pre-1950s Tibet) and the contemporary, new art of the post-1980 eras. The
inseparable linkage of “art” and Buddhism which has defined Tibetan visual artistic production
for centuries in Tibet complicates defining contemporary art in Lhasa. By comparison,
contemporary art, the personal expression of an artist often intended for public secular display,
reflection and sale, follows no iconographic strictures, is not in the service of spiritual efficacy,
and is not housed in religious locations. When the conventional ritual and edifying aspects of
religious imagery are removed from art, the question often arises today whether such work can
even still be considered Tibetan.

Another debate concerns whether it is even possible, consciously or unconsciously, to
remove Buddhism from art created by Tibetans, imbued as its influence is in all aspects of life
originating from the Land of Snows.*® And yet another set of observers would call the mere
appearance of any Buddhist visual language, despite the presence or absence of intended
religiosity of its function or communicative goals, a continuity of and deliberate hallmark of the
Tibetanness of contemporary art. In short, any painting by Tibetans today that are not-thangka
raises questions, and at times seems difficult to even conceive.

This may be illustrated by a 2006 dialogue between artists and scholars about defining
contemporary Tibetan art, in which an inquiry was posed by Tsering Shakya: “What makes this

art Tibetan?”'*® Shakya noted the critique among Tibetans, “One is disloyal if you don’t hold up
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tradition,” prompting a lively interrogation in the role of the artist as transmitter of tradition or
cultural innovator (C. a. McGranahan 2007).

The more obvious references to Buddhist imagery, perceived by many as persistent and
pervasive, prompted art historian Dina Bangdel to ask, in response to Shakya, if it was “the
recognizable Buddhist symbols that made this Tibetan art?” (C. a. McGranahan, Seeing Into
Being: The Waves on the Turquoise Lake Artists' and Scholars' Symposium 2007), a view with
which Harris (2013) may concur. Yet, from my extended conversations with artists in these same
years, I understand that none of the artists could have answered Bangdel’s question with a simple
“No,” for they cannot exclude Buddhism from Tibetan culture, nor deny its visual influence upon
them or its marketability. But perhaps more importantly and subtly, they could not comfortably
say “Yes” in answer to Bangdel either, as this would be to deny that much of their extent oeuvre
without “recognizable Buddhist symbols” was also “Tibetan art,” and foreclose future
possibilities for art production if it would necessarily require religious symbols to be deemed both
“art” and “Tibetan”. Regarding the role of heritage in contemporary life, Losang Gyatso, an artist
now in the US, had replied in the symposium that questions of cultural sustainability demand the
difficult discernment of “what to discard and what to keep.” This in turn involves honestly
addressing what happens when “things become symbolic rather than meaningful,” Losang Gyatso
said (C. a. McGranahan, Seeing Into Being: The Waves on the Turquoise Lake Artists' and
Scholars' Symposium 2007). In other words, artists can and do feel burdened by expectations to
represent their culture and religion in ways which can exist in conflict with their personal
experience, knowledge, and beliefs. In many of the artists’ work we see just this bittersweet
tension between artistic, cultural and religious heritage informing identity on the one hand, and
the recognition of the superficiality of cultural and religious clichés on the other. Reflection of
their personal experiences is a goal, but they have to fight for space for such expression to be

received as culturally authentic.
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Cultural producers, including artists, affect social reproduction, often “working within
structures of power ....and organizations that are tied to and doing the work of national or
commercial interests (Abu-Lughod 1997).” Artists in Tibet have had fluctuating degrees of
control over whether to participate in such structures or not; during the Cultural Revolution era, it
was obligatory, but some Tibetan artists did and do continue to replicate Party-state interests
since then. At the same time, cultural producers may affect social transformation or challenges to
dominant ideologies, typically through analysis of the cultural politics of aesthetics, authority,
and appropriation (J. O. Young 2006), particularly in representations of tradition and of otherness
(including the anthropologically-implicated construction of “primitives”) (Errington 1994)
(Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress 1998) (Price 2002).
Social practices of visual productions of interest to anthropologists such as Gell (1994), Ginsburg
(1991) (1993) (1994) (2002), Marcus and Myers (1995), and Myers (Myers 2002), are the “ways
in which people use these forms and technologies to construct, articulate, and disseminate
ideologies about identity, community, difference, nation and politics, and with their impact on
social relations, social formation, and social meanings (Mahon 2000).”*** For Thomas (1997)
(2001), for example, these uses by artists productively center on exposing oppositional
relationships as a mode of representation that accomplishes both “imaging collectivity” to
strengthen indigenous community and “assertion of coevalness” with settler history. Visual forms
of representation repeatedly arise as a central concern for Tibetan modern artists, such that
representation is viewed as a historically situated arena for constructing and contesting
nationalism, Tibetanness and modern identities as minorities within the PRC.

I explore notions of art and artist at work in these periods through reliance upon the
ethnographic methods by which | obtained recollections and opinions of independent and
affiliated artists | interviewed, participant observation in galleries and amongst groups of artists,
and the art works these artists produced primarily during my fieldwork trips in Lhasa between

2004 and 2007. Select artists have had opportunities to speak for themselves in exhibition and
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catalogue artist’s statements, at the opening of exhibitions in London, America, and Beijing, and
in non-commercial roundtables, scholarly panels, and online ,**> many of which | attended or
from which | accessed proceedings.

Exploration of the modern and contemporary periods, 1980-2003 and 2003-2010, will be
informed by the art associations and institutions active in those times. These groups include the
Tibet Autonomous Region Artists Association (founded 1981), the Sweet Tea House Artists
Association (active 1985-1987), the Art Department of Tibet University (founded in 1985), and
the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild (founded in 2003). The artistic dimensions of the cultural
renaissance of the 1980s in Lhasa were related to me by artists Gonkar Gyatso and Tsewang
Tashi in particular, and Stevenson (2002) and Kverne (1994) document non-traditional art in the
period in other Tibetan areas within China. | conducted interviews with the founders of the
important artists’ organizations formed in Lhasa in the 1980s, which were the Tibetan
Autonomous Region Artist Association (TARAA), Tibet University Art Department (TU), and
the Sweet Tea House group. The mid-1980s were an exciting time, but activities ground to a near
halt for many as political protests were squelched by martial law in the late 1980s; Norbu (c2006)
considers the political milieu’s impact on artists. Catalogues and artist interviews support
discussion of the 1990s.

For the period of 2003-2010, I rely primarily upon ethnographic materials, including
formal interviews and informal experience with artists, particularly in galleries and studios. A
brief comparative look at several exhibitions in the 2000s mounted in Beijing and Lhasa will be
drawn upon to illustrate differing goals and conceptualizations of art and artists espoused by
individuals and art associations that sponsor them.

Narratives about and by artists provide entry into conceptions of artistic identities and
practices, institutional and ideological structures, limitations and instances of transcending given
parameters. Together, narrative and visual productions evidence ways in which art is influenced

by and at times also affects social contexts and social processes. | trace the training, careers, and
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evolving conceptions of artistic identities expressed by several principal figures active from the
1980s into the present, including: Han Shuli, Yu Youxin, Gonkar Gyatso, Tsewang Tashi, Norbu
Tsering (Nortse), Gade, Tsering Nyandak and others. After introducing these men here, in-depth
exploration of some of their artistic output will follow in subsequent chapters.

A Survey of Art and Artists in Lhasa

Revival, Reform and Revelation: 1980-2003

The Economic Reform and Open Door Policy of the 1980s was a radical cultural shift
from the Maoist era. The opening of China signified national political will to redress the excesses
of the Cultural Revolution, and marked the start of a new era in which the revival of traditional
Tibetan culture could be embraced along with innovation and modernization. Cultural revival in
Lhasa had a powerful impact upon artists and their society, spawning both artistic innovation and
personal and collective anxiety about the past. Modern and contemporary Tibetan culture has

been emerging in various forms (art, literature, and music*®

) across the plateau’s several Tibetan
regions since the 1980s, primarily as the result of post-Maoist political and economic change in
the PRC and local negotiations and adaptations to change (Hartley and Schiaffini-Vedani 2008)
(T. Shakya, The Waterfall and Fragrant Flowers 2000) (Stirr 2008).

In this context, contemporary art and artistic identities in Lhasa burgeoned. Three highly
influential art institutions were founded in Lhasa in the 1980s: the Tibet University Art
Department, the Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association (TARAA) and the Sweet Tea
House group. In the same decade, the stimulating movements of Han and Tibetan artists back and
forth between Beijing and Lhasa brought competing ideas of artistry and diversity of imagery to
Tibet. The practices and discourses of artists which emerged in the 1980s in affiliation with these
distinct groups continue to strongly inform Lhasa’s art world thirty years on. The late 1980s and
1990s saw a dramatic decline in artistic activity, largely influenced by political and economic

conditions, and yet, though fleeting, some important milestones were achieved. By the turn of the

century, a renewal of artistic energy was afoot, reviving and adapting some of the practices and
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discourses of the mid-1980s, and setting the context for the next and current phase of modern and
contemporary art in Lhasa in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

In 1978, the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) convened and dramatically changed the course of the PRC’s political
philosophy from “class struggle” to the “Economic Reform and Open Door Policy” of transition
into market economies. The Great Helmsman, Chairman Mao Zedong, was dead, the Gang of
Four ousted for the disasters of the Cultural Revolution they had helped to orchestrate, and Deng
Xiaoping had risen to power with a reformist agenda. The effects of these changes in Beijing
transformed political conditions, and then economic and cultural conditions. Among the far
reaching effects of this shift, for Tibetan areas, were ae eventual cultural renaissance in the
resurgence of their previously oppressed religious and cultural life, and the arrival of foreign
goods including, even in remote Lhasa, books about foreign artists and art. Han and Tibetan
artists found it a heady time to create art in Lhasa.

The transition began in Tibet when Party Secretary, Hu Yaobang, visited Lhasa in 1980.
Alarmed by conditions in Tibet, which he boldly proclaimed had worsened under communist
rule, Hu made an unprecedented public admonishment of policy failures in Tibet and exhorted
TAR authorities to support local culture, including religion and language, stimulate economic
growth, and retract excess Han cadres in the region (HuVisitinBarnett). The Open Door reforms
thus reached Lhasa belatedly, but swept in a period of cultural revival, even “renaissance,” artist
Tsewang Tashi once said, across the Tibetan plateau, as monasteries and temples were rebuilt to
some extent, forced communes disbanded, and some forms of social, cultural, and religious life
that had been suspended for nearly two decades resumed. Among the far-reaching effects of this
shift, for Tibetan areas, were a vibrant cultural renaissance and the arrival of foreign goods,
including, even in remote Lhasa, books about foreign artists and art. Artists were freed of the
imperatives of Socialist Realism and exposed to modern Western arts (outside of Soviet Socialist

Realism) for the first time, stimulating a burst of artistic activity. For a generation of artists raised
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in Maoist Tibet, “revival” also constituted novel experience of Tibetan “tradition”. Artists thus
enjoyed stimulating and relatively relaxed contexts for expression and experimentation in the
early and mid 1980s, along with often confusing and anxious quests for ethnic identity.

Unfortunately, political protests in Lhasa, the largest since 1959, rocked the city in 1987
and 1989, to which authorities responded with massive militaristic repression and institution of
martial law. The open atmosphere at the start of the decade vanished, and State support was
thrown behind economic development of Western China, as fledgling religious, cultural and
personal freedoms were rescinded. Again, political contexts impacted artistic practices, and
triggered a retraction of practices and discourses. In the context of economic growth of the 1990s
entrepreneurial pursuits that benefitted artists were, more often than not, outside the artistic realm.
The post-political protest environment was a pale comparison to the expansion and freedom of
the previous decade. Political contexts made the period a turbulent mix of relative freedom and
repression, with implications for the meanings of “art” and “artist”.

Artistic Diversification

Out of the stimulation and activity of the early and mid- 1980s, multiple distinct artistic
realms of activity surfaced with particular artistic practices, as independent and anti-political Han
artists visited Tibet, government affiliated Han artists established careers in Tibet, and Tibetan
artists took up leading roles in pioneering new artistic possibilities both official and unofficial.
Distinct artistic realms of activity surfaced: Tibetan Socialist Realism, independent and anti-
political Han artists visiting Tibet, government affiliated Han artists establishing careers in Tibet
through the founding of the Lhasa Artists Association, and Tibetan artists (mainly trained in
China) who took up leading roles in pioneering new artistic possibilities for Tibetans both official
through Tibet University and unofficial in the founding of the Sweet Tea House Artists’

Association.
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Independent Han Avrtists Discover Tibet

The national “opening up” after 1978 that released of art from politics’ grip meant Han
artists were freed from Maoist Socialist Realism to discover new artistic forms and practices. Han
artists were embarking on a stimulating a period characterized by openness and diversity in terms
of materials, methods, and ways of thinking, first stimulated by newfound exposure to artists such
as Picasso, Kandinsky, the Bauhaus, and post-impressionists before crystallizing in their own
identities and initiating China’s “contemporary” art period, according to Tsewang Tashi.

Independent Han artists began to travel freely in Tibet in the 1980s. Some Han artists sent
to work there under the Maoist regime stayed, while other young Han artists came to Tibet jaded
by eastern China and in search of alternatives. They became fascinated with the visual culture of
Tibet and artistic heritage of Buddhism, and enthused by the anti-ideological Chinese art
movement, initially appropriating objects and motifs for their visual impact alone. This stood in
contrast to past Han representations of Tibet, which sought to make State messages culturally
legible through the dress and environment of the characters while denigrating minority culture
and religion.

Han painters often represented the land and people as mysterious, holy and pure, but also
developed new methods of imaging the relationship between Tibet, the nation, and its peoples by
practicing a new, anti-ideological ‘cool realism’ (Ye 2000). The mode of painting is epitomized
in Chen Dangqing’s Tibet Series (1980) four oil paintings of Tibetan farmers, devout pilgrims, and
nomads. As Chen’s paintings won acclaim, it was, and remains clearly an image of Tibet the
post-trauma nation craves of the pre-modern Other within its borders. Such images, however,
freeze Tibetans in a fantasy outside of time and change, creating a romantic realism which fails to

represent Tibetans’ lives.
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Figure 16 Chen Danging. Tibet Figure 17 Chen Daning. Tibet

Series: The Shepherd (Muyang ren). Series: Entering the City
1980. Oil on wood. 80 x 52 cm (Jinsheng). 1981, oil on canvas,
78x63 cm

Figure 18 Chen Danqing. Tibet Series: Pilgrims
(Chaosheng). 1980.
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Alsop finds a famous group portrait representative of the independent Han artists’ ethos.
In the painting Drink to Tibet by Yu Xiaodong, twenty-three Chinese (and two Tibetan) artists,
writers, and filmmakers gathered around a long table, wine glasses in raised hand. Alsop writes,
“By and large...[they] came to Tibet to escape the drudgery and regimentation of life in China
and to bask in the glow of the mystical vitality of Tibet’s culture and people (Alsop 2005).” Han
artists in Tibet in the 1980s were thus also engaged in critique of their own society through the
appropriation of Tibetan imagery, emblematic of a purity and simplicity outside of politics (Ye
2000), and embracing artistic identities that were defined by bohemian pursuits, autonomy and
creative freedom rather than politics.

Han artists going to Tibet was a springboard to national or international fame in some
cases, but these young or established artists had limited yet specific direct impacts upon local
artistic practices. Firstly, the opening up and interaction with Han artists, Tsewang Tashi
observed, led to changes in style. Orthodox socialist realism of the 1960s and 70s, he observed,
gave way to another kind of “realism...as another alternative artistic language, which artists
employ to express their feelings and thoughts.” The first generation of Tibetan artists trained after
the socialist realism era did, according to Tsewang Tashi, adopt some “self-exoticizing” in the
vein of Chen Danging, but many Tibetan artists trained in oil painting propaganda turned to
romantic realism focused on people, rural scenes, still life, and architecture to recover
connections to local identities. Abu, a Tibetan Muslim, painted in a realist style between 1978-
1990, focusing on Lhasa’s streets, rural landscapes, and portraits of female elders and farmers. A
Corner of the Potala (1979) shows Tibetans in traditional dress, with spring-like blossoms on a
shrub, and above, dangling from a tree limb, could be cloth strips tied on by pilgrims. It
constitutes a very early image of cultural and possibly religious revival; tentative in that Potala
could almost be any other large Tibetans religious building from the angle of view, but for the

very wide shallow steps and ascending walls of maroon and white barely seen at the edge through
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trees, and the pilgrims’ practice signalled only through the mateiral trace of their devotion,
leigible only to those familiar with practice (Selected Art by Abu 2005).

Secondly, Han artists have been critiqued by contemporary artists for creating a romantic
image of Tibet and Tibetans. Gade explained in 2007, “Up to the present, many Tibetan themes
have been painted by Chinese. Many big Chinese artists came to Tibet, but they somehow
eventually ended up representing Tibet, through a style of painting [they] associated with Tibet
and what they think of Tibet.” Thus, while Chen’s imagery remains iconic, it is not by any means
singular, and is a mode of representation of minorities and Tibetanness familiar through private
sector advertising as well as State media. Finally, independent Han artists working in Tibet, it is
felt, profited off of exoticizing Tibet, while excluding local Tibetan artists from being seen as
Hans’ peers, or accorded the same artistic rights and recognition.*®’

Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association and Its Founders

The Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association (TARAA) '*® was founded in 1981,
later than but with a parallel structure to other regional or provincial level agencies under the
national administration of the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles (CFLAC). The
Tibetan painter Amdo Jampa Tsetan was its first Chairman, although the highest levels of
leadership since him seem to have been held by Han Chinese artists, the longest serving of whom
is Han Shuli, whom I interviewed in 2007.

On the newer west side of town, largely populated by Chinese settlers, between the small
shops and restaurants lining a main avenue, is an unmarked turn off for an unpaved lane. It ends
at the metal gates of the regional government art association complex. In 2007, a new cement
office building was under construction. It was distinctly lacking in aesthetic appeal, mirroring the
older Communist drab, block rows of units more than the glitz of new urban development in other
parts of the city. Slender, leafless trees were planted equidistant in the bare dirt in rows along the

members’ identical cement houses and studios.
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The Chinese painter Han Shuli lived in one of these houses, where | met him for an
interview about the history of the TARAA and his artistic life. Han Shuli became TARAA
Chairman and has held numerous leadership positions in the art worlds and politics of Tibet.**
Joined by Panor, a Tibetan artist and former student of Han Shuli, and my
Chinese/Tibetan/English translator, Han Shuli and | sat in his living room, where the coffee tables
were cluttered with papers, books, and magazines, and the walls hung with several of his long
vertical black and white ink paintings of swans akin to his “Inspired by Tibet” collection (Shuli
2004).

Han Shuli (b.1948, Beijing) came to Tibet over thirty years ago, he said, “for the water,
mountains and innocent people, who were gentler and more attractive than my own people.”*”
Particularly in the early years, “despite hardships in making art and basic livelihood and lack of
oxygen,” he stayed because he “loved the people.” " The people and culture have so inspired his
artwork that he cannot leave, and so despite his imminent retirement and opportunities to relocate,
he is remaining in Lhasa.

But Han Shuli did not come to Tibet solely for personal artistic inspiration. He was a
young art student when the Cultural Revolution commenced, and he agreed to being sent to Tibet,
as he told me, “on the occasion of [preparation for] the 10 year Anniversary [of the founding of
the TAR].”"”” Han Shuli explained, “the exhibition hall in Lhasa was in need of some artists. The
Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) in Beijing was to send some artists to the TAR, where the
art level was quite poor and following [in the manner of] sending teachers into the countryside
[that was occurring] during the Cultural Revolution. They asked if 1 would go. | had no idea of
Tibet, except for a popular song I’d heard and a few historical movies, but others said it was a
hard place to live and that the people were very secretive and would never let me ‘in’.
Nonetheless | felt attracted to the idea of going and arrived for the first time in 1973 as a student

to help prepare the museum exhibit.”*"
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Han Shuli returned to Beijing to earn his Masters at CAFA (1980-1982). His graduation
work, “Flowers of the Grasslands” (Bangjin Meiduo), a graphic novella of a devout nomad girl’s
hardships and mystical experiences on the Tibetan grasslands, was inspired by his time in Tibet.
The work won the Gold Prize at the 1984 Sixth National Art Exhibition in Beijing, reflecting
national officials were enthralled by an outsider’s aesthetic renderings of a primitive, ethnic
borderland, and securing Han’s rise as a professional artist. Han returned to Lhasa in 1982 to be
appointed Secretary General of the new TARAA. Han Shuli’s teacher from Beijing, Yu Youxin,
followed his student to Tibet in 1982 and also decided to make Lhasa his adopted home and has
long-acted as Vice Chairman of the TARAA. '

It is through his role with the TARAA that Han Shuli has exerted the greatest influence
upon Lhasa’s contemporary artists’ training and career development, and became known for
PuHua, a style he advocates as an approach to “new Tibetan art”. Han Shuli’s (and the
TARAA’s) vision for new Tibetan art has enjoyed the national and international spotlight as he
was the curator for two traveling exhibitions, the first large exhibitions of contemporary art from
Tibet shown in national museums.'” The "first group exhibition of contemporary Tibetan art

3 . 176
=" was a “huge success” in 1999.°" A

since the founding of the Tibetan Autonomous Region
similar group of artists, whose ethnicities (Han, Yao and Tibetan) are highlighted in the
biographical sketches in the catalogues, are identified as the progenitors of the “New Tibetan Art
movement (Han 2005)” as in the Exhibition of New Tibetan Art in Singapore (Croft 2005) *'" and
Colorful Chain from the Snowland (Xiaoke 2004).'"

Han and Yu began practices in the 1980s that have enabled them to lay claim to multiple
identities as instrumental agents of the art worlds of Tibet: leaders, curators, producers of
contemporary art, philanthropists, and publishers. They engage in private collecting of

antiques,'”® supporting restoration and conservation work, publication of books and catalogues,™®

and research travels across the Tibetan plateau, which played an important role of introducing
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Tibet’s traditional art history to China (China Pictorial 2005)."®! Han exhibited domestically and

internationally,'®?

and published several catalogues of his own artwork in the 1990s.

The Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association (TARAA) is part of a large
complex of government cultural agencies. The Propaganda Bureau of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) oversees the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles (CFLAC),"®* the umbrella
under which the Chinese Artists' Association (CAA) and its subsidiary branches, including the
TARAA, now operate.'® The CFLAC is principally dedicated to the support and promotion of its

members, &

although the mission statements have also expressed its duty to "follow the CCP
line™ by "serving the people and serving socialism™ by devoting efforts to the development of
Chinese socialist literature and art, and to "promote unity among ethnic groups" and call upon
ethnic Chinese worldwide to "contribute to the reunification of the motherland (Ministy of
Culture, P.R.China n.d.)." **® In turn, the TARAA has oversight of its municipal level branch, the
Lhasa Artists Association (LAA), founded in 1997, and subsidiary branches for artists working in
specific genres and media, such as literature, dance, painting or calligraphy. Thus the history of
the TARAA is as a political unit subservient to Party goals and supervision, and endowed with
certain privileges and constraints, which impacts members’ artistic practices and discourses in
varying degrees.

Today there are over 6000 individual members within this national artists association
system. In 2007 the membership of the TARAA was approximately thirty thangka painters and
two hundred other artists, including the leaders of the TARAA , Tibet University professors, and
other contemporary and traditional artists in Lhasa. Every four years, the TARAA convenes a
large meeting to choose new regional leaders and conduct a census of its members. Hierarchy is
reportedly based upon skill rather than seniority of age, political position or ethnicity, according
to TARAA Vice Chairman Bama Zhaxi.

The TARAA'’s official responsibilities, as Chairman of the TARAA, Han Shuli, and Vice

Chairman Bama Zhaxi'® explained, center on the collecting and exhibiting of art work. Bama
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Zhaxi said, “for example, if an exhibit in China needs works from Tibet, we collect and send
them.” These days, he noted, exhibitions in Lhasa and Tibet are very rare; more often art works
created in Tibet are shown in China or foreign countries.

The associations also established formal career trajectories, in which membership at
increasingly higher levels of associations proceeds in large part on the basis of selection into and
awards at juried exhibitions. Membership entails privileges including commissions and access to
exhibitions, as well as in some cases employment benefits such as stipends, housing and/or studio
space, retirement, and insurance. Members of the TARAA were among first TAR artists to go
abroad for study and exhibition in the early 1990s, including several Tibet University professors.

In contrast to the rest of the PRC, the “revolutionary” working methodology described by
Xu is still employed and referenced in Tibet through the Tibet Artists Association, although less
visibly than in the past. Not without irony, a group of artists told me of the time two of them were
employed by a cultural bureau’s theater company to create stage backdrops for a New Year’s
performance, the biggest of the year. They were instructed to paint a mountainous landscape, and
to make it more beautiful, the artists created a sunset scene, the snow reflecting pale pink and
orange. A high-ranking official, TAR Party leader, Radi, was brought to survey the entire
completed production just before the opening night, and said, “I’ve never seen an orange snow
mountain!,” the artists reported mockingly, and so they had to paint over it, making the mountains
entirely white."® From the artists’ perspective, there was nothing artistic about this image
whatsoever, but they had little choice but to “correct” it. Such stories underscored the artists’
perception that the time of the Socialist Realist “art worker” had been eclipsed in most art
production circles by the reforms of the 1980s, but that its legacy remained strong in Tibet, well
into the twenty-first century.*®®

The curatorial and artistic practices of Han Shuli and Yu Youxin as TARAA leaders and
as artists reflect a specific view of Tibet and its art history. Han Shuli wrote of three Chinese

artists "some years older [who] came to Tibetan many years ago" and six Tibetans in their thirties
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who were "therefore trained under the new Tibetan order" after 1951 that together as a group of
"nine artists is representative of the whole New Tibetan Art movement that has done so much to
develop Tibetan art (Han 2005)."*® Han Shuli sees Tibetan contemporary art as a result of mixing
Tibetan “cultural background” and “spectacular scenery” with Han Chinese modernity, and this is
reflected in the exhibitions of “contemporary Tibetan art” in the capital, Beijing ((Guangdong)
2003) (Xiaoke 2004) (Jiming 2000) (Shining Pearl of the Snowland - China Tibetan Culture
Exhibition 1999).

The so-called New Tibetan Art movement and its signature style, ‘rich color painting on
canvas’ (puhua), are inextricably linked to Han Shuli. In his living room, Han Shuli explained the
origin of puhua to me, linking it to his early years in Tibet, saying,

In the beginning, | saw that thangka was painted on material. We lived here and
so thought it would be good to paint according to the local practice, so we began to paint
on material too, as this approach is very close with Tibetan culture and the artists here, so
it came very naturally and spontaneously to our minds....We based it on something that
was already here.

Painting on cloth was in contrast, he explained, to the long history in China of painting on
paper and to his own art school training, so when he initially began to paint on cloth instead it

required many challenging adjustments.**

Figure 19 Han Shuli. Himalayas. 1999.
Rich Color on Canvas. 91.5 x 64 cm
After Xiaoke, Li [Ed.]. Tibet-the
Colorful Chain from the Snowland.
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Han Shuli continued, the Chinese and the Tibetans each have their traditional ways of
painting, but after thirty years of residence in Tibet, he believes he has found a way to combine
them. “Putting the two traditions into one piece, people find it easier to look at and to
understand,” Han Shuli said. However, for Han Shuli, this is not merely a combination of
materials and techniques and Tibet-inspired subject matter. Han Shuli added, “Puhua is a way of
thinking about religion and culture. It is not a set distinguishable style. Rather, from the artists’
way—from their thinking, emotion, and the energy they put into the work when they make art
about the culture and by using their own imagination—so that the viewer can gain some feeling
from it. I do not think much about identifying styles or the different ‘Chinese’ and ‘Tibetan’
elements in the work.” Thus Han Shuli states that artists should follow their own imagination to
communicate a feeling about Tibet to viewers, based upon ‘a way of thinking’. As discussed
below, this representation of the origin of puhua and its place in the development of
contemporary Tibetan art is problematic and contested.'*

Tibetan Socialist Realism

In the 1980s, some Chinese artists formed state-supported collaborations with Tibetan
artists. The Kandze School of New Tibetan Art (mkar mdzes bod kyi ri mo gsar pa) emerged as a
merger of traditional Tibetan thangks technique, composition, motifs, and style with ideological
celebration of socialist citizenship in the new China of the Open Door and Reform. The Kandze
school, named for the eastern Tibetan city in which it emerged with the patronage of the Sichuan
Avrtists Association, established a set of practices that made a stylistic impact that remains visible
and celebrated nationally.

Per Kvaerne was the first to describe Kandze New Tibetan Art, “started by two artists: a
Tibetan, Rinzin Namgyal, and a Chinese, Mei Ding-kai, who... encouraged [by state support],
and having ‘understood the art of the masses,” decided to find a new path for Tibetan painting’

(Kvaerne 1994).1%
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‘The Land of Song and Dance’ (1986) is an example of the Kandze school, in which the
central figure appears as a multi-armed tantric deity encircled by an aureole of flames and
surrounded by an entourage, but is a Tibetan woman in a chupa dress. Her right knee is raised and
foot extended in a classic move from Tibetan folk dances, her left hip (unconventionally and
seductively) protrudes, and her primary hands are raised, waving a drum and drumstick. The
additional arms, without clothing, mimic the bodies of deities, but the hand gestures and
implements held in them match no traditional symbolism for deities and here serve to merely
accentuate the dance movement. Kvaerne writes, “The message of the painting is totally secular
and in complete conformity with the officially promoted myth of ‘minorities’ as exotic, colorful,
and above all, given to song and dance (Kvaerne 1994).” The subjects—nomads, farmers and
townsfolk—depict a politically motivated and approved message of Tibetan minority people
enjoying the work, consumerism, and leisure of life under Deng’s liberalization.

Norbu notes, “however propagandistic and ideological this art form, the fact that some
level of Tibetan cultural and religious imagery was incorporated...was considered by many in
Tibet to be a significant improvement on the previous dismal state of affair during the Cultural
Revolution (Norbu c2006).”™** But Kvaerne raises the question of the efficacy of such imagery in
convincing everyday Tibetans, living with poverty and institutional and popular discrimination in
stark contrast to the prosperity and cultural freedoms on canvas, and finds no evidence of Tibetan
adoption of the imagery’s institutional meaning.

The return to Tibetan culture in the wake of Hu Yaobang’s 1980 visit to Lhasa and policy
reforms was thus also quickly co-opted by the State. Nearly a decade after the publication of
Kvaerne’s essay, it stands as an important exploration of the ways in which Tibetan culture was
enshrined as primitive other within the State under the guise of cultural autonomy provided by the
use of “regional characteristics”. Tibetan culture continues to be deployed and represented in the
TAR in the 2000s as Kvaerne encountered in Amdo in the late 1980s: “Official minority folk

culture in China is entertainment, circus, show — nothing more.” Kvaerne insightfully notes that
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national investment in this myth must be considered in light of Chinese civilization’s long
standing view of actors and dancers as occupants of the “bottom rung of the social hierarchy.” In
live spectacles as well as in the visual arts (and other official and private visual culture
productions), Tibetans are all, and only, demoted to performing culture (Kvaerne 1994). This
trend must be seen as setting the stage for the coming decades of representational strategies of the
state.

Tibet University

Tibet University was founded in 1985 with an important Department of Fine Art, with
divisions for teaching and research, and courses in painting history, music, and dance.*® The art
department has thrived, and was renamed in 2008 The School of Art at Tibet University.

Tibet University was also an important, if unlikely, site for the revival of traditional,
Buddhist artistic practices after 1980. Tenpa Rabten, one of the senior-most thangka painters
remaining in Tibet, having been highly trained prior to 1959, was invited to become a founding
faculty member, despite his lack of conventional academic credentials (GZ Beauty 2007).1%
While the traditional training methods of private mentoring of students by masters in ateliers was
also revived, the creation of the thangka program at the Party administered university was
endorsement to embrace Tibet’s religious art history and transmit techniques and pedagogies
from a generation trained before 1959 to those born after. Tenpa Rabten re-established thangka
lineages in Lhasa by skillfully creating a curriculum of art history, restoration, and iconographic
and painting training, which has grown to include a Masters degree (Tashi 2008) (Dorji 2008)
(GZ Beauty 2007).

Tenpa Rabten reflected on the modern sensibilities of the traditional Tibetan artist in the
PRC, saying “The traditional Tibetan painting is different from realism. What’s the difference?
Every nation has its own painting characteristics. As to the Tibetan tradition painting, every work
is created by the artists’ imagination instead of by the imitation of other works. The Tibetan

artists have never had the tradition of imitating. Most of the Buddhas on the paintings are nearly
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the same. However, artistically speaking, they are different. Besides the expression, the skills are
very special. For example, we draw a cloud which is very lifelike but it’s different from the real
one. Despite this, every child would say it is a cloud when asked what it is (GZ Beauty 2007).”
By this, Tenpa Rabten establishes the traditional artist as also original and creative, but working
within a unique form distinct from realism and abstraction, in which specific techniques and
practices are mastered to communicate to viewers in a special way.

The university was also home in the 1980s to the first Tibetan radical innovators in post-
Cultural Revolution art. The art department hired as their primary faculty members Tibetans who
had been trained in China, including Gonkar Gyatso, Tsering Dorje, Gade, Kelsang Dorje, and
Tsewang Tashi. The first Tibetan self-portraits in oil painting were produced by faculty members
Tashi Tsering and Tsewang Tashi. Both appear influenced by exposure to the European masters
Durer, Rembrandt, Courbet, the faces expressive, and the light and shadows dramatic. Tashi
Tsering’s self-portrait appears to have been the first published, in 1991, but Tsewang Tashi’s also
dates to the 1980s.

Tsewang Tashi (b.1963, Lhasa) graduated from the Central Nationalities University in
Beijing in 1984 and immediately joined the art department faculty there for several years, before
returning to Lhasa and joining the faculty at Tibet University, where he would later serve as Dean
of the Art Academy and, in 2003, a co-founder of the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild. He returned
to Tibet, he said, just as

...the CCP’s policies toward the minorities also began to change, after the Third

Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the CCP, and traditional Tibetan

culture had revived to a certain extent. Books on Tibetan culture, histories, literature and

religion were published, which was impossible before. My colleagues and | were
fascinated by this phenomenon. We were discussing a sort of cultural renaissance (Tashi,

Art in Process unpublished manuscript).

The Tibetan artists in Lhasa at the time were strongly impressed with the revival of

Tibetan culture and the promise it offered younger Tibetans to establish a connection with their

heritage and witness religious practices, in some cases for the first time in their lives. At the time
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of his self-portraits, Tsewang Tashi was invested in an intense process of “root searching,” an
exploration of ethnic identity. He employed both a soft realism depicting village scenes and
monastic ritual, and surrealist portrayals bridging the often discordant experiences of his travels
across the plateu in search of ethnic authenticity with his inner journey of personal discovery.
Tsering Dorje was the first to use thick, swirling, vibrantly colored oil paints, which
many observers point out is reminiscent of van Gogh. Tsering Dorje’s subjects are architectural
landmarks of religious and historical signficange, such as the Potala and the Jokhang in Lhasa,
and monasteries and temples in other Tibetan towns. The structures, while immediately
recognizable, are also somewhat abstracted, in the refusal of straight lines, actual angles and
proporitions and the imagined color schemes. In Potala shows bright red and yellow colors,
irregular angles, and interesting perspective. These elements position the work as avant-garde for
its time and as slightly unsettling and shocking, an alternative to the romantic and ‘cool realism’
of contemporansous Han Chinese artists. He became a leader of the TARAA, where he has
remained a vocal supporter of Tibetan artistic development, despite his artistic style, in his own

words in 2007, failing to evolve beyond this style and technique.™’

Figure 20 Tsering Dorje.
Potala. 2011. oil on canvas.
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The professors and instructors represent a diversity of conceptualizations of art and artists
and their methods evidence the dynamism, experimentation, and newfound artistic identities of
the time, as well as concerns about developing themselves, a movement, and the transmission of
tradition after ruptures to their own cultural and artistic inheritance.'® The exhilarating revelation
of the history of western modern art and local revival that together inspired a commitment to the
formation of an indigenous artistic modernity, also inspired some of these individuals to pioneer
the first independent artists association, the Sweet Tea House (active 1985-1987).

The Sweet Tea House Art Group

The first generation of artists in Tibet to regularly produce modern, non-religious, post-
ideological art began their careers after the Cultural Revolution, in the era of Deng’s Open Door
Policy. These Tibetan artists were more likely to be involved in both official and unofficial art
circles, and deeply inspired by the reforms of the 1980s. They were both self-taught and trained:;
with training by Han artists in Tibet or sent to study in mainland China, primarily in either the
Fine Art department of the Central Nationalities University (CNU) and the Central Academy of
Fine Art (CAFA), both in Beijing. They were somewhat exposed to international avant garde, and
were intrigued by the cultural renaissance underway, and their own hybrid identities. This
manifest in their artistic practices, Tsewang Tashi explained, as “Some artists base their works on
traditional Tibetan thangka techniques, but incorporate elements of realism, surrealism in
drawing, chiaroscuro and perspective. The themes are contemporary or non-religious. Some other
artists were inspired by modern western paintings, and they used Tibetan traditional motifs and a
free arrangement of composition and color. These artists are interested in making new,
synthesized paintings.”**® Among the first six young Tibetan men sent to Beijing, the CAFA
graduate, Gonkar Gyatso, also briefly joined the Tibetan University faculty, but is remembered in
Lhasa as the main founder of the radical 1980s Sweet Tea House Artists Group.

Gonkar Gyatso’s generation were born and raised just after 1959, and went to Communist

Party administered schools during the Cultural Revolution. As children, they lacked adult
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comprehension of the annihilation of tradition from daily social and family life around them.
Gonkar Gyatso relates entirely believing the Communist, atheist versions of history and social
and political theory with which he was indoctrinated, in Chinese language, through high school.
Then, two experiences for which officials selected him, called this training profoundly into
guestion. Sent to the countryside to assist art professionals with education and documentation, he
was shocked to see that peasants were not thriving, as in the propaganda, but were incredibly
destitute. Secondly, he was selected to attend the Central Nationalities University art school in
Beijing with five other Tibetans, an experience of being a minority that forced awareness of their
ethnic difference from the Han majority and faced experiences of discrimination. Wondering
what made them different and “Tibetan,” Gonkar describes an epiphany while flying over the
Tibetan plateau returning to Lhasa from Beijing. As the plane left eastern China further behind
and soared over the Tibetan plateau, Gonkar Gyatso was struck by the high contrasts of strong
sun and deep shadow, the sharpness of the features and vastness of the barren plains and rolling
ranges of mountains and river valleys. Seeing the dramatic and unique landscape, he realized the
paining techniques he had been taught in Beijing—the paper, brush, and ink techniques of
classical Chinese painting, with their landscapes of misty pines and soft lines—had arisen to suit
a different landscape and a different cultural perception of it. They could not be exported to his
homeland, or of use in expressing his feelings for it, and he resolved to create a new Tibetan

art,?

This moment was, for Gonkar Gyatso, the dawning of a commitment to inventing not
merely his own personal style, but also a modern, Tibetan way of painting.?”

Around this time, Gonkar Gyatso painted an abstract landscape. More so than his
painting classes, Gonkar appreciated opportunities to peruse art books from the West in the
Beijing bookstores. Exposure to cubism and abstract expressionism had given him confidence
and encouraged experimentation, which show in this early approach to rendering his homeland in

a non-traditional, and non-Chinese, artwork. Gonkar was already an accomplished artist, having

been selected to work on a Tibetan themed mural in the People’s Hall in Beijing, but insatiably
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curious about western art, he had been bored by the end of his course of study in Chinese painting
(gombi and zhong hua) and sought creative stimulation first in the bookstores of Beijing and then
in rapidly changing 1980s Lhasa. However, feeling “physically Tibetan, but mentally Chinese”
due to his upbringing during the Cultural Revolution, his exposure to western philosophy and art
accentuated discomfort with his lack of knowledge of Tibetan art, history and religion, and
Gonkar felt a new art needed to have more Tibetan influences (G. Gyatso 2005).

One incident propelled Gonkar Gyatso along with Gonkar Gyatso, Nortse, Ang
Chen/Ang Qing, Abu, and Wei Gond, all Tibetan artists who met to discuss their work in Tibetan
tea houses to take the development of modern Tibetan art into their own hands. Several of these
young Tibetan painters had submitted works to a national minorities youth exhibition, but their
works were all rejected, presumably because they failed to represent expectations for colorful and
traditional ethnic minorities. The rejection galvanized a sense not only of incredulity, but of
responsibility to show their work to a Tibetan public in whom they hoped to stimulate
conversations about Tibetan identity and culture. Gonkar Gyatso’s closest friend and fellow artist,
Nortse (Norbu Tsering), recalled to me in 2007 that,

At that time we thought we needed to make a group, and all the members were
quite innocent then. We believed we had to work very hard to improve, and prove
ourselves to society; all the members were very enthusiastic. At that time, we never
thought of making money by selling our work, we just loved our work (painting). There
was no one at that time to organize a gallery or exhibits or anything. We just talked to a
tea house owner and he said ok, once a year we can show our work there, so we did. The
local government paid a lot of attention to the work. Reporters from the television station
interviewed the members. There weren’t many tourists in those days but somehow some
of them found out about it, and they came too. We sold one or two works to them. They
were not expensive, but Tibetans and Chinese at that time couldn’t afford to buy
paintings. Then, life was very poor, and by comparison now is much improved, but still
they don’t buy paintings! So, we still need a change in ways of thinking, too.

In Nortse’s view, the members considered it the social role of artists to make an
impression upon society and to manage their own promotion, market, and exhibitions. The

202

group~* took the name the Sweet Tea House Artist Group (ja mngarmo rimo tshogs pa), for the

improvised exhibition spaces. A photograph shows five members in front of a sign announcing an
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exhibition on April 5, 1987, which reads in Tibetan “Sweet Tea Group Art Exhibition” and in
English “The Third Painting Exhibition of the Tea Houses’ School Some for Sale held by young

Tibetans” with a humorous logo of a mustachioed yak.

Figure 21 Artists (including Angching,
left, Notse, second from left, and Gonkar
Gyatso, second from right) pose in front of
a sign that reads "The Third Painting
Exhibition of the Tea Houses' School.

The third or fourth exhibition, as Gonkar Gyatso recounts, attracted more attention, and
soon afterwards they began to receive pressure to admit Han artists to their group. The association
felt Han membership was antithetical to their explicit goals for Tibetans creating new Tibetan art,
and this pressure is cited as one reason for their disbanding.?®® Additionally, by then the political
protests of 1987 had sharply altered the milieu of Lhasa from one of opening and relaxing to
martial law and fear. Gonkar Gyatso went into exile in India before immigrating to London, and
Ang Ching and Abu took up business opportunities, and these broader political contexts and
personal choices also were factors in the group’s dissolution.?® Other artists had similar
formative experiences of the interconnections between art and identity in the 1980s, but for
various reasons did not join the Sweet Tea House group, instead pursuing similar quests in other
ways.”® Tibet’s first democratic, artist-run association however made a deep impression upon
original members and subsequent ‘generations’ of artists, and was an inspiration to artists at the
turn of the twenty-first century.”®®

Some of these burgeoning movements of the 1980s were captured in PRC publications in

the early 1990s, signaling the first published recognition of the phenomenon, as in the 1991
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survey titled Contemporary Tibet Art, and subsequent exhibition catalogues. Published artists
included those in juried exhibitions and official award winners, producing a limited
representation of art of the time but also marking a turning point increased official support for
enhanced visibility and professional promotion of contemporary artists.

Rauschenberg Visits Lhasa

In 1985, in an event that remains utterly unparalleled, the American pop artist Robert
Rauschenberg visited and exhibited in Beijing and Lhasa on his Rauschenberg Overseas Cultural
Interchange (ROCI) tour.”®” His works from that endeavor received mixed critical reviews at
home and abroad (R. Smith 1991).2® Rauschenberg said of his exhibit at the Tibet Revolutionary
Hall in Lhasa that he struggled to create works for Tibet "because they have a respect for all
things (...), there is no hierarchy between the materials ... | thought they were so close to my own
sensibility that I think that this was the most difficult exhibition I had to do (Museum of Modern
Art and Contmeporary Art, Nice 2006)."?* Undoubtedly Rauschenberg’s visit to China also had a
“major impact on the evolution of contemporary” art concepts and practices in Lhasa and Beijing
(Ye 2000).*° For artists in Lhasa in 1985, Rauschenberg’s visit seems to have not been so much
galvanizing as bewildering. Rauschenberg’s views on art, his use of media other than paint,
including found objects in the construction of “Combines,” were extremely radical for Lhasa
where for decades artists had been constrained to painting Socialist Realism, and before this, the
strictures of thangka. Even when the latter reflected the artist’s faith, the completely free
expression of the individual’s thoughts, feelings, and aesthetic sensibilities, which western art
represented and Rauschenberg embodied before them, was still novel to artists in Tibet. Where
Rauschenberg perceived Tibetan proclivities to forego material hierarchies, Tibetans did not
readily accept any and all objects as “art”.

At the time of his visit, as several other artists narrated to me in 2006, none of them
comprehended Rauschenberg’s ideas, and they all found his creative output perplexing. Nortse

considers himself to have reached a belated understanding of Rauschenberg’s dictum in Lhasa:
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“It is art if you call it art.” Nortse was the first Lhasan artist to create installations of found
materials, which he installed in the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild Gallery in 2006, stating: “This
is art.” He laughed that he wanted to be the “the first Tibetan Rauschenberg,” but in resurrecting
Rauschenberg’s impact, he also lamented that Lhasa had not had a real contemporary art

exhibition, nor advancement conceptually, since his visit twenty years prior.”**

However, in the
1980s artists began to embrace the power to proclaim personal expression in a range of materials
and topics, diversified their associations and practices, and, like Rauschenberg, created works and
concepts that made a strong impact on discourse and practices, with effects that unfolded over
long period of time.

In the 1980s, for artists in eastern China, “post-revolutionary China was a time of testing
boundaries of official tolerance and experimentation with the newly accessible Western art ideas
(Ye 2000).” It seems artists in Tibet did not indulge in a period of political backlash against
Beijing, but were moved by the promise of (re)discoveries of their Tibetan culture and creative
freedoms. Compared to the few dozen Chinese artists who came to Tibet in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, and the ongoing expeditions out of Lhasa by Han Shuli and his friends, only two
Tibetan artists, Nortse and Tsewang Tashi, undertook major travel on the plateau in the 1980s as
a deliberate technique to advance their artistic life or as an artistic endeavor, ' although the
artistic and ethnic identities of Gonkar Gyatso, Gade, Pewang, and others have been influenced
by their movements back and forth between Lhasa and Beijing. Issues of ethnicity and tradition
were the greatest sources of inspiration and conflicted feelings.

In the 1980s multiple communities of artists emerged and converged for the first time in
Tibet: Tibetan, Han artists employed by the Party, and independent Han artists, and collaborations
between them. In various combinations, they formed the art movements (independent Han and
Tibetan Socialist Realism) and art associations (the Tibet Autonomous Region (TARAA) and the
Lhasa Artists Associations, the art department at Tibet University, and the Sweet Tea House art

group) that have defined Lhasa’s contemporary art worlds for more than three decades.
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Drifting: 1990s

For Gonkar Gyatso, Nortse, Tsewang Tashi and other artists, the enduring impact in the
1980s of western contemporary artists seems to have been their example of originality, their role
in society, their experimentation with materials and techniques, and finally their conception of
“art” itself. But the exuberance of the early and mid 1980s was tamped down by political protests
and 1987, 1988 and 1989, and the periods of martial law and repressive atmosphere that the
ended almost a decade of reform, revival, and relative relaxation in which creative cultural
activities had thrived. This situation was mirrored somewhat nationally, as the Tiananmen Square
protest was brutally crushed and democracy movements repressed in 1989. However, the artistic
aftermath in Beijing saw both the flight to the west of artists and a rebound of counter-culture and
underground avant-garde art, neither of which transpired in Lhasa.

Actistic activity in the late 1980s and 1990s was limited. At least six artists mounted solo
exhibitions in Tibet, Beijing, Sydney, Berlin and New York, but these seem isolated instances
that did not garner sustained international or domestic attention, although the experiences
afforded a glimpse of international art world practices for those artists who were traveling outside
of China for the first time.**® Some were organized by the TARAA, but others appear to have
been organized independent Tibet Autonomous Region Artists Association influence, and
demonstrated that foreign recognition of artistic merit could by-pass the official career trajectory
previously established.

The First Artists” Gallery
The Sweet Tea House group seeded the possibilities for independent Tibetan artists to
collectively organize. Another milestone for the Lhasa art scene was the opening of the first
gallery for contemporary art. It was independently artist-run (but officially permitted “in

partnership with the government museum department”***

) for a year, from approximately 1990-
1991. A prior commercial gallery had been briefly opened by a Chinese artist and his wife, and

may have helped to germinate the idea amongst Tibetan artists. However, the founders, Nortse
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and Ang Ching, were less driven by the commercial prospects than they were by the inspiration
from their participation in the democratic, artists-focused Sweet Tea House Artists Association,
and an impression of museums as places for people to view art objects. In the absence of any such
institutions for art,

Nortse says, “we thought then that a gallery should be run by artists, that it was our
responsibility to do it. I like to be different, it’s my personality, so really, with no other reason, I
just opened it.” Nortse said in 2007,

The location was below the Potala, but since then it has been destroyed....I was

also an artist then, and thought it would be interesting to do because we’d never seen a

gallery before, even in China, at that time...We thought ‘if we put some paintings on the

wall, this is enough.” That was the thinking at the time! Just put paintings on a wall and
then you can name it a “gallery” and people will come to see it, because it would be the
only one!

Tibetan artists brought their works to the gallery, which had “no set prices. Artists would
just say, ‘sell this for whatever you can get for it’!” Nortse recalled with amusement.

However, a combination of factors—a lack of infrastructure to support further growth,
lack of access to markets other than a small tourist industry, the dissolution of the Sweet Tea
House, and the soured political environment (in which the authorities had begun a ban on images
of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, instituting visual censorship)—significantly slowed momentum
among the Tibetan avant-garde. Artists who were active at the start of the decade but who were
not employed by Tibet University, including Nortse, Ang Ching, and Keltse, left art to pursue
entrepreneurial endeavors and state employment, but returned to Lhasa’s art circles in the
2000s.%® Gonkar Gyatso summarized the period from the late 1980s to the turn of the century,
saying there was very little awareness or interest in contemporary art, and it was “quite a hard
time for Tibetan artists, but, for whatever reason, we continued to work hard and believe in what
we were doing.”?*® After closing the gallery, Nortse said of the decade in which he does not

appear to have produced art that he was nonetheless “always paying attention.”*"’
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Beyond the Past

A new generation of Tibetans, born since 1959, was galvanized in the 1980s to examine
and formulate expressions of their cultural and ethnic identities within the nation (Upton 1995).
Shakya and Hartley trace the history of contemporary Tibetan literature as a manifestation of
collective anxieties and insecurities, particularly in the 1980s (Hartley and Schiaffini-Vedani
2008) (T. Shakya 2000) (L. Hartley, Heterodox Views and the New Othodox Poems: Tibetan
Writers in the Early and Mid-Twentieth Century 2008). Shakya boldly asserts that modern
literature in Tibet was only born in a post-Cultural Revolution Tibet in China, which brought
Tibet’s first broad-based encounters with a modern technologically advanced society imbued with
materialist ideology (T. Shakya, The Waterfall and Fragrant Flowers 2000).%® Shakya writes,
“the missionary zeal of the new Communist regime was focused on incorporating Tibet into the
great "motherland,"” and in doing so to "civilize" this underdeveloped, backward region. In this
regard, there are many similarities between western colonial rule and Chinese colonization of
Tibet. In both cases, colonialism caused a dislocation of identity and traditional epistemology in
the indigenous social system and culture (T. Shakya, The Waterfall and Fragrant Flowers 2000).”
Shakya writes that after massive trauma and with newfound opportunity for cultural expression
after 1980, Tibetans plunged into fervent cultural debates. Regarding literature, the main
questions were, “What is Tibetan literature? What should be the defining factor: the ethnic origin
of the author, the subject matter, or the language?” Waves of opinion and published work under
the banner of modern literature oscillated between written language and author’s ethnicity as
most definitive of “Tibetan”. Tibetan intellectuals, considering broadly the state of Tibetan
culture at the outset of revival, split in their views: “Traditionalists in the community argued that
the weight of intellectual labor should be directed towards restoring what had been lost and
destroyed; ...At the same time, a group of young intellectuals believed that the main task facing
Tibet was what they called "innovation (T. Shakya, The Waterfall and Fragrant Flowers

2000)."#*
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Modernity is often characterized by breaks in the social fabric that may be gradual or
sudden and radical, as in the case of Tibet’s colonial encounter with Chinese modernity, but even
when the ‘new’ is championed by ‘innovators,” modernization also entails particular anxieties. In
The Past is a Foreign Country, Lowenthal (1999) invokes a range of cultural forms to explore the
past as a source of enrichment and a burden. The past “as a focus of personal and national identity
and as a bulwark against massive and distressing change,” is a powerful force shaping the
present. That past often appears as “tradition” (Schaeffer, Kapstein and Tuttle 2013) (Shils 2006)
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983).

Contemporary Tibetan artists were among the cultural “innovators” of the 1980s. They
sought a visual language that would be both recognizably Tibetan (and therefore rooted in
“tradition”) and modern in its approach to art and art making. This can be placed within a larger
cultural context where it may be read as symptomatic of pervasive cultural anxieties. For Tibetan
writers and artists in the 1980s and 1990s, coping with change was managed through a search for
the past, expressed in new forms.

Modern Tibetan literature, which springs from authors’ imaginations, as Shakya defines
it, was only birthed in the early 1980s, developed by the ‘innovators’ (T. Shakya, The Waterfall
and Fragrant Flowers 2000). However, another view of Tibetan modernity traces its emergence
in art and intellectual history to significantly pre-date—by decades if not centuries—the founding
of the People’s Republic of China and its subsequent annexation of Tibet. Facets of modernity in
intellectual Tibetan histories emerged between the seventeenth to twentieth centuries (J. Gyatso,
Experience, Empericism, and the Fortunes of Authority: Tibetan Medicine and Buddhism on the
Eve of Modernity 2011). For visual arts if not literary arts, “modern art” is seen as an indigenous
development, perhaps going back to the seventeenth century Tenth Karmapa, Choying Dorje, but
certainly birthed by Gendun Choephel and Amdo Jampa’s recourse to imagination and new
technologies. “Contemporary art,” however, is not merely a resurrection of indigenous modernity

post-Mao, but, like new forms of Tibetan literature, crucially shaped by the historical experiences
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of radical political change and cultural influences of Communist China, and thus emerges only
after 1980 as well.

Acrtists in the early 1980s were enthused by the revival of culture, which was embodied
as a sense of cultural responsibility in the mid 1980s, and then shifted again by the end of the
decade to disillusionment. Initially, they perceived their practices to be informed by a mission to
consciously identify and distinguish those sensibilities inherent to their Tibetanness, and those
formed by exposure to international and modern artistic trends. Their goal was to merge them,
and mature this approach into a nationalist style, with each individual artist also developing a
personal artistic identity and unique output. Finding little support or outlets for this quest, some
attempted to create entire art worlds from scratch, acting as artists, organizers, curators, agents,
and gallery owners.

According to Tsewang Tashi, the Tibetan contemporary art pulse of the time was
characterized by diversification. Non-traditional art emerged which may have been based on
techniques or themes from religious art, but to which artists were not bound or could freely
incorporate the influences of realism, surrealism, impressionism and abstract expressionism.**°
Nortse was the first Tibetan artist to work in non-painting media and to do outdoor performance
and installation in the late 1980s, inspired by the Han avant-garde and a desire for true
experimentalism. No single style or approach became predominant, and, Gade reflected, many
artists became lost in the explosion of symbols to depict Tibetanness and the sudden plethora of
art schools from the west and China to which they were exposed. He wrote,

For a long time Tibetan Buddhism had a strong and undeniable influence on
many Tibetan artists. | myself was under such influence in my early days and you can see
the magic and secret spell of Buddhism, with its symbols and icons reflected in my
paintings. In my studies | explored techniques that would allow me to express the themes
I was then inspired by, but slowly I started questioning myself, my art, and my life and
realized | was getting lost down the wrong path. Firstly, | only had a superficial
understanding of Tibetan Buddhism so by trying to represent it in my work, my ability
fell short of my wishes. | was running the risk of depicting the myth of ancient Tibet that
you can find in textbooks, or the legendary land of magic that people talk so much about,

while what | really wanted was to paint my Tibet, the one | grew up in and belong to
(Gade 2005).
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Gade’s description of the influences and efforts to be cultural, particularly in the
environment of religious revival, dominated ethnic anxieties in the 1980s. They were also aware
of images of Tibetanness being created by others. “Up to the present,” Gade stated, “many
Tibetan themes have been painted by Chinese. Many big Chinese artists came to Tibet, but they
somehow eventually represented Tibet, a style of painting associated with Tibetan artists and
what they think of Tibet.” Gade is referring to Han Shuli and the artists of the TARAA, and also
to independent Chinese artists like Chen Danqing, who reflected outsiders’ fascination with Tibet
for a foreign audience. The internal conflict generated by burdens to be cultural agents amidst
their own confusion gave way in the 1990s to acknowledgement of individual goals and values.
For working artists, the quest for personal style and cultural identity became more subtle or
sophisticated in the 1990s. Tsewang Tashi abandoned the “root searching” journeys across the
plateau and painting of rustic and religious scenes, surrealist compositions, and ambiguous self
portraits. He turned to landscapes as a personal subject, rooting his work in his own sense of
place and experiences of Lhasa. Art practices had begun to turn to more personal and more
contemporary concerns and interests. In doing so, they also began to meaningfully fill the void of
indigenous voices in representations of Tibet.

“Art” and “Artist” in the 1980s — 1990s

Artists’ perspectives and experiences may be read as specific manifestations of collective
anxieties in the 1980s and 1990s, which had two foci: loss and ethnicity. In the aftermath of
destruction and persecution, return to tradition and religion was not only a renaissance for artistic
inspiration; rebuilding was one facet of assessing and coping with all that had been violently lost.
Artists and art students could see the monasteries and temples which had very recently become
ruins; surveying the artwork and copying the faded murals became studies in art historical styles
and sources of visual appropriation, particularly for their Han teachers. Those who came of age
after 1959 struggled to relate to their artistic heritage, and its influence only begins to appear after

the late 1980s. While artists in Tibet were enthused to create a modern art, they could not, for
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reasons both within the larger PRC and within their own Tibetan communities, imagine doing so
apart from a collective, cultural and ethnic position. In the face of near annihilation and continued
pressure to assimilate, they had to be cultural spokespersons for a Tibet that had survived, but was
still under threat. This was a tremendous pressure, in addition to the daily needs for livelihoods
and adaptation to post-Mao colonial occupation, was too great a burden for many.

Secondly, the heightened awareness of ethnicity was pervasive. For artists this dawning
of difference was both artistic and political: between the 1960s and 1980s Tibetans realized
ethnicity was directly related to sets of unique painting techniques, materials, and styles and
which preceded politics. Tibetans who studied in Beijing also experienced the discrimination of
urban Han, which heightened awareness of ethnic difference. Tibetans’ status as minorities within
a multiethnic nation was far from clear when restoration of ‘ethnic characteristics’ was
encouraged after 1980, and trepidation increased as religious and political expression was later
suppressed.

Art organizations and institutions became the arenas within which the majority of Lhasa’s
Tibetan and Han artists operate as members and leaders of one or more associations. Artist
associations, both official affiliates and independent of the Party, control opportunities and
parameters for artists’ livelihoods, exhibitions, and, in some cases, style and content; and this has
important implications for the future of modern Tibetan culture and its representation at home and
abroad.

Despite encountering obstacles, Lhasa artists’ novel experience of attempting to represent
Tibet as they perceived and experienced it, rather than as receptors of outsiders’ projections and
expectations, was incredibly empowering and set the stage for the prolific and simulating era
ahead. At the close of the 1990s, the balance tipped from cultural representation to personal
expression as the stronger point of departure. Eventually, alternatives emerged for art creation to
function as deeply connected to the past on the one hand, without sacrificing individual

experience on the other.
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Artists embraced identities based in individual, original expression and pursuit of
experimental forms and methods. Art became secular, personal, and imaged collectivity—by and
for Tibetans—for the first time in this period of dramatic change.

At the Start of the Twenty-First Century: 2003-Present

Lhasa art worlds were changed by the practices and discourses of the Gedun Choephel
Artists Guild, founded in 2003. Much to the members’ and observers’ surprise, within ten years,
they are credited with accomplishing, or inspiring, the rise of independent, non-governmental
alternatives to artistic expression, exhibiting and organizing, engaging markets, and having
significantly encouraged the emergence of a pan-Tibetan contemporary art movement worldwide.
Thus, the fifth and current phase of Tibetan artistic practice to emerge in the past century is
defined by the rise of Tibetan contemporary artists within either existing or newly created
infrastructure sufficient to sustain their ideological and artistic values and practices.

Unprecedented diversity and the spawning of unofficial art has attracted foreign art world
participants who have invested, collected, mounted exhibitions and published catalogues of their
works, all outside of the domestic, official art infrastructure. This activity has made contemporary
Tibetan art from Lhasa a global, not domestic, phenomenon, the visibility of which has spurred a
feeling amongst Tibetan artists worldwide that they belong to a coherent movement. Herein,
however, I focus on artistic activity pertaining to Lhasa artists’ own discourses concerning their
aesthetic formation, conceptualizations of art, and communication goals. These practices and
discourses, and the political and social contexts in which they take place, can be productively
compared across the art production sites introduced in the previous era, namely the TARAA, TU
and independent or unaffiliated Han Chinese and Tibetan artists in Lhasa, with the Gedun
Choephel Artists Guild. By doing so, contemporary art in Lhasa may be seen as a site for the
contestation of representations, a social process, and local mediation of rich and troubled pasts,

and the colonial and global present.
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The Tibetan “contemporary” period in art, literature, and other cultural and intellectual
currents clearly commences as a post-1980 phenomenon and in art, especially develops post-
2001. Contemporary artists locate themselves as inheritors of an early modern lineage, but
differentiated from them by having come of age in the post-Mao era’s dramatically different
social context than their modern forbearers. Recognizing this, artists began after 2000 to organize
into independent associations which invoke this lineage with the culturally resonant names the
Gedun Choephel Artists Guild, for the early twentieth century artist and intellectual, and the
Zhunnu Dahmeh (gZhu nu Da med), who take their name from the title of the first Tibetan
novella, The Incomparable Youth. This gesture signals something critical to understand: in the
moment of birthing a contemporary art movement, they look to their early modern past for
precedents of indigenous modernization and courageous innovation.

Certain artistic themes become trends in Lhasa’s tight art circles. In mid-2000s, many
artists worked with the silhouette of a classical Buddhist form, such as the Buddha and the
reclining demoness of Tibetan mythology, and filled in the shape with novel content. In the works
“Sleeping Buddha” by Gade (a member of TARAA and TU professor but artistically aligned with
the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild he helped found) and “Shangri-la” by Han Shuli (Chairman of
the TARAA) both artists employ the silhouette of the reclining Buddha on a spacious
background, filled in with intricate details. In Han Shuli’s work, a religious, traditional Tibetan
landscape in muted tones is interrupted by grey splotches, creating the appearance of a mural that
has been damaged and exposes the cement beneath. The image creates a romantic attachment to a
fading time and a precariously enshrined relic. Gade’s work, in contrast, situates the Buddha amid
textured, luminous gold, and fills in the shape with a tile-like arrangement of thumbnail portraits
of historic, religious, mythic, cartoon, and commercial figures. They speak to his Tibet, in which
Elvis, Charlie Chaplin, Ronald McDonald, cupid, Lama Tsongkhapa, doctors, policemen,
soldiers, Mao, King Tsongtsen Gampo, Superman, monks, a Karmapa lama, and his own nuclear

family portrait all abide in equanimity within the Buddha’s shape. Gade’s paintings from this
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time used popular “iconic elements,” he said, in “an effort to give reality a more authentic
appearance (Gade 2005).” Despite the similarity in their approach to composition, the paintings
communicate very differently about contemporary Tibet as a place of romantic nostalgia, or
vibrant contemporary life. In another work by Gade, which more closely resembles the palette
and effects in Han Shuli’s work, the landscape is not a religious and timeless one, but marked

with skyscrapers, factories, and blotched with pollution; again, Gade opts for presentation of

reality in The Reclining Buddha of New Tibet.

Figure 22 Sleeping Buddha. mixed media on linen: mineral colour,
acrylic, Chinese ink with appliquéd details, 2004, 26.5 x 74 inches.

Figure 23 Han Shuli. Shangri-la. Rich color on canvas, 2002, 96.5 cm x
130 cm. After Tibet-The Colourful Chain from the Snowland
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Figure 24 Gade. The Reclining Buddha of new Tibet, Mixed media on
canvas, 2008, 78-3/4 x 26-3/8".

While there were topics or styles or techniques that spanned artists in various affiliations,
there were also ideological, social, and personal elements of artistic identities and practices that
set some artists apart, specifically from the methods and goals of the official artists associations.
For these artists, there was an urgency about their work that revealed a deep and profound
commitment to Tibetanness and sustaining this cultural identity into the twenty-first century. As
we will see below, contemporary artists grapple with the present, and all its humor, confusion,
and passions, in personal and dynamic ways.

Gedun Choephel Artists Guild

In 2003, a group of twelve Tibetan and Chinese artists founded the Gedun Choephel
Acrtists Guild (GCAG) based on their shared goals for the development of contemporary Tibetan
art and artists in Lhasa. These included the desire to represent the Tibet they know, enjoy the
support of a community of artists to freely work in any style, media, or subject, and provide
spaces for exhibition and discussion of members’ works and ideas. Their most fervent wish was
to contribute to the formation of a contemporary Tibetan art, one that expressed their modern
Tibet and communicated beyond it. In this orientation, they felt akin to and inspired by Gedun
Choephel, the visionary reformist, patriot, and cosmopolitan, and organized in his namesake
despite having little access to his surviving attributable artwork. The communion of artists had
most in common conceptually anyway, so the inspiration of Gedun Choephel’s views were more
important than his actual visual productions. After some discussion, Gade penned their mission

statement, quoted here in full:
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Usually groups are formed through someone's initiative. However, this particular
Gedun Choephel Artists' Guild came together naturally through shared experiences and
common interests. We were all born in the turbulent 1960s and 70s. We lived through the
rationing period of Chairman Mao, and remember his passing away. We also have
experienced the radical modernizing changes brought about by Deng Xiao Ping
throughout China.

Like other young people, we like to keep up with the time and trends, but we also respect
and value the traditional aspects of our unique cultural aspects of our unique cultural heritage.

Some of us were born here in Tibet, and some have come from other places. However,
we always stick to drawing out originality and inspiration from the new multifaceted Tibet, which
is far beyond the image of many outsiders, thus, with our shared ideas and vision, we have
formed this Gedun Choephel Artists' Guild in 2003, the very year of the centenary birth
anniversary of 20th century Tibet's great leading intellectual and artist, Gedun Choephel, an
inspiration whose spirit is living in us to this day.

We do not wish to simply make a living from our art, but wish to contribute to the
development of contemporary art. We want to faithfully show our innermost thoughts and
feelings through art by whatever medium we choose to use.

While the group emphasizes what they share, no style of painting unites them. Alsop
writes, “There is no ‘school’ in this group, no movement other than an attempt to express in their
painting what they see, feel and experience; and if we notice similarities, they are those of shared
experience in an ancient but rapidly changing world (Alsop, Contemporary Painting from Tibet
2005).” Gade writes, “My generation has grown up with thangka painting, martial arts,
Hollywood movies, Mickey Mouse, Charlie Chaplin, Rock ‘n’ Roll and McDonalds....We wear
jeans and T-shirts and when we drink a Budweiser it is only occasionally that we talk about
‘Buddhahood’.” Therefore, he continues, in his own work he now looks “for signs of a culture
that speaks of age as well as modernity, as if my brush is a thread that connects the past and the

present. | depict Tibet as a society in transition, which has received outside cultural influences
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and underwent major changes. A Tibet shaped by present realities and connected to the rest of the
world (Gade 2005).”

The concept for the GCAG began with conversation amongst four artists, Gade, Tsering
Dhondrup, Penba Chungdak, and Tsering Nyandak, in 2002. All but Tsering Nyandak had
recently spent four months in New York City as artists-in-residence with a cultural exchange
program organized by the Trace Foundation. They toured galleries and museums, but the
strongest lingering impression upon their return to Lhasa was of the studio complexes in which
artists worked and collaborated together. At that time, most modern artists in Lhasa painted in
their homes, even one room apartments, and found it challenging to show and receive critique of
their art work. The four artists “sought to bring both the production and exhibition of
contemporary Tibetan art into the hands of the artists themselves, and to create new
opportunities for self-expression (Vanzo n.d.).” The idea for a shared space, to show and also
see each others’ work, spread to a group of ten. All wanted to participate, but while some artists
worked for Tibet University or had other full time employment, others had little or no regular
income and felt they could not share the costs of such a venture. They devised a charter to fairly
and democratically guide operations, and then rented and renovated a space in the northeast

corner of the Barkor circuit around the Jokhang temple.
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Figure 25 Gedun Choephel Artists Guild Gallery, Barkhor, Lhasa. Front entrance with Tsewang
Tashi, Untitled , April 21, 2007. Photographs: Leigh Miller Sanaster

The renovation of a former Sichuanese restaurant into a gallery was labor intensive. The
gallery was in an historic, whitewashed stone building which retained its colorful, ornamented
wooden doorway entrance. Inside, on the ground floor was one small windowless room and a tiny
bathroom, on the other side of which a wooden staircase led up to a larger space, subdivided by a
passageway into two galleries, one as small as the downstairs and another about twice that size,
with a window overlooking the busy pedestrian Barkor street below. The floors were set with
river rocks, with a long rectangle wood inset in the center of the largest room, a striking contrast
to Lhasa’s ubiquitous cement floors. The walls were white. The lights chosen for the ceiling were
small spotlights on the end of bendable fixtures to easily be directed onto works of varying
dimensions. Along the top of the walls, the artists installed a strip of wood with long nails
hammered half way in about an inch apart. The devised a long handle with hooks on the end of it
to lift and move works fitted with hanging wires or strings onto the nails; a clever and
inexpensive installation system. Another flight of steps led onto the flat roof was converted into a
gathering space, with several picnic tables and benches, and white strings of prayer flags hung

like a parasol overheard from poles entwined with black yak hair ropes.
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The operating policies, which were explained to me and | observed evolving between
2004-2007, emphasized the non-discriminatory and non-hierarchical ideals of the members. The
Guild (which grew to nineteen members in 2007), included one Tibetan woman (Dedron) and one
Chinese woman (Zhang Ping).??* Ethnically, fifteen members identified as Tibetan.??In order to
ensure members had equal access to the best wall spaces, they planned to rotate assigned sections
each month. The Guild members measured the wall spaces available for hanging work and

divided evenly by the number of full dues-paying members.?

Members were also assigned
gallery shifts, to ensure that an artist was present to talk to visitors, handle any potential sales, and
assist with gallery business as needed. Most importantly, they decided that member artists would
bring their newest works, which they felt represented their best attempts as genuine artists (and
not simply what they guessed would sell to visiting tourists!) for the other members to be vetted.
Those works which members approved could then be hung in the artists’ section.

Despite enthusiasm, in practice, by 2006, the management of schedules, prices, dues
collection and bills payments, reviewing work, rotating installation space, business meetings, and
public relations was too onerous. The eclectic membership required some management to even
out the disparities between artists who were extremely busy (and often skipped their assigned
shifts) and those with little outside responsibilities (who enjoyed hanging out at the gallery), those
who produced a lot of work and those who rarely brought new pieces, and so forth. Guild
members elected an executive board and Tsering Nyandak as their manager, and, because he is
fluent in English, as their public relations representative with foreigners. They also hired a series
of young women to work at the gallery in the summer months, to greet visitors, handle sales,
clean, and call the artist whenever a visitor was interest in a member’s work or wanted to meet an
artist. The artists thus worked through pragmatic obstacles and kept the gallery open and
improved its business operations.

While artists hoped these changes support focus on the work of developing as artists,

producing and discussing serious work, as some professed was a Guild expectation of its
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members, releasing members from some of the institutional obligations possibly contributed to
loosening of ideological commitments. Members began dropping off works to be hung, and the
collective review process fell by the wayside. Other members did not bring work for months at a
time, and, rather than hold blank spots in the gallery. Space was filled with available works,
leading to the disintegration of the equitable rotation plan, although the underlying intention was
upheld and works frequently rotated. If daily operations became stiflingly mundane, other
exciting opportunities for members and the group were arising and these kept morale high and
serious artists productive, encouraged, motivated, and with a feeling of communion.

In the Gallery, the assumption by foreign visitors that traditional Tibetan artists were and
are practicing Buddhists—either as inspired visionaries or faithfully engaged in meditative
copying—informs foreign perceptions of Tibetan artists today. | watched a Western tourist enter
the Gedun Choephel Artists” Guild Gallery, look for a few moments at several paintings and then,
standing in front of one with a recognizable Buddhist image, she inquired, “Oh! Was this one
drawn from the artists’ visions while in meditation?” This was of course not the case, as artists
had complicated relationships to Tibetan religion and religious art history. Nortse and Panor
expressed the possibility that Tibetan contemporary art with Buddhist imagery could build
connections with others interested in their history and culture, including other Asian Buddhist
cultures. Gade turned his love of traditional styles and materials derived from the art historical
traditions into rich tools for expressing contemporary experience. For Tanor, a student of Gade’s
and founder of the Zhunnu Dame group, Buddhist imagery locates him in a world of options and
choices, the Buddha just one of his heroes.?* Tsering Nyandak is more conflicted; for him
Buddhism and tradition are too tightly woven. He questions the utility of religious devotional acts
and does not feel moved by Tibetan traditional Buddhist arts, so his work cannot draw upon the
readily available markers of ‘Tibetanness’ that actually originate in religion. In response to the
Shangri-la tendencies of outsiders to misrepresent Tibet, Tsewang Tashi created a work,

“Shangri-la Series,””” in 2009 that directly speaks back to Chen Dan Qing’s Tibet Series ( Figs.
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17, 18, 19) and the Shangri-la image created by others who romanticize Tibet (and capitalize on
Tibetanness) while turning a blind eye to the real social problems Tibetans face in contemporary
society. Understanding the diversity of artists’ responses to ethnicity and religion is an important
context for artists’ choices, and for the detailed examination of these subjects below.

The Gallery has organized several special exhibitions, talks, and student tours for locals
in Lhasa that, while rare, were met with enthusiasm and engaged a collective goal to progress all
modern and contemporary art in Lhasa. Tsewang Tashi was the main curator of their first
exhibition in December 2003, the first ever Lhasa exhibition of all female artists, featuring six
female artists’ paintings. The event garnered some visibility, but occurred in mid-winter, ensuring
that Guild members did not miss opportunities market their works during the tourist season. Other
exhibitions included Lhasa’s first solo artist exhibition, for Norbu Tsering (Nortse), in 2005, after
which he became a member of the Guild. In 2006, a two-man show of multimedia works by
Keltse and photography by the Englishman Kabir Heimsath, was very well attended. A partial
exhibition about the Qinghai-Tibet Railroad, in 2007, brought them uncomfortably close to

99 227

political danger.”® Their largest special exhibition, “Fasheng, Fasheng, is discussed below.

Figure 26 Tsering Nyandak building
an untitled installation in the Gedun
Choephel Gallery for the exhibition
Fasheng/Fasheng. Photo: Leigh Miller
Sangster, April 25, 2007.

The initial interest from outsiders in their work was strong, bewildering, and “amazing,”
like the realities they were depicting. At the time, one of the best known artists, Gade, was

uncertain whether to call their art “modern” or “contemporary,”””® but said it “is like a strange
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creature, itself grown and developing without preparation, but it has just happened like the
mingling of the red and blue neon lights of the nightclubs with the butter lamps and the Potala
palace with the plastic evergreen coconut trees at its foot (Gade 2005).”

In 2005, Gedun Choephel Artists Guild members were featured in the first exhibition of
Lhasa contemporary art outside of Tibet organized outside the official artist association structure.
The exhibition “Visions from Tibet: A brief survey of contemporary painting” was jointly
organized by curators/gallery owners lan Alsop (Asian Art.com/ Peaceful Wind Gallery, New
Mexico) and Fabio Rossi (Rossi + Rossi, London). Both men operated successful antiques
businesses specializing in Himalayan art, and had been deeply impressed and intrigued by the
work of contemporary artists they met in Lhasa starting in 2003. As “abundant evidence of the
vitality of Tibetan culture,” they felt these young artists, “despite all the change and upheaval,”
hold a part of Tibet’s future in their hands.

This was the start of a flurry of international exhibitions for the Guild’s members
between 2005 and 2008. Generally, a gallery owner proposed a concept, discussed it with the
artists, and then came to Lhasa to select the best works from those artists submitted for
consideration. There were concerns about how this might influence artists. But artists seemed to
agree that living and working in Lhasa was preferable to the major contemporary art centers like
New York or Beijing because they were much less subject to the influence of trends and critics,
and enjoyed more autonomy to develop organically. The downside to their location, which was
both geographically remote and behind the “Great Firewall,” was their reduced visibility to
outsiders and increased difficulty in access to materials and knowledge from the outside. Tsering
Nyandak concluded it was important for artists to be aware of markets, so as not to be taken
advantage of, but not too aware, as to be unfavorably influenced.?*®

Increasing access to foreign curators and collectors brought newfound success,
confidence, excitement and visibility for the Lhasa art world that was unprecedented for most

members, who had struggled for decades to find audiences and support. As recognition, support,
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and cash began flowing towards the Guild, they were emboldened to articulate larger goals. They
started a fund to help struggling artists, including students, very early on.?*® The Guild members
were thinking of long-term strategies to amplify the success of new contemporary art by
translating it into support of artists in the region.?* The flow of some funds to artists allowed
them to try new materials or work out concepts or engaged in artistic activities without
attachment to a resultant product. In 2006, there was a palpable feeling amongst artists of a kind
of liberation and freedom to be experimental.

Challenges also arose, however, as the best artists began to bypass local activities, and
while this contributed to some stimulating debates about what constituted “real contemporary
art”, tension came from the realization that their own autonomy was to some extent trumped by
international arbiters of that debate, whose external judgments led to the unprecedented infusion
of attention and cash to some members and not others.

Attention did not come without conflict. Nortse had said “we should not even cling to the
name Gedun Choephel!” Offended members clamored, “How dare he suggest they not be guided
by the most radical and progressive intellectual known to twentieth century Tibet?”” And yet,
Nortse had in previous months experienced a “rebirth” as an artist; he felt invigorated,
determined, enthused and courageous after visiting contemporary galleries and studios in
Shanghai and Beijing, but also critical of Lhasa’s fledgling scene. Tsering Nyandak suggested, in
defense of Nortse, that Gedun Choephel had gone outside his home to engage with the
contemporary world in a very fresh and direct way for his time, but they now were dated rather
than inspirational. Then, one night at a dinner with most of the artist members of the Guild seated
around a large round table in the back room of a Chinese restaurant, the artists opposed a
surprisingly critical voice from outside. Someone reported that a Tibetan scholar in the west had
publically suggested that the artists in Lhasa were riding on Gedun Choephel’s fame in the West
for commercial reasons, reasoning that since such little artwork by Gedun Choephel survives,

little other motives were plausible for taking Gedun Choephel as their namesake. Instantly, artists
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shouted their defenses: they knew about Gedun Choephel and his progressive ideas before any
western scholars, they chose to organize in his namesake long before their awareness of English
publications about him; how could they have known their art would become visible abroad? In
the midst of this indignation, the artist Tsarong Dhondrup turned introspective, and in recalling a
brand new important exhibition opportunity about which they had been excited earlier that day,
he remonstrated, “We have to stop having this whore’s attitude! Chasing after every paying
customer’s glimmer of interest...doing whatever they want us to!” Calmly and quietly, Tsewang
Tashi pulled a tiny strip of paper from his wallet and passed it around the table for all to read. It
was a verse in Tibetan by Gedun Choephel. Tsewang explained the meaning of the poetic
statement: not seeking other’s praise or approval, not seeking to avoid blame, but being true to
himself, and being honest, would be his guiding principle in life. Visibly moved, the artists could
affirm their own grasp of their individual and collective aspirations, even if they remained poorly
understood by others, and they passed the rest of the night in good cheer (and with much beer).
Avrtists repeatedly debated and questioned the status of their art relative to global
standards for “contemporary art”. Nortse often made statements such as, “In the Gedun Choephel

Guild, we all say we are modern artists, but whether this is really true are or not we must

99232 99 233

question.””** Nortse, who joked with me that he wants to be “the first Tibetan Rauschenberg,
does take up a position of authority as an artist, in important contrast to the Party-affiliated
schools or art associations or even ‘the people,” in urging artists to look honestly and critically at
their productions, in light of international trends and their own local aspirations.

Yet, radical avant-garde for its own sake, or provocation, is not appealing to even the
most progressive in Lhasa’s contemporary art world, who are critical of, or unmoved by, such
artistic strategies employed elsewhere. Shelkar, in 2007. No. 01- 08, satirically criticized the
embrace of new technologies, materials, or colors simply because they seemed the most

“contemporary” trends of the moment. In this large (103 x 155 cm) digital print on synthetic

fabric, rows of eight square photographic portraits of the artist, bald and shaven, have been
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manipulated into distorted faces and tinted with unsettling hues of plum and chartreuse. For
Shelkar, a talented portrait painter but whose works had been passed over for international
exhibition more than once, this was his first use of photographic and digital techniques and vinyl
material in this work, asking if this move, which he considered quite superficial, catapulted him
into “contemporary” status, but requires the distortion of the artist. Voicing another critical
observation of international trends and the individual artists’ place, Nyandak said Tibetan artists
share the common ground of not doing “confessional art,” popular amongst Western
contemporary artists. He understands such work as art which is so deeply personal and
psychological, that it becomes entirely individualistic. Gade agreed, noting that “confessional art
may be an extravagance when cultural identity is in question.”

When cultural identity is in question, Nortse, Tsering Nyandak, Gade, Tsewang Tashi,
Tsarang Dhondrup, Dedron and others in the GCAG are explicit about their efforts to show real
society, in the present moment. Nortse’s notion of a contemporary artist is someone who is
inevitably engaged with his or her social context, and responsible to it, practiced in the form of
translating what that society values from its past into forms which will contribute to their
sustainability.”* For him, contemporary art is a vehicle for communicating important thoughts
and feelings with his compatriots, and has the ability to actually connect more powerfully with
their pasts and futures.

Tsewang Tashi’s belief, “Contemporary art cannot be created if contemporary life is
ignored,” has become a maxim. He explained this position by saying,

Traditional culture and art have become an important source of inspiration for
many artists, writers and musicians in the TAR and other ethnic Tibetan areas. Many
artists use elements from Tibetan traditional art or subject matter related to their
surroundings in order to express their cultural consciousness. ... [While] traditional art is
considered an important symbol of cultural identity...and is an effective tool for artists
because of its unique cultural characteristics, ...[there also exists] a risk that it might
become another commercial product. | realized that superficial elements (form and color)
alone cannot represent the reality and the true identity of a culture because these elements
can easily be employed by anyone, anywhere and at anytime. What are of greater

importance are the inner feelings and thoughts of the living individual, something that
comes from the reality (Tashi, Art in Process unpublished manuscript).
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Thus for Tsewang Tashi, “contemporary” art is intimately connected to the artist’s
current time; the artist communicates reality when he or she accesses and bridges the feelings and
thoughts of individuals with a deep cultural consciousness.

Although sharing Nortse and Tsewang Tashi’s commitment to the realities of present
society, Gade and Tsering Nyandak debate the role of artists in their society, and what is possible
for artists to do, on individual and collective levels, in their unique historical and political
contexts. Tsering Nyandak used to feel that artists were exceptional in their societies because of
being “more sensitive,” but a few years later, he expressed that artists were “not special or
different,” and doubts the extent to which one artist can impact society. He preferred a more
pragmatic approach to the role of art and artists in society.

For Gade, the responsibility of the artist goes beyond making beautiful or funny images
or merely copying from the past. More so than Nyandak is willing to do, Gade ascribes to this
practice a degree of cultural responsibility served by the artist in doing so—not as a spokesperson
or preservationist, but in honestly reflecting contemporary realities. Gade wrote, “Perhaps what is
most conventionally perceived as Modern Art does not exist as such in Tibet; or maybe its
existence is simply a figment of contemporary Tibetan artists’ imagination. But what is important
is that these artists are recording the transmigration of a civilization and a disappearing myth
(Gade 2005).” That is, regardless of the labels others would use to describe their productions, for
the artist, the task is reflecting collective experience and countering misrepresentations.

These artists are also grappling with how to express individuality. In recent collective
experience, the values of both Buddhism and Socialism (for different reasons) minimize attention
to the individual. This could contribute to artists’ discomfort with “confessional” art as excessive
individuality, on the one hand, but the complete subsuming of the self in order to represent a
theology or an ideology (as in thangka or Socialist Realism) or a collective (as when cultural
anxieties have led artists to feeling burdened with the responsibility of acting as a spokesperson)

is another end of the spectrum with which they did not wish to engage.
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Artists are experimenting and pioneering new relationships of the individual to
contemporary society in Tibet. In Tsering Nyandak’s quest for individual expression, he
suspected that reliance upon Tibetan Buddhism or other cultural clichés allowed the individual
artist to “hide inner emotions behind facades.” A conviction to cease this in his own work led him
to literally stripping his subjects and content of recognizably, or stereotypically, Tibetan
elements. This happened quite literally, until he arrived at painting nudes in stark landscapes.

Speaking from London, Gonkar Gyatso looks back on his career and sees a persistent
challenge to express individuality, beginning in Lhasa:

In the early 80s when | said | was going to create a new form of Tibetan art, one
of the intentions was to express my own views or feelings about Tibet. But after 20 years

I suddenly realized | had become a modern version of a thangka painter. You know, the

thangka artist is totally devoted to faith and religion, not wishing to put any of his

personal feelings in the work, he serves the religion. Somehow I had also become one of
them. Hiding my emotion and feeling behind the Buddha figure in the work. When |
realized that, I tried to find the reason this happened to me. The reason has to do with
culture and also history. First of all, Tibetan modern art has only 50 years of history; it’s
quite a new concept for all of us. Also we don’t really have in our tradition a culture of
the individual; the individual is always being dismissed. In my case it’s not only
dismissed by Tibetan religion and culture, but also by the influence of communist
ideology...The communists say the individual is a part f the machine; this was the

doctrine we were brought-up on. Tibetans have only recently started expressing their own
feelings; it’s a novel concept for us (G. Gyatso 2005).

When Gonkar Gyatso looks back on his work, he can see the “lack of the personal view”
but also sees a change occurring, most notably signaled by the work My Identity (L. M. Sangster,
Lhasa: New Art from Tibet 2007). Showing his identity is a “sensitive topic”—"“identity” being
the composite of influences that drive him, past experiences, struggles to erase or accentuate
aspects of his identity—but is the primary motivation for creating art.

Similarly, Gade is also committed to personal truths and an expression rooted in personal
experience, but does not feel this is in tension with cultural or traditional modes. Gade feels there
is a natural connection between art and Tibetan culture that emerges dependent upon physical
residence in the city of Lhasa or the Tibetan plateau. Gade explained in conversation with Tsering

Nyandak and I,
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As a result of living here, growing up here, a Tibetan character is an automatic
product of our environment, but as an artist, we don’t need to be deliberate about it —
explicitly trying to make art about Tibetan culture, or depicting some notions of Tibetan
culture broadly or generally. Rather, to express our own experience is simultaneously
also about the larger situation. Of course, | do not paint about individual experiences of
love or particular emotional states and experiences, because the culture is so much larger
than myself. This doesn’t mean that the culture or society is more important than the
individual, or that some responsibility to the collective is more worthy of expression than
individuals’ experience, but rather that the individual experience must take place within,
or under, such social/cultural circumstances and conditions, and also are forming our very
experiences as we have them.

Thus for artists, the very practice of art is a one of discovery of the self; being an artist in
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries now means claiming and expressing a personal
identity. In the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild, for the first time in the history of Tibetan arts,
artists experienced the emergence of a non-governmental, secular support structure in which their
full artistic identities could be cultivated.

Tibet University

The School of Fine Art at Tibet University (TU) by the mid-2000s was an expanding
program led by active faculty. In 2007, department leaders hoped to add photography,?* film and
other media to the studio program, and additional advanced degrees in the coming years.

Being an “artist” at Tibet University entails specific qualifications, restrictions, and
benefits. The approximately sixty-seven faculty in the Art Academy’s four departments—Music
and Dance, Painting, Graphic Design, and Thangka — included Tibetan instructors and professors
who had completed university studies in mainland China, Tibetan graduates of Tibet University,
traditionally trained Tibetan thangka painter Tenpa Rabten, as well as Chinese art professionals.
Many of the faculty graduated from TU and did Masters level studies there or elsewhere and
regularly publish articles about art education and pedagogy, painting and mural history and
preservation, and Tibetan art genres such as thangka, mural and decorative arts, in regional and
national journals.

All faculty and head administrators at TU are required to be members of the Communist

Party, and receive employment benefits of working for the State, including living quarters for
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their families and studios on campus.?*® Promotions in the ranks of professorships were clearly
defined and predicated on years of experience, publications, teaching, and exhibition
participation. In some professors’ opinions, these criteria skewed faculty evaluations in Tibet
because they rewarded Chinese national, over regional or international, activities. For example,
publication in national journals counted more than regional publications, but this necessarily
favored Chinese language over Tibetan language use, and limited the local relevance and
accessibility and usefulness of such scholasticism. Similarly, exhibits and awards juried by
official CFLAC affiliates, were rewarded over participation in the international art world, and yet
national official exhibitions were perceived by some Tibetans as embroiled in China’s ethnic
politics, minority discrimination, stunted artistic rigor. This situation however forced artists to
choose between local job requirements and rewards, and career development according to global
standards. Tibetan contemporary artists working within Tibet University thus had opportunities as
well as some parameters: they had the unusual opportunity to earn a living through their passion
for painting, coveted employment security with benefits, and were required to participate in
politics and official art organizations, teach and publish in Mandarin, and exhibit for Chinese
audiences.

Tibet University art faculty also had to balance their departmental service and teaching
with making time for their studio work. Department service, particularly for the leaders, included
admissions reviews and tests of dramatically increasing number of applicants, faculty evaluations,
and curriculum development. Since several faculty members completed advanced studies abroad,
the curriculum and pedagogy have been modernized and diversified.

In 2007, Tsewang Tashi had advanced to positions of Assistant Professor and Dean at the
School of Art. By then, his experience of study in Beijing and Norway, as well as with the Gedun
Choephel Artists Guild and exhibiting internationally, clearly informed his pedagogical and
curricular approach to students and the department. Tsewang Tashi enjoys students’ challenges at

different stages and introduced peer review, encouraging the identification of individual strengths
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and voices. He also introduced new methods of teaching, for example, with the third year students
in his oil painting class. They met nine hours per week for a semester on nude figures. They
began with copying a reproduction of their choice from a western art history text, standard
Chinese art school pedagogy, before actually painting from a live nude model as well. This came
as a surprise in socially conservative Lhasa and the University, but to my look of astonishment,
Tsewang Tashi simply joked, “Yes, I know! It will still be so cold in April!”**” Of course he
knew that live nude models were far from radical in many other parts of the international art
world.

Application to The School of Art saw a sharp rise in the 2000s. Admission is
competitively based on academic and artistic standards.?*® Whereas many Tibetan artists trained
in the 1970s and 1980s described mastery of realism as a requisite skill for receiving art training,
this generation now examines their prospective students by inviting them to create a work of their
own imagination in response to a prompt. According to Tsewang Tashi, the admissions
committee is looking for talent as well as willingness to attempt individual creative thinking, a
recent reform in art pedagogy.

On occasion and usually on short notice, Tibet University officials informed Tsewang
Tashi that important visitors were coming to the campus and instructed him to mount an
exhibition of student and faculty works. After the visitors’ tour, the show would be taken
down.?®® While stressful, such requests also demonstrated that the art department was one of the
university jewels.

In 2007, at least fourteen of the current or past Tibetan fine art faculty created

contemporary art.**°

The views amongst these professors vary. Ngawang Jigme asserted that only
Tibetans can make new Tibetan art (bod pa’i rimo gsarpa) owing to their private or personal
sense of Tibet formed by memories and distinctive ways of thinking. Mixing non-traditional

techniques, materials and techniques from Tibetan, Chinese, and Western traditions is no problem

for the artist when “the inner meaning of Tibetan art expresses relationships to traditions,” he
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said. These traditions in his paintings, Ngawang Jigme says, are about the Tibetan customs (gom
shi), not religion, of famers, nomads, monks, and the activities which mark their life cycles and
calendars.?! For Sherab Gyaltsen, contemporary art enables novel expressions of Buddhist
concepts and values, both for personal expression and for communication to the next generation.

Figure 27 Ngawang Jigme. Auspiciousness
with tsampa. Photograph: Jason Sangster

Tibetan graduates from the University went on to be, along with some professors,
instrumental in founding two independent artists associations in Lhasa in the mid-2000s: the
Gedun Choephel Aritsts Guild, and the students of those leaders, who graduated in the 1990s, are
forming the Zhunnu Dameh (The Incomparable Youth) group, Melong Art Space, and joined
other cohorts of self-taught artists in cooperatives.

Zhunnu Dammeh

The next generation of artists is newly emerging with noticeable characteristics. In 2006,
the Qinghai-based Folk Art and Literature published rare introductions to two independent Lhasa
artists associations, the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild and the Zhunnu Dammeh.*** A one
paragraph introduction to the Tibetan young artists group based in Lhasa, Zhunnu Dammeh
(9Zhonnu zlamed; Incomparable Youth) describes the members as from a “different generation,
living in a different environment, and with a different cultural zeitgeist,” having “all experienced
youth since the 1990s,” compared to senior artists in Tibet. They adopted their name from the title
of the first secular Tibetan novel, an eighteenth century tale of the romantic adventures of a

heroic prince (Hartley and Schiaffini-Vedani 2008) (T. Shakya 2000).2* Thus looking at their art
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works, viewers can see that the influences and attitudes that shape it have been developed in
current conditions in Tibet, the Qinghai journal writer concludes (A selection of fine art 2006).
The Zhunnu Dammeh group was directly inspired by the Gedun Choephel Guild, but rather than
attempt to join with their teachers, opted to establish their own association which, in 2007, was
working towards their first group exhibition.***

A founding member of Zhunnu Dammeh group, Tanor (Tashi Norbu), uses concepts
from Tibetan Buddhist historical narratives to comment on contemporary society. In his painting
Plastic Flowers (2007), the Tibet Museum, a bronze statue of Padmasambhava (Guru Rinpoche),
a boy performing stunts on his dirt bike, and some bright colored plastic flowers float upon a
mustard yellow ground. The Tibet Museum is an ornate, pseudo-Tibetan architectural monument
with exhibits offering a (colonial) natural history of Tibet, including precious Buddhist artworks
in glass cases under spot lighting, visited primarily by Chinese tourists. Padmasambhava, “the
Lotus-Born,” (who was born as an eight year old child inside a lotus flower upon a lake, with all
the signs of perfection, and proclaimed his destiny to establish Vajrayana Buddhism in Tibet), is
contrasted to the young male surrounded by artificial flowers of the sort used in government
commemorations and grand openings at department stores. Tanor said the painting images a
guestion in his mind: “In a time when our precious cultural relics are locked up where no one can
see them, who could be born in a plastic flower?” Tanor finds the world of religious merit and the
world that surrounds him to be at odds, with global politics and rising personal economic and
material desires making it “increasingly difficult to be a religious person, or even a good
person.”The environment is not conducive to the emergence of spiritual leaders or realizing the
potential of contemporary citizens, of concern to this next generation, particularly when the
ethnic and religious identity of Tibetans is marginalized.

Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association (TARAA)

The TARAA continues to be active into the 2000s but had undergone changes in the

administration and focus since the 1980s. Artist and TARAA Vice Chairman Bama Zhaxi (Pema
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Tashi) Bama Zhaxi explained that in the past the prerequisite for TARAA membership was
having one’s work selected for three exhibitions. After becoming a member, maintaining active
status included participating in at least two exhibitions per year, in Lhasa or elsewhere. Today,
requirements are all but waived; aspiring members merely need to bring some works to the Lhasa
office and apply, and if they are thangka painters, Bama Zhaxi said, it is especially easy to
become a member. In regards to maintaining active status, Bama Zhaxi stated, “Tibet is special
within China,” and so this standard too is no longer in effect in the TARAA. There are not
enough exhibiting opportunities to make such criteria feasible.

TARAA members’ main responsibility, Bama Zhaxi said, is to create new works of art.
However, locally, there is no proper exhibition space and, anyway, Bama Zhaxi said, “no one
pays any attention.”** In other words, while TARAA is supposed to find and promote active
artists through exhibitions, it did not in 2007 view its responsibilities to include facilitating the
construction of a gallery or museum for art, nor planning of exhibitions locally to promote artist
members and to educate the public. Bama Zhaxi stated, “It is not our responsibility to try to reach
the public. This is the job of the Culture Bureau. Our responsibility is to develop art.” Their
means of ‘developing art’ include showing selected works to officials and to foreigners, and
“promoting and representing artists.” Yet, comparing their work to the way in which “western
galleries represent artists,” Bama Zhaxi claimed it is “more complicated for us” because western
galleries are at liberty to “make choices merely to meet their own needs” of taste, clientele, etc.?*

Bama Zhaxi’s view of the responsibilities of various government agencies implied some
critical gaps in the functioning of this art world: A lack of exhibition space hampered
maintenance of local membership standards designed to be measured through exhibition
participation, as well as general public interest and awareness of contemporary art. National level
exhibitions were important for some artists, but does not compensate for these local needs.

Finally, the kind of art TARAA can promote is not solely left to the aesthetic judgment of the
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artist-leaders themselves, but must operate within the mission and working methodology of the
artists associations.

Speaking personally as a practicing contemporary artist, for Bama Zhaxi, these
challenges with Lhasa and the TARAA were not a critical impediment. Bama Zhaxi reflected on
the changes in the Lhasa art world in the past two decades, and remarked that the youth of today
have much greater access to study art and view books of international art. Considering their
“good future” and “good opportunities,” he did not see any “particular challenges or difficulties”
currently facing the development of contemporary art in Tibet. Today’s youth, that is, seem
privileged in light of the struggles his generation surmounted. In fact, art is taught in grades
schools in Tibet, and gifted pupils have opportunities to study at art academies and with the
leading artists of the city. Han Shuli, Yu Youxin, Bama Zhaxi and others have been dedicated
teachers for Tibetan and Han youth in Lhasa, formed close personal bonds with their students that
endure long after their tutorial activities are completed.

The experiences he has had in the Lhasa art world of the TARAA have enabled his
personal expression, his cultural identity, and overall improvement in access to art study and
practice for himself and younger generations in Tibet. On the one hand, politically, he could
hardly say otherwise, but it is also the case that his life history is remarkable: from childhood
origins in a humble and troubled family, and personal struggle during the Cultural Revolution, he
has become the Vice Chairman of a regional level institution, with the primary responsibility to
follow his passion for creating new art.

Despite his training with Chinese teachers and role as a leader in the TARAA, Bama
Zhaxi did not think it necessary to intentionally articulate any special relationship between
Tibetan culture and modern art, but felt they were related. Having grown up in Tibet, he
explained, means he does not need to focus deliberately on communicating some connection,

rather, it emerges naturally in his art.
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Thus, I heard this view: Tibetanness naturally emerges in art production, from TARAA,
TU, GCAG and affiliated artists. But there are subtle shades of difference, with some more likely
to say this relies on the ethnicity of the artist, and others willing to attribute it to merely having
grown up in Tibet. Diversity in notions of artists and art that blossomed in the 1980s, continue to
reverberate.

The TARAA in the mid-2000s was still under the leadership of Han Shuli, who, in his
artistic output, curatorial work, commentaries, and in national media about his work in Tibet,
offers positive reflections on the development of art in Tibet since Chinese modern artists arrived
on the plateau. Han Shuli and Yu Youxin contributed to the acknowledgement within the PRC of
Tibet’s tremendous traditional art history through publications of traditional religious and folk
arts [CIT], which had been a surprising discovery for Han Shuli upon his tours of the plateau. In
national media, Han is most celebrated for his contribution to a new Tibet within modern China,
and the “research” Han has conducted is credited as the wellspring of a new, and “correct,”
approach to Tibetan art (China Pictorial 2005).%*

Han Shuli organized several important exhibitions, which were shown in multiple cities
in China and Singapore as representative of the Tibetan Autonomous Region’s contemporary
artists. The publications’ editorial prefaces are in accord with official state ideologies, and frame
the works featured as evidence of the development of art in Tibet under Socialism and the merits
of continuing to invest in the training of minority artists.*®

In the 1990s and early 2000s, State level exhibitions and publications have been linked to
the celebration of political anniversaries related to the incorporation of Tibet into the PRC, and
share curatorial and editorial lenses (Jiming 2000) (Tibet Autonomous Association of Literary
and Artistic Circles and Chinese Artists Association Tibetan Branch, ed. 1991) (Qizheng 2000)
(Shining Pearl of the Snowland - China Tibetan Culture Exhibition 1999). One of the first
publications, Contemporary Tibetan Art (Bod ljong deng grabs kyi mdze’ tsal) in 1991, was a

collection of works allegedly representing the art created in Tibet since 1951, in celebration of the
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fortieth anniversary of the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet.?

The book includes early examples of
experimentation with non-traditional modernism, with a strong emphasis on secular culture, and
while it omits many blatant forms of propaganda, may be read as a politically motivated selection
of works for inclusion.

Exhibition catalogs give voice to approved State views of modern Tibetan culture as in
need of “develop[ing] a new Tibetan art,” in conjunction with outside influences, particularly
from modern China (Xiaoke 2004)." The “new form of Tibetan art” is dated to the arrival in
Tibet of Chinese artists in the mid-twentieth century (Croft 2005).2? The new ways of seeing and
expression are explicitly attributed here to distinctly Chinese interventions in Tibetan history, >
rather than or in addition to increasing exposure to the globalizing world.

Acrtists are described as a product of their ancient cultural heritage or religion, the rugged
natural environment, ethnic “psychology”, and socio-political influence. The CFLAC influenced
perspective of contemporary Tibetan art most commonly found expressed in the introductions to
state-sponsored exhibition catalogues, a journal article about a senior Tibetan artist member of the
Tibetan Autonomous Region Artists Association, Jigme Thinley, characterized the artists work as
celebrating the “good life” of the people marked by sustained folk traditions, emphasizing the

nature of Tibetan women, and utilizing sacred symbolism (Huang Zhaje 2006).>*

An example of new art development 2>

is Han-Tibetan collaborative painting by
Wanggya, Li Zhibao, and Lhaba Cering, "Red Sun Over the Snow Mountain—Compassionate,
Motivation, Expectation,” was included as a poster size fold out in the catalogue from The
Colorful Chain exhibition. The work may be seen as a stylistic extension of the Kandze school of
Tibetan Socialist Realism, for its adaptation of traditional thangka compositional templates for
framing central figures and surrounding them with secularized traditional motifs. The subjects

however are neither Buddhas nor deities, but social leaders of a previous generation paired with

ethnically Tibetan children, presumably future socialist leaders in culture and politics.
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Figure 28 Wanggya, Li Zhibao, Lhaba Cering. Red Sun over the Snow Mountain - Compassionate,
Motivation, Expectation. 2004. Rich color on canvas. 120 x 320 cm

In State rhetoric, the most lauded merger of ethnic characteristics with modernizing
influence from China, and the most promising for future development of Tibetan contemporary
art, is the exemplary puhua genre of painting.”*® Exhibitions organized by the TARAA in the
2000s prominently feature puhua, and traffics in representation of contemporary art from Tibet,
and contemporary Tibetan culture today, being as unknown and breathtaking as the country from
which it comes, a place described as remote, inaccessible, and mysterious, an extreme terrain
populated by hearty, superstitious, and self-sufficient nomads, attracted to marvelous and
grotesque religious imagery. The catalogue claims Tibetan artists are “instinctively informed” by
these conditions, and yet modern by virtue of being unconstrained by the “classical, narrow
theology” (Croft 2005).

While claiming the Han artists through their love of the land and long experience
"consider themselves to be practically Tibetan,” the vision that is celebrated is of "developing
Tibetan art" which is "different from the traditional, classical forms," or differentiated form the
past, and which "reflected the new ideas that were flooding into Tibet," i.e. from China. The
concept of undeveloped minorities implies not only technologically lagging, but also that

minorities are culturally backwards (T. Shakya 2000). %’
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For Han Shuli and Yu Youxin, puhua as a new art is an opportunity to intentionally
create a school of art, with a regional character that gains recognition nationally and
internationally and would thereby serve the nation and the artists. To this end, Han Shuli and Yu
Youxin utilize their influence to promote puhua in informal as well as official ways.

Thus, state definitions of “contemporary Tibetan art” are remarkably different from those
artists who are members of the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild, or other independent artists
outside of the TARAA.

Han Shuli and Yu Youxin are, in the mainstream Chinese view, portrayed as cultural
liaisons and catalysts. They appear as key intermediaries between Tibetan tradition and modern
China, and as entrusted arbiters of the Tibetan artistic future, selecting the valuable elements of
the Tibetan past and steering young artists towards improved and modified forms. With few
exceptions,”® many Tibetan artists | worked with, on the other hand, were far more likely to
perceive them as unselfconscious of their roles as advanced colonial administrators and as
modern artists appropriating ethnicity and artifacts of ‘primitive” others.

Tibetan artists | spoke with in 2006-2007 had mixed feelings about Han Shuli and Yu
Youxin, and their influence in Lhasa and the TARAA. In the context of exhibitions, many
contemporary Tibetan artists are concerned that the TARAA asserts it represents all
contemporary art developments and artists in Tibet, when in fact they feel excluded from its
membership, benefits, and most importantly, its stylistic bias for Han Shuli’s puhua. Several of
the leading Tibetan artists today have collegial relations with Han, or he was an influential art
instructor when they were students. The history of those relationships, as well as Tibetan social
etiquette around elders and teachers, complicate Tibetan artists’ public articulation of
disagreements with Han.

When museums or galleries nationally or abroad wish to mount an exhibition with works
from and about Tibet, and go through the official art channels, the exhibition planning and

implementation comes through the TARAA to Han Shuli and his administration. The TARAA
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leaders then select or commission works for travel to represent the region. This structure enabled
several contemporary artists in the 1980s and 1990s to travel abroad for the first time. However,
by the 2000s, GCAG members were growing resentful of the consolidation of power—the power
both to represent “Tibet” and over individual’s careers which were built upon access to
exhibiting—in so few hands, and by whom their practices, products, and views were often
excluded.

Most contemporary artists in Lhasa with whom | spoke in 2006-20067 agreed that the
TARAA fails to adequately represent the true diversity of Lhasa artists in its exhibitions or
membership, and are nearly unanimous in their critique of their attempts to define “Contemporary
Tibetan Art” as equivalent to “puhua,” a genre of Lhasa art world productions strongly identified
with Han Shuli and practiced by Yu Youxin. 259

Tibetan contemporary artists in the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild were vocal in 2007 in
their opposition to puhua and the power of the TARAA, including those artists who included
puhua in their style toolbox and were members of TARAA. Contesting puhua begins with its
origin. While Han’s statements would seem to attribute puhua to Chinese artists, other accounts
of the origin of puhua from Tibetan artists inevitably mention that the Tibetan artist Ang Qing
was actually the first to paint in the style that Han Shuli would later name and market “puhua,”
usually translated as “rich color on cloth” in English language publications from the PRC. Gedun
Choephel members however note the Chinese painters’ switch to cloth was also due to a shortage
of paper in Tibet, not only the influence of local traditional thangka practice which in any case
was hardly fully revived after decades of state denigration and destruction when Han Shuli
arrived. The use of cloth, emphasized in the hame puhua, is thus opposed to paper, the Chinese
traditional (Zhong hua, national painting) painting surface. Thus the very term is in reference to
Chinese art traditions, defined by what it is not, i.e. the national norm. Crucially, puhua does not
then locate contemporary Tibetan art (which it claims to encompass) in the context of indigenous

art history, and discounts the diversity of styles and mediums artists in Lhasa use today.
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Many artists and observers described puhua as a mere combination of Tibetan materials,

Tibetan subject matter, and Chinese painting techniques.”®

Despite Han Shuli’s claim to a
particular way of thinking in puhua, the impression of his stylistic components is pervasive. In
the catalogue of an exhibition in Singapore curated by Han Shuli, the biographical statement
describes the artist as, "specializing first in colourful paintings on cotton cloth inspired by Tibetan
folk culture and then, in works created in ink and colour wash that are imbued with Buddhist
imagery and references. His Chinese media and brushwork and the Tibetan themes he has
adopted form a powerful combination."

Furthermore, Tsering Nyandak, Anu, Nortse, and others have suggested that there is a
particular aesthetic of puhua, beyond its materials, which minimizes conceptual elements and
favors appropriation of ethnic imagery and tends of have a superficial romantic, exotic, nostalgic,
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effects. Independent contemporary artist, Tsering Wangdu=" goes further, stating, “the name,

puhua, is wrong and the art has no meaning. Mostly it is on cotton, whether with oils or
watercolors, and so the name refers to the materials, nothing more.”**

SoTse (Sonam Tsering) is a leader in the Zhunnu Dammeh (The Incomparable Youth)
artists group, mainly comprised of graduates of Tibet University’s art department and former
student of Gade and Tsewang. He articulated a difference between Tibetan and Chinese artists
that reflects Tibetan interest in their own contemporary society, in contrast to Chinese artists in
Tibet who are more interested in aesthetic versions of motifs from the art historical past.
“Honestly, they [puhua advocates Han Shuli and Yu Youxin] are Chinese and we are Tibetan...I
can see that Han Shuli and Yu Youxin are not painting close to the real life. They go far away to
monasteries, research old wall paintings, and then they get an idea and paint from that. Western
people also think it’s nice. But actually, it is totally removed from modern society. Sometimes we
go to tea shops. Han Shuli told me this is a waste of time, but actually you can meet lots of

different people there, like monks and teachers, and learn about all different topics from them.

Once I did a painting about this called “tea house”, and when Han Shuli saw it he didn’t like it
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and said | was wasting my time.”?*® For SoTse, methods and a cultural informed cultural
orientation in contemporary society are related to style and technique, making puhua unavailable
to him. Overall, dissenting artists were critical of a style that, for them, represents merely

decorative art.

In The Galleries

Intersections and tensions in Lhasa’s art worlds become visible through local exhibition
practices and discourses. However, it is important to mention international trends first before
turning to a few specific exhibition occasions in Lhasa because discussion about art and artists in
Lhasa is influenced by international exhibitions, in terms of artists’ experiences with foreign
galleries, curators, and dealers, their travels in conjunction with exhibitions, and in light of the
recent assertion that contemporary Tibetan art is primarily viewed within the spaces of, if not
created for, western galleries (C. E. Harris, The Museum on the Roof of the World: Art, Politics,
and the Representation of Tibet 2012).

Only a handful of international exhibitions of contemporary Tibetan art occurred before
2000, but between 2004-2007 international interests took off and there were suddenly at least one
264

dozen major exhibitions of contemporary art by Tibetan artists.

“Tibetan Encounters: Contemporary Meets Tradition,”
Rossi + Rossi, New York City

One of these shows was “Tibetan Encounters: Contemporary Meets Tradition.” The New
York Times reported in March, 2007, in a review of Asian arts that “the news...is that the
Rossis—Anna Maria and Fabio, mother and son—also have an ambitious show of contemporary
Tibetan art” on view during Asia Week in New York City (Cotter 2007).%* For this exhibition,
Fabio Rossi had sent images from his antique collection to Tibetan artists in Lhasa and abroad
and invited them to respond in some way to the historical Buddhist images.

Social commentary in this exhibition directs critique outward and inwards. Critique of the

commercialization of Buddhist antiquities, was specifically tackled by Dedron and Panor’s The
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Buddhas Conversation®® and Penpa Wangdu’s Turning thoughts from spiritual to monetary value
(2007).%°" The increasingly worldly attitude of Lhasa residents was perceived as degradation in
religious practice and cultural knowledge by Tannor. Works from this time period mark a clear
turning point in contemporary artists output in which they adapted traditional materials, methods,
concepts, and spiritual views to express contemporary and controversial social anxiety about the

endurance of their traditions, in very real material sense as well as the transmission of cultural

knowledge (L. M. Sangster 2007).

Figure 29 Dedron and Panor. The Buddha
Conversaion. Leather, stone, metal, thread,
stone pigment, ink. 2007. Photograph: Jason
Sangster

Contemporary artists have redefined traditional roles of Tibetan artists from egolessly in
the service of religion, to bravely include social critique, even at the risk of offending their largest
foreign sponsor.2%®® The adaptation of the role of individual artists to include criticism is also
noteworthy in the context of the visual politics of the past decades. Mid-twentieth century
Chinese politics enlisted artists in Communist revolutionary ideological battles as “art workers”.
Charged with drawing source material from the people, they led “mass art” movements by the
people with large character posters of political slogans and depictions of Mao, heroic peasants
and workers (Ye 2000) (Jiang 2004) (Xu 2005). It was forbidden for artists to express views
critical of the government, and has remained so in Tibet and parts of China. In light of such 20"

century history, when oppositional views in art swung from culturally idiosyncratic in traditional
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Tibet to criminal activity in the Maoist era, and approved art practices only slowly re-admitted
indigenous culture and religion as suitable subjects, the confident social and global criticisms
offered by Tibetan artists today is radically new.

Thus foreign exhibition opportunities encouraged experimentation with mixed media,
with commentary on social concerns, and the confidence that resulted from positive media
attention and sales. It also raised crucial questions about the role of the gallery representative in
generating exhibition themes, equitable pricing of works, promotional materials, introductions to
collectors, and the influence market trends could have—knowingly or unwittingly—upon artists’
creative work. Artists also raised doubts about the careers of the primary foreign agents up to that
point in antiques trade, and interest in them because of their ethnic identities.?*

“Qil painting exhibition and Open Discussion,” Ke Rong Sun City Gallery, Lhasa

Sun City Gallery owner, KeRong, followed formal etiquette by inviting an official guest
of honor, Yu Youxin, retired Vice Chairman of the Artists Association of Tibet, to keynote an
artists’ conversation in conjunction with her gallery opening of a pan-Lhasan exhibition of oil
paintings. Regrettably, Yu gave a rambling, hour long speech many found irrelevant and stifling
at the “Open Discussion.” *”® Yu encouraged the solidarity of artists, and that they take advantage
of the opportunity to have a professional do the branding, marketing, and exhibition organizing
for them. Yu encouraged the artists to let KeRong promote them under a common, marketable
brand such as pu hua. Several other artists spoke briefly after him, but Tsering Nyandak opined
that the “open discussion” “was a flop.”

The GCAG artists gathered at a nearby teahouse afterwards to, finally after waiting all
evening, enjoy some conversation. They commented that the proposed Open Discussion was a
rare opportunity to gather so many people from different organizations and could have been an
engaging exchange. Tsewang remarked that the Oil Exhibition and Open Discussion was a
historic occasion—he could remember nothing like it in the past twenty years in Lhasa, so in this
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sense it was a very good accomplishment.””* Nyandak acknowledged that Yu is passionate about
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Tibetan culture, and encouraging artists. The other artists agreed with Yu's assessment that there
should be more exhibitions in Lhasa, and the artists needed to produce more new, original works
to show at exhibitions, both for furthering their own skills and art circle conversations, as well as
to attract more local audiences. But unfortunately, in Nyandak's words, Yu's "monologue killed
the conversation,” and Gade shrugged that the speech "had no real point.” Nyandak, who is soft
spoken and shy, but an original and critical thinker, had wanted to say that they needed new, and
most of all personal, works, and that almost every piece in that exhibition (excepting his, and a
few others in the GCAG) had all been shown many times before, which meant there was no life
or excitement for artists in going to recycled exhibitions. Tsewang Tashi lamented that shows
were still organized by media, saying "From the art side, this is totally unnecessary."*"?
Underlying such criticism was not merely a critique of being behind the times, but also lacking
conceptual sophistication and an experimental attitude, and a fundamental disconnect or lack of
understanding between the highest leaders of the official Chinese art world and international
contemporary art movements. Much of the 20th century in Chinese art had been beholden to
politics, but it seemed time to move beyond self-imposed limitations.

At the gallery, | had observed artists expressionlessly but intently reading all the labels on
the walls. At the tea house, GCAG artists began comparing observations, jokingly asking each
other "What 'style' are you?" Some terms appeared to have been invented, like ‘expressive
abstraction,” and others who found their works quite different from each other learned they shared
a 'style’, and still other artists who felt they worked in similar ways 'discovered' their differences,
and all were hooting with laughter.

Privately, Tsewang Tashi conveyed the sentiments of GCAG members that they had
nothing to gain from KeRong, and possibly a lot to lose, as she is not as well experienced or
connected as the advocates and partners they already have, and she would take a commission, not
to mention they don't want to homogenize CTA with a 'brand’ concept. They had the sense that

the official art world in Lhasa had observed the independent GCAG for a few years. It appears
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that local official leaders were interested in courting GCAG members only after the GCAG build
substantial market and critical success, independent of the government’s associations and through
their own foreign contacts. As some GCAG leaders told me anonymously, the TARAA now
wants to ride on their coattails, and yet still expects them to conform to the TARAA aesthetics
and strategies, seemingly oblivious to the fact that they had very little leverage with GCAG and
similar artists who were already enjoying more freedom, creativity, and success without the

TARAA .

“Fasheng, Fasheng,” Gedun Choephel Artists Guild, Lhasa

In contrast to the Sun City Qil Painting exhibition and Open Discussion event, GCAG
soon after hosted the show “Fasheng, Fasheng / Inside Out”. Gade contributed the Chinese title,
FaSheng FaSheng, two words which sound identical but are written with different characters. The
first means “Happening,” in the sense of a singular event and also an active state of things in
Lhasa’s art world. The second means “to make a sound,” and suggests artists in Lhasa are finding
and using their own indigenous voices, sounds which will be heard.

Acrtists in the GCAG were preparing for a historic and important exhibition at Red Gate
Gallery/798 in Beijing, which | co-curated with Tony Scott, and the artists and | decided to show
some of these works in Lhasa before shipping them to Beijing.?”* After working closely with

d,?” which would

several members, a three day exhibition was proposed to the GCAG Boar
include an opening reception and an artists’ talk, various publicity in the city, and professional
gallery practices including a Works’ List and bi-lingual wall labels, which are not always easily
incorporated into the Gallery’s ever-shifting works on view. The result was a diverse exhibition
of works by Guild members (including those whose works had not made the final cut for the
Beijing show) of oil and acrylic paintings, photography, multi-media, and computer generated

digital prints, which together touched on a range of themes, from the representation of Tibetan

culture to questions of defining “contemporary” in Lhasa art today.
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The opening reception welcomed about seventy people from all over the city: Tibet
University Art School students, artists from the Shunnu Dameh (Incomparable Youth) group,
foreign residents, NGO employees, media reporters, office workers, and friends and family of
artists. The Artists’ Talk gave each participating artist the opportunity to introduce himself and
his works on display for about ten minutes and to take a question or two from the audience. After
each artist had finished, the floor was opened to general questions and answers, which continued
for almost another hour with the rapt audience. For example, when introducing two portraits,
Untitled, No.1, 2007 and Untitled, No.2, 2007 (both 135 x 135 cm, oil), Tsewang Tashi noted that
there are so many competing perceptions of Tibet and Tibetans, in the midst of which he depicts
the feeling of the environment in which individuals are presently living.””® A young Tibetan asked
him how a portrait of one person could represent all the Tibetan culture and the diversity of its
people. Tsewang Tashi replied that “contemporary art is not an introduction to a culture,” but is
an “expression of the artists’ thoughts and feelings. Contemporary art cannot be created if
contemporary life is ignored,” he told the young man.

After the formal dialogue was brought to a close, some members of the audience
clustered around works and artists, continuing the conversation yet further. Many attendees were
shocked because they hadn’t seen work of this kind before, in terms of quality nor themes.?’”
When the guests had departed, the artists gathered in a tight circle on the gallery floor with a
couple bottles of wine. They noted that even amongst the ‘inner circle’ of artists themselves, such
in-depth conversation about art was rare, and such an event with the community unprecedented.
Avrtists felt the important thing about the evening was the accomplishment of holding an event
that is causing others to think, and also that many younger people came and gained exposure to
contemporary art. Although one artist commented that it was clear from audience questions that
they did not know much about contemporary art itself, artists agreed this was an important first
step towards building knowledge, appreciation, and communication, and they were enthused to

continue this sort of community building dialogue.
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Figure 30 Opening Reception and Artist Talk for "Fasheng/ Fasheng, Inside Out" at Gedun Choephel
Artists Guild Gallery. April 21, 2007. Photographs: Leigh Miller Sangster

Although the opening reception and talk were surprisingly well-attended, only one
member of the TARAA (the brother of a participating artist) attended, and only one professor
from the TU art department (other than the two professors participating as members of the Guild);
it was a truly surprising absence of the art “community” following Yu Youxin’s very recent
exhortation at the Sun City Open Discussion that artists unite and support each other. A couple of
months later, I was told that despite their absence in person, “FaSheng, FaSheng” had “made a
big impression” in those official art circles nonetheless. The appeals from TARAA to GCAG
members to join them, compounded by the highly successful GCAG event, affirmed the new
power position of the GCAG in Lhasa at least as an equal, if not in fact more successful, player in
the TAR art world and beyond.

Thus the TARAA leadership may have been trying, in their backing of Ke Rong, to
initiate art world norms of private gallery exhibitions with professional commercial
representation and marketing, and a communion of artists whose primary occupation would be
the production of art. This is in keeping with their context within a State-run culture industry with
a mission to promote art production in the region, and while maintaining strong influence over the
practices and discourses such that they would reflect approved ethnic and regional characteristics.
However, in 2007 at least, GCAG members seem to prefer continuing to function as producers,

curators, gallery managers, publicists and agents for themselves, over ceding these
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responsibilities. Their artistic identities and ideological commitments, predicated on conceptually
and visually progressive practices and discourses, are foundational to the contexts in which they
organize themselves and drive their activities, and translates into impact locally, and beyond
Lhasa, in forging contemporary Tibetan culture.

Conclusion

Five major art historical time periods in the past century are characterized by distinct
contexts, practices and discourses about visual cultural productions and producers in Tibet. The
above discussion introduced the sociopolitical context of each era and its institutional structures,
and described artistic social practices and the dominant visual cultural products. Artistic
discourses during and about these time periods reveal ideological commitments, debates, goals
and concerns that motivate and are stimulated by artistic production. Lastly, social processes and
contexts suggest the affects of art and artists upon cultural identities and the cultural politics of
representation, aesthetics, authenticity, and appropriation, which may impact the social
reproduction, challenge or transformation of dominant ideologies.

In the 2000s, artists matured artistically beyond the experimentation of the 1980s, found
greater access to markets than in the 1990s. Lhasa’s political and economic conditions were more
stable as well. Thus artists of several ‘generations’ enjoyed a fluorescence of creative productivity
across multiple sites and styles in the 2000s. In their artworks and discourses, many artists
intentionally, and confidently, now grapple with relationships between social contexts and artistic
identities, both in regard to social constructions of conceptualizations of art and artists and the
social impacts of art making practices and discourses.

This dramatic change, having overcome many obstacles and constraints to the mere
production of contemporary art to be using it in such innovative and socially and culturally
dynamic ways, has even re-inspired some of the first Tibetans contemporary artists. Gonkar
Gyatso told me in 2007 that he had recently met with Abu and Ang Ching, and reported that these

two former Sweet Tea House members had returned to painting after years of business work, and
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were even thinking of reviving the Sweet Tea House. Gonkar Gyatso advised them this time to be
safe, and that they should include some Chinese members. These artists wanted to re-convene, as
Gonkar Gyatso said, “probably because there are the Gedun Choephel and Zhunnu Dammeh
groups now, and they also want to have a feeling of belonging to something. The Lhasa Artists
Association doesn’t give that sense of belonging to their members.” Additionally, Gonkar Gyatso
suspected, there may have been some commercial motivation as well. Thus artistic activity in
isolation was less satisfying, in artistic, communal, and financial terms, than membership in an
unofficial artists association. The rise of these associations in this latter period not only returns
contemporary art practices to its initial impulses in the 1980s, but matures them in extremely
successful ways.

This success carries risks, too. In the context of early twenty-first century popular
imagery and promotion of tourism in Tibet, “Buddhist” and “authentic ethnic” art has become an
industry in which mainstream State representation of ethnic minorities, production of fake
antiques for beguiling tourists, and the art of some official art associations are strands that are
braided together to create a common the thread of contemporary visual culture about Tibet.
Although their works are not visible in the tourist markets, the members of the Tibet Artists
Association and the Lhasa Artists Association frequently emphasize religious subject matter, and
rewards stereotypical ethnic representations as the subject matter of aesthetically pleasing
techniques. This market is dependent upon ideas of the past, Shangri-la fantasies, promotion of
the modernization of the state, and the invisible and diminished agency of actual Tibetans. The
close connection between representations of Tibet to and by outsiders with ethnic politics and
commodification is examined further in Chapter Four.

These contexts shape the experience and reception of Tibetan contemporary artists. At
times, denial of their artistic originality occurs to the extent that their work reinforces “tradition,”
or the denial of their cultural authenticity to the extent that it does not. A writer for The New York

Times, in an unprecedented and positive review of contemporary Tibetan artists nonetheless
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wrote, “However much Asian artists may borrow from the West—which is a lot—their art
collectively evokes geographically specific tensions and anxieties (Cotter 2007).” Implicit is the
possibility that creativity and originality, like modernity, flows only in one direction to be
borrowed and adopted, but they are praised for retaining local characteristics along with their
appropriations. Similarly, Han Chinese observers have, in assuming that modernity flows from
the Han to China’s minorities, seen Tibetan contemporary art as merely “traditional Buddhist
elements dressed up in modern-looking compositions and colors.””’® “Artists” in these
assessments seem to be held to unclear, if not unfair, standards to be both entirely original and
recognizably Tibetan to others; which may or may not mirror artists’ own goals and agendas.

The inability to appreciate Tibetans as both modern and authentic is pervasive, and
prevents clear seeing and interpretation of artwork from Tibet. This is not unrelated to the
problems of conceptualizing what ‘contemporary’ art from Tibet would be. The above discussion
perhaps points most to what “contemporary” in relation to art in Tibet is not: it is not the same as
western or Chinese contemporary art, not a phenomenon that emerges in post-Chinese occupation
Tibet without indigenous modern roots, and not independent from complicated ideas and feelings
about tradition, nor relationship to hegemonic Han culture and the Party State of China.
Stylistically, however, active Tibetan artists also struggle to define what makes art—in general,
and specifically in Tibet—"real contemporary art.” Despite their differing views, many of
Lhasa’s contemporary artists resist outsiders’ “Shangri-la” expectations of their work, and refuse
Tibetan orthodoxy. In light of histories of Western and Chinese appropriations of Tibetan cultural
memory in the name of tradition and when serving as arbiters of Tibetan authenticity, this art
work can function as an important corrective to outsiders’ gazes.

While differentiating themselves from stereotypical expectations of “artists”—the figures
of the traditional Tibetan religious painter, the communist “fine art soldier,” and the western
individualistic creative genius, for example—contemporary artists in Lhasa are influenced by

these models and the art histories out of which they emerged. Today, they are cognizant and

187



confident of being rooted in place, time, and culture, and of their role in the creation of a Lhasa’s
“art worlds”.

Lhasa’s art scene is not a complete, functional contemporary “art world.” In Art Worlds,
Becker (1982) constructs an intricate and interdependent web of relations—of artists, critics,
galleries, collectors, educational or training facilities, suppliers, promoters, and so forth—that
constitute an art world. Against this articulation, in the PRC, powerful official artist associations
both serve a number of essential functions and contribute to significant gaps in this web. As they
occupy a disproportionately important facet of Lhasa’s art world, alternative yet embryonic
unofficial art worlds and agents have emerged to address dysfunction and implicate artists in
expanded social relations beyond production, such that they at times become their own curators,
critics, promoters, gallery mangers and representatives and suppliers. As described above, being
inspired to define their arenas and activities themselves contributes to frustrations as well as a
richness of debate among artists about “art,” including the at times contested notions of whether
there is a “contemporary Tibetan art movement” in Lhasa, and what its features should be now or
in the future.

These contexts and choices for Lhasa artists included frequently pondering, in the mid-
2000s, whether their developing relationships with international agents and galleries would be
defined by mutual benefit or exploitation, and so did impact artistic identities.””® Artists were
concerned about how opportunity to sell certain kinds of work might impact their production, but
also recognized that the infusion of foreign funds could advance plans for local artistic and
charitable projects and afford artistic freedoms and experimentation previously unknown. Yet,
they were clear that while they were disadvantaged from convenient visibility and participation in
international art worlds by their location and China’s control of media and communications, they
were also privileged to be relatively free of the influences of the constantly shifting trends in New
York, London, or Paris. Finally, Tsering Nyandak observed, “artists cannot think about the

market, but we do have to be knowledgeable of how it works.”*®
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Tibetan contemporary artists in this period, particularly members of the Guild and those
younger artists they were inspiring, envisioned a new set of artistic practices and discourses.
These included using art to experiment with new media outside established conventions, to
critique society, to interrogate the role of Buddhism in individual and cultural realities, to form
and stimulate alternative representations of Tibetanness, to embrace and grapple with self-
expression; and these approaches to art are a foundation upon which they have organized into
groups for community building and working toward goals related to visibility and viability.

Contemporary artists in Tibet have not only created a new form of cultural expression,
but their activities and productions, despite (or perhaps in part in response to) contexts that can be
extremely difficult, and the discourses in which they engage among themselves and with
outsiders, have coalesced into a nascent cultural shift. Ultimately, artists are pioneering
contemporary Tibetan art as expression and formation of modern Tibetan cultural identities,

processes which straddle past and future, grounded in their present moment.
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Chapter Four

Representing Tibetanness

The ways in which Tibetan ethnic identity, or Tibetanness, has been defined and visually
represented by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is a problem for contemporary Tibetan
artists. Despite dramatic social and historic changes in the twentieth century and fluctuations in
CCP officials and policies, mainstream representations of the Tibetan minority in China tend to
be ideologically and visually stable over time (Bass). The CCP constructs Tibetanness in a visual
history of propaganda from the Maoist Socialist Realism era through neo-Socialist Realism. The
subjects, iconographic conventions and materials of artistic propaganda in mid- twentieth through
early twenty-first century State sponsored imagery, found in and beyond State museum
exhibitions, offer a useful condensation of official policies and historical narratives, and reveal
the establishment of visual conventions for representation of Tibetanness.

The State’s visual legacy and continuing practices will be elucidated by introducing
official propaganda productions, primarily the exhibitions of three museums: the Wrath of the
Serfs exhibition at the People’s Revolutionary Hall opened in 1968, the Tibet Museum opened in
1999, and the Potala Zhol Museum opened in 2007. The modes of Maoist Socialist Realism and
neo-Socialist Realism in State image production in Tibet are characterized by exaggerated
physical gesture and facial expression, teleological political orientation, and superficial treatments
of bodies, principally through dress, to convey ethnicity and status relative to the Han nation.
Constructed for and about Tibetans, these official public works inform not only private sector
imagery, but also define the political, educational, and media contexts in which artists have lived
and work.

Another set of visual materials, the artwork of contemporary artists in Lhasa, offers
another set of materials depicting Tibetanness. Contemporary Tibetan artists have been raised
with, trained in, and have reflected upon the influences of party-state constructions of Tibetanness

upon their personal ethnic and artistic identities and their society. The subjects, iconography and
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materials of their artwork may be seen to offer a response to the state’s visual tropes of
Tibetanness, and to propose alternative images of Tibetanness for local and global audiences.
Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the creative output of the prominent artist Tsewang
Tashi has focused on portraiture that demonstrates familiarity with Western and Chinese
representational tropes of Tibetans, his own engagement with contemporary Lhasa, and desire to
communicate realistic images of Tibetanness.

Tsewang Tashi’s early paintings, landscapes, portrait series and recent photography are
characterized by psychological complexity and realism. Contemporary artists in Lhasa utilize
different methods and techniques and have different communication goals, but inescapably
operate in the context of the legacies of Socialist Realism and its revival. After exploring the
Chinese Party-State’s establishment of visual forms of representations of Tibetanness in Tibet, |
consider the subjects, iconography and materials chosen by Tsewang Tashi to express his
experiences as an individual artist, and as a Tibetan. In light of the dominant State representations
of Tibetanness as a traditional, pre-modern, undifferentiated collective, contemporary artworks
evince the evolution and emergence of alternative images of twenty-first century Tibetanness.
Tsewang Tashi’s images become alternatives through their modern materials and methods
including photography and oil painting, attention to specific individuals, and attention to
contemporary realities often in juxtaposition to expectations.

The Tibetan Minority in the People’s Republic of China

The representation of Tibetanness is fundamentally tied to politics, and most importantly
and specifically, the status of Tibetans as an ethnic minority within China. The People’s Republic
of China’s early nation building projects included assessment of its population and the eventual
designation of fifty-six official minority nationalities, or minzu, peoples. Ethnographers of
China’s minorities suggest variable outcomes of this project: official minzu policies and
propaganda materials strengthen, and have even invented, some minorities’ imagined

communities, while in other cases classification standards for recognition of minority
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designations were inconsistently applied and reflected little meaningful unity amongst groups
(Gladney 1994, 1998; Litzinger 2000; Harrell 2001; Mueggler 2001; Gladney 2004). Yet, Tobin
claims, the everyday, face-to-face experiences of China’s minorities with the Han majority are
marked by discrimination and mistrust, leading minority citizens to assess party rhetoric about the
multiethnic, harmonious State as empty slogans and, moreover, a source of tension resulting in
violence (Tobin 2011). In some rarer contexts, minzu elites have collaborated with official
policies and representations and managed to even effect a reversal of the usual direction of
influence, impacting national trends in their favor (Baranovitch 2001).

Most minzu studies are not easily comparable to the Tibetan contemporary context, where
forms of Tibetan nationalism predate the founding of the PRC (Dreyfus, Proto-nationalism in
Tibet 1994) (W. W. Smith 1996) and the Communist Party has rarely forged meaningful
collaborative rule with Tibetan elites (M. C. Goldstein 1998) (Tuttle 2005) (A.-M. a. Blondeau
2008). Tibet, the Party authored Tibet’s history as one of a feudal, backwards, and impoverished
society crippled by the exploitation of the Dalai Lama’s theocracy, and the Han vanguards of
socialism as Tibet’s liberators; a perspective that clashes with Tibetan understandings of their
history (Powers, History as Propaganda: Tibetan Exiles versus the People's Republic of china
2004). Thus the interesting and hopeful prediction by Baranovitch in 2001 that growing minority
influence, in allegiance with Han alternative or counterculture representations sympathetic to
minorities, would soon change official policies towards and general public opinion of minzu,
including in and towards Tibet, have not yet been borne out. In Lhasa instead there has been,
since 2006, a revival of orthodox official representations of Tibetans. Counter to the authorities’
stated goals of harmony and assimilation, official representations of Tibetans have tended to
instead fuel ethnic tensions.”®!

While in some ways Tibetans are a unique minority within China, in other ways they are
not exceptional, namely the representation of minorities as traditional, exotic and other to the

majority, developed Han. This reflects an evolutionary model of ethnicity embedded in the very
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conception of the modern Chinese nation from its founding, a multi-ethnic State, the eventual
goal of which is the assimilation and bringing up of the minorities to the cultural and
developmental equals of Han. After the communist victory in 1949, "the party went to work to
control the print and electronic media; it built monuments, museums, and other public memorials
to honor its image, its revolutionary history, its leaders and martyrs. The making of a modern
socialist nation also demanded a new relationship with the non-Han other,” who were brethren
occupying a land mass to be politically unified as a multi-ethnic family, writes Litzinger (R. A.
Litzinger 2000). In mass produced, ephemeral print media and museum exhibits, communist
ideology and historical narratives of this relationship were adapted to the Tibetan context. State
museum exhibitions, as we shall see below, established Tibetans as peripheral primitives with
colorful traditions that, freed of the yoke of the oppression of their feudal, theocratic past, would
thrive under State protection, alongside state development and influence towards Tibetans’ full
assimilation into the modern State. However, as we shall see below, despite the rapid
modernization of Lhasa, views of Tibetanness have not evolved apace with changing contexts.

State Museum Representations of Tibetanness in Lhasa

Socialist Realism in Tibet adapts a unique visual style and its teleological political
functions to Tibet through iconographic conventions established in the Maoist Socialist Realism
era. These include reliance on ethnic markers such as sartorial elements in the constructions of
ethnic and traditional identities, outward depiction of internal states of being, and a pre-modern
collectivity in harmony with State policies.

Socialist Realism rose to dominate the visual environment in the Cultural Revolution era
and established and propagated visual codes through State propaganda in museums and posters.
The visual culture in Tibet since the 1960s has been dramatically impacted by Maoist Socialist
Realism, which emerged in the early 1950s as a series of injunctions for art to serve the nation in
fomenting and actualizing revolutionary political change. The paragon of orthodox Socialist

Realism in Tibet was the museum exhibition The Wrath of the Serfs (Nong Nu Fen, Ch.,
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Shingdren Ki Khongdro, Tib.). Opened in the People’s Hall in 1968, it constructed Tibetans as
socialist revolutionaries in a series of life-sized sculptural tableaus. The Tibet Museum, opened in
1999, uses modern ethnographic museum exhibition formats including photography, encased
artifacts, mannequins and dioramas to figure the Tibetan subject as colorful primitive existing in
an ahistorical timelessness outside of Han modernity. Finally, the Potala Zhol museum, opened in
2007, presents the Tibetan subject through neo-socialist realism to emphasize the ethnic status of
Tibetans within the modern state.

Contemporary artists in Lhasa cite Socialist Realism in Tibet and China as an important
period in the national art history for its difference from all prior forms of Tibetan and Chinese
visual and artistic culture, and for its sheer dominance to the eventual exclusion of all other art
forms in the 1960s and 1970s. The enduring legacy of Socialist Realism continues to shape the
neo-Socialist Realism of museums in the 1990s and first decade of the twenty-first century,
influencing imagery beyond museum walls in official and private sector visual culture. While
Socialist Realism is not a genre Tibetan artists explicitly work against or reference (as various
visual and literary movements in Chinese art post-1980 have positioned themselves, such as
1980s Native Soil, post-Cultural Revolution Scar literature or post-Tiananmen lronic Pop), its
ubiquity in the visual environment and in many artists’ formal training into the 1980s, as well as
its periodic revival in the TAR, begs exploration of its legacy and influence today. First, | offer
examples from State-sponsored visual productions to explore the establishment of conventional
representations of Tibetanness.

The Wrath of the Serfs (1968)

The Wrath of the Serfs was a paragon of Cultural Revolution era Chinese Socialist
Realism (Sullivan 1996), and was the first and only major revolutionary propaganda exhibition
specifically for and about Tibet. The subjects of The Wrath of the Serfs are fictive revolutionary
Tibetans, rendered in life-sized clay sculpture. The dramatic installation was a specifically

Tibetan version of the visual conventions developed nationally for dramatizing Communist class
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theory and inspiring revolutionary zeal. It opened in 1968 after over a year and a half in
production.

At the time of production, the ten year anniversary of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s 1959
escape into exile was approaching, and coupled with the Cultural Revolution’s rejection of
traditional culture and religion in full swing, the times occasioned a reminder to Tibetans of the
yoke of feudalism that had been thrown off by socialist vanguards, and the optimism for a bright
future under the PRC which is implied. The events and associated rhetoric of the Peaceful
Liberation of Tibet in 1951, the commencement of Democratic Reforms in 1959 and the creation
of the Tibetan Autonomous Region in 1965, were fresh in the lives of the exhibition’s audiences
but Communist leaders sought to win over Tibetan loyalists and educate youth by throwing the
present into dramatic contrast with the alleged miseries of the pre-communist past through the
narrative of the exhibition.

The exhibition featured tableaus in which Tibetan characters were depicted within
Tibetan architectural settings, some accompanied by sound recordings. The exhibition features
106 life sized clay sculptures. These, the catalog states, were “created by sculptors from the
College of Fine Arts of the Central May Seventh Academy of Arts in Beijing and a teacher from
the Lu Xun art college of Shenyang in co-operation with art workers of Tibet... These [Chinese]
sculptors were experienced in this work since they had already built another exhibit... which
depicted the misery and suffering of the Chinese peasantry under the Kuomintang warlord of
Sichuan province,” in the monumental exhibition Rent Collection Courtyard. The main Tibetan
“art worker” was known as Pa (father) Dorje, a traditionally-trained clay image ( jim sku) maker,
who had two Tibetan assistants (Norbu, The Tractor in the Lotus: The Origins and Evolution of
Contemporary Tibetan Art c2006). These Tibetan artists adapted Tibetan Buddhist statuary
medium of paper maché and clay, previously employed in religiously prescribed images of
deities. The adaptation required two new practices: sculpting human figures, and constructing

images modeled on live subjects, who were sourced from Lhasa and the Zhol village. The use of
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real Tibetan models was believed to lend to the realistic effect (Norbu, The Tractor in the Lotus:
The Origins and Evolution of Contemporary Tibetan Art c2006). This production process and
product was unprecedented in Tibetan art history and introduced by the Chinese sculptors under
the direction of government officials.

Exhibition Images and Themes

The narrative structure of the exhibition is divided into four parts: the feudal manor, the
lamasery, the kashag or former local government, and the serf’s struggle for liberation. The first
section, the feudal manor, introduces the trope of past suffering in Old Tibet. In one scene, three
life-sized clay figures —a woman working at a grindstone, an elderly woman, and a baby — are
arranged on a mud floor in front of stacks of hay and some livestock tethered to a column. The
women wear the long wrap style chupa dress, with a striped apron and long sleeved blouse, and
their hair in long braids wrapped around their heads. According to the exhibition captions
reproduced in the museum catalog, a scene of “great pathos” depicts an indentured house servant,
bent low toiling over her masters’ barley grinding stone as the “wretched” elderly mother sees her
daughter’s “vitality wasting away,” and her weeping “baby cries pitiably, ‘mama, I’m hungry!

I’m hungry!”.” They work and live an impoverished life in the basement stables.
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Figure 31 Female Serf toils for master, Wrath
of the Serfs, Lhasa. 1968.

The subjects of the scene are Tibetan women conducting traditional manual labor, but
from which they will receive little to no benefit, the exhibition’s captions explain, owing to the
consolidation of wealth in the hands of the aristocrats, one of the three oppressors of the Tibetan
masses. The chupa mark the women as Tibetan. Moreover, their dress is visibly worn, tattered
and patched, linking the past’s traditionalism with poverty and material lack. This exhibition
marks a major attempt to Tibetanize Socialist Realism and create subjects with whom Tibetan
viewers might identify; although tradition was under attack and many Tibetans wore the national
‘Mao suit’ at the time, dress was an important visual cue in concurrent visual and performing
artistic productions of the time, establishing a sartorial iconographic convention for Tibetan
minzu representation.”®

Another iconographic convention defining Socialist Realism’s importation to Tibetan
contexts is the stylistic imperative to render subjects’ interior states of being transparently on the
surface of their bodies, through facial expression, gesture, and posture. The woman’s exhaustion
and despair is conveyed in her slumped head and back, her body barely held up by one arm. The
grandmother’s resignation is drawn in the lines on her face and the tilt of her body, and the baby’s

tears and outstretched hand showing an empty bowl express the urgency of its misery. The
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manifestation of emotional and ideological experience through such physically emotive
expression is not a Tibetan cultural characteristic, but the dictate of Socialist Realism.

Another example from Wrath of the Serfs introduces the iconographic theme of meetings
between Tibetan protagonists and emissaries of power and authority, and demonstrates that that
the adoption of Socialist Realism to Tibetan contexts was not only a superficial translation of
dress and setting, but also carried ideological differences between representations of Tibetan and
Han. In the exhibition tableau depicting the abuses that transpired sanctioned by the former
Tibetan government, a scene depicting tax collection is borrowed directly from the earlier
Sichuan province Rent Collection Courtyard exhibition, the CCP’s first large scale sculptural
exhibition project and from which art workers had been brought to Tibet to make Wrath of the
Serfs. 8 In the Sichuan exhibition, a blind elder Chinese man in rags and a straw hat, unable to
pay the tax, is led to the rent collection courtyard by the granddaughter he depends upon; the
landlord forces him to sell her and gives him a receipt for tax payment. The scene was
popularized nationwide by mass produced poster art, in which a Tibetan girl touring the
exhibition, ethnically made recognizable for non-Tibetan audiences by her chupa dress, is shown
aghast. She is in the center of the frame, backed by classmates in blue uniforms, red neckties, and
carrying red flags; their ethnicity is un-marked in light of their full adoption of Communist
ideology. That a common chupa as Tibetan dress has become a nationally legible convention
even for non-Tibetans, is underscored by the girl’s wearing of the striped apron (pangden) which,
in most Tibetan areas, is reserved for married women. This poster image prepares the ground for
Tibetans to be represented as repulsed by abuse of power, and centers the nation’s gaze upon
Tibetan ethnicity as traditional and yet receptive to the Socialist/Han influence that literally
surrounds the girl. Bass writes about the educational curriculums of Tibetans in China since 1950
and finds a major Party-State goal “for all China's 'minority nationalities', has been to encourage
patriotism towards China and to foster a sense of nationhood (C. Bass 2005).”?** In the

relationship between Tibetan and non-Tibetan emissaries of State ideologies, Tibetanness is
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marked on the body sartorially, and by affinity or loyalty to the State communicated with gesture,

expression, and setting.

Figure 32 Tax collection scene from Rent Collection Courtyard
(Sichuan), 1966.

Figure 33 Artwork by Jia Xingtong,
published by People’s Fine Art
Publishing House, 52x38cm

Reproduced in the Tibetan context in the Wrath of the Serfs exhibition, the tax collection
scene is greatly elaborated. The figures are dressed in Tibetan clothes, and the action transpires in
the courtyard of a traditional stone and wood Tibetan mansion. Unable to pay their taxes, a
straining, despairing boy is wrenched away from his relative, whose arms stretch and grasp at thin
air, by a bulky monk in robes under the directive of a man who points accusingly wearing the hat
of a government official. A Tibetan female onlooker clinches her fist, infuriated by the egregious

brutality. While the Rent Collection Courtyard scene is woeful, the Tibetan Wrath of the Serfs
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scene is meant to incite righteous anger and horror in the face of heartless brutality, on par with

the intensity of emotion evinced in the exaggerated physicality of the gestures and expressions at

the center of the drama.

Figure 34 Tax
collection scene.
Wrath of the Serfs
(Lhasa). 1976

The Wrath of the Serfs continues to lead the viewer through scenes of increasing
brutality, including a dramatic depiction of a toddler stolen from his parents” arms by bullying
monks, who force the screaming boy into a wooden box to be buried alive in the foundations of a
monastery under construction. The fictionalized representation of monastic practices enables a
socialist story of class consciousness to be adapted to Tibet by being populated with uniquely
Tibetan actors, the monks, at a Tibetan monastery, a familiar setting. The extended family of the
stolen child is enraged by their powerlessness, and it is the penultimate scene of crimes against
the innocent that propels the protagonists into revolt. Such overwhelming exploitation, official
rhetoric proclaims, was jubilantly cast off with the Communist Liberation of Tibet. Furthermore,
the sacrosanct place of Buddhism in Tibetan culture prior to Liberation is transmuted into a

hellish nightmare.
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Figure 35 Final Scene from Wrath of the
Serfs (Lhasa).

In the final scene of The Wrath of the Serfs, Tibetan masses are unified in their dawning
class consciousness that shows in their righteous indignation, revolt and the joining with Chinese
Communists that portends a happier future, symbolized by a girl painting a star on a rocky peak,
over which a Tibetan fighter beckons the others, possibly to meet with like-minded others
[(Harris 1999)Topping, 1980] [Sangster unpub2010]. Tibetans’ only optimism in the exhibition
is vividly expressed in their body language in warrior-like gestures of battle and triumph, wide-
legged stances and arms upswept, muscles rippling in action of revolutionary struggle against
their oppressors. Their facial expressions transition in the exhibition scenes from exertion, pain
and horror, to anger, and finally determined resistance.

Visual Conventions Established by The Wrath of Serfs

The conventions of Maoist Socialist Realism that most pervaded the installation included
the celebration of the common people and vilification of traditional leaders, the ideological
imperative to serve the masses by inspiring their revolutionary zeal, and the dramatization of
human emotions and uses of the body to mark ethnicity and convey political sympathies. These
were employed to create a narrative of the Tibetan past and the Tibetan ethnic subject as

revolutionary at heart, which required the Tibetanization of Socialist Realism.
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The sartorial iconography adopted to portray Tibetans became iconographic conventions
of ethnicity, and due to their unchanging appearance rooted in a pre-Liberation past, also stand
for traditionalism. The coordinated activities and evidently shared sensibilities of the subjects also
represent all Tibetans as a unified, undifferentiated mass. Their experiences of extreme suffering
transpire in Tibetan settings to frame them as embedded in corrupt social and political context of
Old Tibet; the exception being the moment of hope following the successful rebellion, in which
the figures are placed outdoors, literally outside of the Tibetan social and material context.

In the style of emphatic realism in the above examples and others, the subjects’ facial
expressions, postures and gestures transparently convey the Party’s emotional message of
suffering endemic to Old Tibet and hope brought by Communist liberators, intended to elicit
shock and outrage about the past and gratitude and perseverance in the present. The viewer
instantly understands not only the subjects’ ethnic status and location, but also their ideological
and emotional orientations.

The exhibition introduced uses of materials and methods unprecedented in Tibetan
sculptural tradition. Among these was the use of live models, selected from the residents of Zhol,
to pose for sculptors. Also the subjects of humans, at real life size, was new and while Tibetans
had sculptural traditions of clay over armature, the Sichuanese project leaders and the political
processes introduced new production methods. The Socialist Realism mode intends a
documentary aesthetic, which required new artistic processes of artists, and which visitors to the
exhibition newly experienced through the perspective of an eyewitness. This enhanced the
audience perception that the actions depicted bore historical veracity, its emotional intensity
intended to convince of and overcome resistance to the narrative. This historical “truth” must be
opposed to the exhibition’s fictitious rhetoric; the specific incidents either never occurred (such as
the burying of children under monastery foundations and serf rebellion scenes), or are grossly
exaggerated (such as the harsh conditions under which some peasants and prisoners lived). The

material process of production then was directed by foreign artistic practices in materials,
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working method, and ideological input into the design. Although purporting to unveil the Tibetan
past, its non-traditional materials and construction also implies knowledge of this past and
material sophistication to present it are actually possessed by outsiders superior to the subjects
depicted, with whom the Tibetan audience was meant to identify.

The adaptation of Socialist Realist conventions from mainland China to Tibetan contexts
thus introduces the major hallmarks of art in the Maoist period to Tibet. Socialist Realism served
teleological purposes of arousing and intensifying viewers’ ideological convictions in accord with
the state. Exaggerated physical gestures and facial expressions made transparent, on the surface
of the body, the emotion and thought of representatives of the patriotic masses, who thereby
served as models of outrage at feudal injustice and selfless dedication to socialism. Individuals
rarely appeared alone, but in illustrations of revolutionary patriots and post-revolutionary
socialists, as anonymous members of a united and harmonious group in which people of all
classes, ages and ethnicities lived in enthusiastic constant consensus and loyalty to the Party.

The Wrath of the Serfs exhibition’s teleological function was, for a limited time at least,
successful. It contributed to obscuring and silencing local history and memory for Tibetan and
non-Tibetan audiences. The tour is described as a “harrowing” experience by the journalist
Audrey Topping [1980],%% and history is told solely from the ideological present in which Han
Communist victory is both justified and inevitable. The exhibition remained a requisite tour for
schoolchildren and work units, as well as the few tourists, through the 1980s.?%® Tsewang Tashi
and others in his generation?®’ remember mandatory visits to tour the exhibition with museum
trained guides which were both persuasive and confusing (Heimsath 2005). These tours became a
basis for either accepted or interrogated notions of the Tibetan past, and are recollected decades
later (L. M. Sangster, Official Exhibition and Unofficial Art: Visual Constructions of the Ethnic
Tibetan in the PRC 2010).®® The iconographic conventions of dress, place, expression and

meetings with power combined during the Cultural Revolution to create a synonymous code
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between the categories of ‘ethnic minority’ and ‘impassioned socialist citizen’ in defining
Tibetanness; a powerful and persistent representation.
The Tibet Museum (1999)

The Tibet Museum opened in October 1999 in celebration of the 50" Anniversary of the
founding of the People’s Republic of China and the 40™ Anniversary of Tibet’s Democratic
Reform and “four glorious decades of regional ethnic autonomy in Tibet” [Information Office of
the State Council]. State media proclaimed the aims of the Tibet Museum, one of sixty-two

9 289

“Tibet Improvement Projects of the 1990s, included the preservation and display of “cultural

relics of the best quality,” and functioning as a “national education center” (China Tibet

39290

Information Center n.d.).

Figure 36 Tibet Museum, Lhasa.
Photograph: Leigh Miller Sangster, 2006.

The TAR’s first modern museum is a combination of natural history and ethnographic
museum, by which it adopts the international look and function of modern, national museums
(Errington). The impressive edifice recalls the architectural grandeur of the Potala palace. Much
of the museum’s displays consist of artifacts installed in glass cases under spot lighting. The
subjects of these displays purport to represent the history and diversity of Tibetan civilization:
from ancient pottery and fossil shards from archaeological research sites, Buddhist statuary and
ritual implements, and material folk culture, to government documents from Old Tibet and the

PRC’s Tibetan Autonomous Region with photographs of modern legislative assemblies. The
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materials for the exhibitions also still include some dioramas fashioned by museum-employed
artists, the earlier working mode of the People’s Hall in production of The Wrath of the Serfs
when visual materials were painted or sculpted entirely by art workers, but this process of
production was of poor quality and has largely given way to indigenous objects and photographs
arranged by curators.

The lower level, where the tour begins, is dedicated to pre-history, while a hall on the
upper floor housed the exhibition “Elaborate Ceramics of Ming and Qing”. Not only is the
vertical and semi-chronological ordering of exhibitions suggestive of cultural hierarchy, but
masterworks of Tibetan Buddhist artistic heritage in the Arts and Culture halls and the pre-
historical pottery are both displayed inside cases upon square platforms covered in brown or
maroon burlap, while the Chinese ceramics are mounted upon clear acrylic stands, better lit, and

well captioned. Despite relatively contemporaneous Buddhist and ceramic works, their

installations communicate different narratives of cultural evolution.

Figure 37 Prehistoric Pottery (left) and Ming Dynasty Ceramics (right). Tibet Museum.
Photograph: Leigh Miller Sangster

A large exhibition hall dedicated to folk life contains a long glass case that encloses
Tibetan costumes, including opera performance costume, ceremonial monastic robes, and

regional fashions paired with aristocratic adornments. The headdresses, jewelry, and shoes are
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prominently included on and around the few mannequins in the display wearing costumes. The
hall also includes daily objects of material culture, some of which are contextualized within a
replica setting, such as the cooking pots and utensils hung near a life-sized earthen hearth within
the kitchen of a pre-modern village home.

The same hall contains a yak skin coracle, small boat, and loom, each mounted on a stand
in the center of the room, and a miniaturized nomad tent (the real butter churn in front of it
accentuating the lack of scale) in front of a wall painted with a green hill and blue lake for a
backdrop. The village home, nomad tent, and transportation displays do not contain any images

of people, leaving only their material culture to be examined by visitors.

Figure 38 Ethnic costume display with mannequins, Tibet Museum. Photograph: Leigh
Miller Sangster
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Figure 40 Tibetan loom (foreground) and small wooden boat (background; Nomad Camp
replica. Tibet Museum. Photograph: Leigh Miller Sangster

This type of institution seemingly moved away from the virulent propaganda of the
Cultural Revolution era that defined previous decades of State visual productions.
Problematically, however, curatorial decisions, such as omitting captions with places of origin
and dating for objects, serve to subtly collapse the differences between ancient and modern
artifacts, minimizing cultural and historical evolution and diversity. In an exhibition about the
changtang grasslands, for example, stuffed wild animals prance and unnaturally crowd a plot of
artificial grass, across from which a wall of photographs document the region. Photography of

ancient rock petroglyphs is adjacent to close ups of calligraphy in Buddhist philosophical texts, as
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if all forms of writing discovered on the Tibetan plateau were equivalent. Photographs of herds of
endangered species are placed next to nomads dancing and a mother breastfeeding, and several
profiles of animals are adjacent to a profile of nomad man wearing a fur-trimmed coat; the
collection of images echoes State views of Tibetans as indelibly shaped by their harsh
environment to impart the sense that indigenous Tibetans are and have always been intimately

linked with nature, including wild animals.

Figure 41 Wild Animals of the Grasslands.
taxidermy animals. Tibet Museum. Photograph:
Leigh Miller Sangster

Figure 42 Wild Animals and Nomads of
the Grasslands (photographic display).
Tibet Museum. Photograph: Leigh Miller
Sangster

In the mélange of timeless ethnic fragments, the overall impression of Tibetans the Tibet
Museum imparts is of an exotic, timeless people whose greatest cultural achievements were
channeled into the limited sphere of religious arts, and whose daily life is quaint but incompatible
with modernity. In fact, it could be a museum not about a living culture outside the museum’s

walls in the heart of Lhasa, but to an extinct people. The only signs of modernity are politicians
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pictured in meetings and scientists in Jeeps and Gortex exploring the nomad’s native changtang;
they are understood to be Han not by some ethnic garb or traditional practice, but by their
embodiment of modernity in contrast to the minority.?* The sartorial iconographic conventions of
dress and hairstyle are privileged in mannequins and selected photography, but authentic
Tibetanness is primarily conveyed not through the people, but through use of traditional dress and
objects and materials presented largely devoid of actual people or context. The state positions
itself as the protector, preserver and promoter of Tibet’s traditional objects, but museum signage
proclaims “more brilliant achievements [are yet to come] under the Socialist system.” In so far as
Tibetans are absent or frozen in a pre-modern past, there cannot be any authentic contemporary
subject; even the post-Liberation subject of Chinese Communist Party development is forestalled,
because the pre-modern primitive representation serves the State well.

For example, the Tibet Museum’s ethnographic mannequins, the females’ braids and
ornate jewelry studded with turquoise and coral, are reproduced in miniature in the gift shop
downstairs. Commaodification of the Other and celebrating the “aspiring modernity of the nation”
are, in China, linked through “the globalization of the ethnic, a process that relies on visual
displays and consumption (Litzinger 1998).” After the Open Door and Reform policy brought
entrepreneurial enterprise to post-Mao China, the ethnic character effortlessly passed from
political art into the marketplace for private and state profits. The official and private sector
initiatives to profit from the ethnic chic became nearly indistinguishable in 2006 when a Chinese
partnership with Mattel launched Tibetan Barbie dolls, wearing elaborate traditional dress, in a
limited edition that debuted at the international and domestic tourist gateway, Lhasa’s Gonkar

airport.**

Tibetanness, once represented as pre-modern ethnographic specimen essentialized in
costume, quickly becomes spectacle and entertainment. The nationalist agendas, of the Tibet
Museum and all official media, reify the marginalization of Tibetanness through flattening their

cultural achievements, eliminating their coevality with the colonizer, and packaging the most
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predominant visual marker of ethnicity, traditional dress, for commercial consumption. Tibetan

ethnicity is thus represented as timeless, exotic, and available for consumption.

Figure 43 Ethnic costume of south central Tibet on
mannequins, Tibet Museum. Photograph: Leigh
Miller Sangster

Figure 44 Tibetan dressed dolls for sale in Gonkar Airport, near
Lhasa. Photograph: Jason Sangster

Figure 45 Advertisement for the Tibetan Barbie (Fuxi) by Mattell.
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The Potala Zhol Museum (2007)
The Potala Zhol Museum opened May 31, 2007, one year after the arrival of the Qinghai-

Tibet Railroad and in anticipation of millions of domestic and foreign tourists to Lhasa. The
railroad represents a massive financial, ideological and rhetorical investment by the state in
infrastructure, with a price tag of over US $4 billion, designed to integrate the western regions
into a great nation while generating tourism and freight revenues as a central pillar of regional
gross domestic product (Makin 2007).2 In 2007, tourism rose by over 60% over the previous
year, bringing more than 4 million visitors (about 1.5 million arrived by train) to a region with a
population of 2.8 million (Stanway 2008). Lhasa boasts spectacular sites, but they are few in
number and none rival the Potala Palace, a massive seventeenth century stone, wood and earthen
structure, which reportedly limited visitors to 2300 per day (Chang 2007).

In the heart of Lhasa, the Potala Zhol museum absorbs some of the flood of tourism. It is
built out of the architectural restoration and re-purposing of surviving buildings in the Zhol
(“shol”) village at the base of the Potala palace, purportedly re-creating their past uses and
highlighting progress achieved in the intervening decades in neo-Socialist Realism fashion.?* It
was claimed that damage to the fragile fifteenth century monumental Potala resulting from the
increased demands of tourism could be mitigated and visitors enabled to see more “cultural
relics” if they were moved into renovated sites.””® The Potala Zhol Museum opened on the eve of
China’s hosting of the Beijing Olympics, widely viewed as China’s demonstrable entrance into an
elite club of modern nations, and was at pains to both minimize disturbances in the restive
Tibetan province and trumpet its achievements. The Potala Zhol Museum’s many exhibits and
spaces combine to represent Tibetanness past, present and future, in ways that are familiar, new,
and shocking for local residents.

The Potala Zhol Museum’s exhibitions can be divided into two subjects: pre-Liberation
‘Old Tibet’, and the post-Liberation Tibetan Autonomous Region. In its use of historic buildings

as the stage for recreations of Old Tibet, the authorities chose not only to exhibit the precious
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artifacts of an accomplished Tibetan past, as my friends expected and as trumpeted in advance
press, but, in the tradition of earlier socialist realism exhibitions, highlight the brutalities which
allegedly transpired on that site.

In 2007, the State’s newly-created exhibitions revived The Wrath of the Serfs in both life-
sized, realistic clay sculpture, and themes reviling Tibet’s feudal past. The intentional reference to
Cultural Revolution era propaganda is manifest in the replication of working modes, materials,
themes, and even identical reproductions.

In the basement of the Official’s House, the visitor encounters a Tibetan woman toiling
over her masters’ barley grinding stone, the sculpture and accompanying textual captions
intentionally copied from the Wrath of the Serfs exhibition catalog. The commissioned sculptor,
Lobsang Tashi, a professor at Tibet University, told me museum officials pointed to the page in
the recently re-issued catalog and, to his great surprise, instructed him to reproduce the scene.
Official commissions at the Zhol and another site, the Nangtseshag prison museum in the
Barkhor, required the disconcerted artist to almost entirely forego contemporary artistic practice
in the production of propaganda; he was unable to account for the revival of Cultural Revolution
era practices, subjects and styles.

The alleged horror of Old Tibet is most egregious in the reproduction of the historic
Potala prison within the Zhol village grounds. Tibetans jailed in the dark, bare, stone walled cells
crawling with scorpions (their numbers increased upon the order of an official during a pre-
opening tour) are dressed in ragged chupas, their diminished physicality and despairing faces
communicating the misery of their imprisonment. Various torture devices are arrayed on the
walls, and in the centerpiece of the exhibit, mechanically engineered statues reenact the removal
of a prisoner’s eyeballs, accompanied by the loud, looping soundtrack of sizzling hot oil and
piercing screams.?® Thus, in the Potala Zhol Museum’s Old Tibet, the pre-liberation Tibetan is

still subject to egregious abuse by the feudal theocracy; Tibetanness is superficially marked in
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dress and embedded in a social context that is primitive, barbaric, and corrupt, while the
protagonists’ feelings transparently communicate.

The Potala Zhol Museum, however, unlike other museums, revives passionate portrayal
of the impoverishment and cruelty of pre-Liberation Tibet, and illumines the purportedly thriving
cultural and economic life of the minority people since the decades of Socialist State rule. In light
of prison exhibitions, the juxtaposition is unsettling, as under the PRC, prisons in Tibet are
exceptional in their inhumanity, and the rate of political imprisonment and sentencing for security
reasons is up to 100 times greater than in China proper (Seymour 2005). In the Potala Zhol
Museum, as at Nangtseshag prison museum, punishments are represented as evidence of a
barbaric Tibetan past, without critical account of their frequency, Tibetan penal codes (which
abolished capital punishment and other tortures n 1913), or, as Norbu points out, the political

sway of Imperial China coincident with extreme corporal punishment in Tibet (Norbu 2009).

Figure 46 “Moving into new house,
farmers thank to Communist Party,”
Potala Zhol Musem (photo courtesy of
Andrew Quintman)

Figure 47 "Long distance call to family
member,” Potala Zhol Museum (photo
courtesy of Andrew Quintman)
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In another section of the Potala Zhol Museum, a chronicling of the implementation of the

Develop the West®®’

campaign’s national and regional development ambitions [Lai 2002] are
presented in (comparatively bland) installations of photographs, documents, and charts under
glass cases.?®® The development campaign is encapsulated, for example, in the photograph
captioned “Moving into new house, farmers thank to Communist Party.” A village Tibetan
woman, dressed in a simple chupa, blouse and hair braided with colored threads, hangs a poster
of Tiananmen Square over which the busts of Mao, Deng and Hu form the Communist lineage of
new China’s leadership who are her benefactors. The viewer is meant to accept her gesture of
gratitude for her government subsidized housing, communicating passive receptivity through the
implied realism and naturalism of the photographic medium.

A photograph captioned “Long distance phone call to family member” features a woman
talking on a mobile phone in an elaborate Tibetan headdress and earrings of semi-precious
stones.”**

The composition was familiar; photographs of nhomads and eastern Tibetan men on
mobile phones in regional attire peppered state media. The image and its exhibition presupposes
that the juxtaposition of traditionalism in the form of dress, hairstyle and ornaments with the
modern cellular phone is evidence that Tibetans maintain their culture within a modern China, but
as parallel phenomenon; Tibetanness itself is not modern.

A third depiction of Tibetanness within contemporary Lhasa in a poster ubiquitous in
Lhasa in 2006 was framed for display at the Potala Zhol Museum, where it is captioned “Tibet’s
Tomorrow will be Happier.” The Qinghai-Tibet Railroad arrives at the center of the frame,
welcomed by the costumed Tibetans at the bottom, the women’s sleeves traditionally elongated
for graceful accentuation of dance gestures. The setting is identifiable as Lhasa by the Potala
Palace and Marpo Ri mountain at the top register and the new railroad bridge over the river, but is

also disorienting in its futuristic celebration of intersecting rail and highway transit.
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Figure 48 "Tibet's Tomorrow will be happier,” Potala
Zhol Museum (photo courtesy of Andrew Quintman)
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The theme of receptive Tibetan welcome of Han Communist people and development is a
recurrent trope especially prevalent in visual media co-incident with or commemorating major
infrastructure projects and political anniversaries.*® In this recurrent imagery, traditionally
dressed and gentle Tibetans of all demographics gather in festive atmosphere to welcome modern
Han officials - often with tea, long white khatag scarves, dances, and smiles - as proof of long
standing “warm relations between Tibetans and Chinese peoples,” as captions in the Potala Zhol
Museum reiterate.

In the poster and similar media, it is the Qinghai-Tibet railroad’s sleek train that
evidences an engineering marvel symbolic of the State’s technological superiority, and stands in
for the State’s human emissaries. In the face of State modernity, Tibetans in festive and
ceremonial chuba dance exuberantly, their bodies and expressions manifesting joyful enthusiasm
for modernization. However, so long as they are traditionally dressed and performing dances,
they remain mere pre-modern bystanders or passive recipients. The profusion of railroad media
and other installations in the Potala Zhol museum, cast Tibetans as living pre-modern ornaments
to a developed future within China.**

Tibetan culture continues to be deployed and represented in the TAR in the 2007 as

Kvaerne (Kvaerne 1994) encountered in Amdo in the late 1980s. “Official minority folk culture
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in China is entertainment, circus, show — nothing more,” as art, festivals and other productions
conform to the “official promoted myth of ‘minorities’ as exotic, colorful and, above all, given to
song and dance.” Kvaerne insightfully notes that national investment in this myth must be
considered in light of Chinese civilization’s long standing view of actors and dancers as
occupants of the “bottom rung of the social hierarchy.” Nonetheless, this is a lucrative image.
One keen observer notes, “tourism already accounts for 9% of Tibet’s gross domestic product [in
2008], and exploiting the region’s cultural allure is the cornerstone of government efforts to
integrate Tibet with China and stimulate the region’s primarily rural economy (Stanway 2008).”
Tibetanness had been made a specimen by the Tibet Museum, and transformed to spectacle at the
Potala Zhol Museum, in which Tibetans are all, and only, performing culture.

The contrast in the Potala Zhol Museum between the pre-liberation past and the post-
liberation present is heightened by the revival of ghastly tableaux,*? presumably intended to
stimulate Tibetan gratitude for and international reappraisal of the success of Chinese rule in
Tibet [Harris, Sangster], but was confusing to local residents. The commissioned sculptor of the
female tsampa grinder recounted to me his surprise when local officials showed him the
catalogue from The Wrath of the Serfs and instructed him to replicate it exactly. The poet and
blogger Woeser, a survivor and historian of the Cultural Revolution era known for her political
dissidence, saw leaked Museum planning documents including signage captions, and exclaimed
“It’s the Cultural Revolution again!”%

The Socialist Realism convention of exaggerated gestures and expressions outlasted
Maoism to inform the Potala Zhol’s neo-socialist realism, largely in photographic media, in the
service of demonstrating Tibetanness in harmony with official Party-State ideologies. Visually,
the museum’s exhibitions span decades in its representations of history, but leave intact
superficial ethnic characteristics despite radical social change. As moments worthwhile of
documentary, they appear only occasionally on the cusp of the kind of technological present the

Han (and western world) take for granted as daily life—with mobile phones, trains, houses for

216



former nomads with plumbing and electricity, and urban interstate cloverleaf. “Modern” in
museum narratives is meant to define only the normative Han and the State, or what they bring to
Tibetans, thus clarifying pre-modern traditional Tibetanness in relation to the scientific, political,
and industrial superiority of the State is a persistent official view.

If national museums are a public presentation of central government views, the Zhol
Museum is a disconcerting and regressive indicator of CCCPC Tibet policy for Tibetans who
hoped that the vitriolic portrayals of pre-Liberation Tibet might be finally circumscribed to the
Maoist era’s fading legacies (L. M. Sangster, Official Exhibition and Unofficial Art: Visual
Constructions of the Ethnic Tibetan in the PRC 2010).*** After all, the Wrath of the Serfs
installation was still standing inside the People’s Revolutionary Hall when it was bulldozed in the
mid-1980s, suggesting the propaganda had been relegated to a unique historical moment and no
longer served state purposes. Official visual propaganda projects in the 1990s focused on the
benefits of development and encapsulating the image of a thriving folk population; representation
of the political past did not challenge earlier scripts, but, in the midst of rapid economic
development and the creation of consumer society, was minimized and lacked the intensity of the
early Communist and Maoist eras,*®® or was virtually absent, as in the Tibet Museum.** The
Party, and the Zhol Museum, seem unwilling to establish a rhetorical space in which Tibetans are
simultaneously ethnic as well as modernized, continually relegating Tibetans in the twenty-first
century to pre-modern visual spectacle through neo-Socialist Realism photography and the look
of a colonial, ethnographic museum.

Official Tibetanness in Conclusion

Thus, in decades of representation by the State, Tibetans in chupa dress remain
anonymous, traditional, rural peoples transparently and superficially communicating their
emotion through facial expressions and exaggerated gestures. Both orthodox and neo-Socialist
Realism in Tibet aims to convince Tibetans and others of a degenerate pre-Liberation Tibet, and

reinforce the validity and benefits of Communist rule. The purported visual “realism,” conferred
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initially by art worker’s deployment to rural, ethnic and labor sites in Mao’s methodology known
as “drawing from the masses” and later through the perceived evidentiary status of photography,
links State imagery in the TAR from the Cultural Revolution to the present in a strategy to
portray State historical narratives as natural and genuine.**” Moreover, despite the purported
benefits and changes pioneered by Communists in Tibet, Tibetans remain curiously unchanged,
trapped by an essential ethnicity that renders them timeless. The story of Tibetan’s twentieth
century conversions from representations as ethnic minzu to culture-less compatriots in class
struggle to happy folk objects of tourism and development is an understudied but essential script
at the core of major state museums and propaganda in Tibet.

After the Cultural Revolution, efforts by the state to placate grievances and stimulate
economic development included encouraging the revival of ethnic “traditions”. The relaxation of
ethnicity policies in Tibet from the 1980s led to retrieval of traditional culture, as manifest for
example in the rebuilding and re-populating of monasteries, as well as the birth of modern
Tibetan literature, music and art. However, the state’s view of Tibetan “tradition” in the post-
revolutionary period proved to reduce permissible ethnicity to the visible, colorful features such
as costumes, dances, songs, and handicrafts, thereby flattening and abstracting local diversity and
fields of knowledge, and in very real ways, limiting Tibetan access to their own linguistic and
religious heritage. After the Cultural Revolution, the chupa is converted from the backward
peasants’ tattered garb in pre-Liberation depictions of Old Tibet in the Wrath of the Serfs to be
remembered in post-Liberation society as the most elaborate of traditional couture in photographs
at the Tibet Museum. This imagery is then amplified in official and private sector promotions and
advertisements, especially tourist industries, rendering contemporary Tibetan people at once
specimen and spectacle.

Despite changing political contexts and campaigns, state representation of Tibetanness
has hinged upon a pre-modern subject — whether located in the past (Wrath of the Serfs), a

timeless ahistorical continuity (Tibet Museum), or a within a modernizing present around them

218



(Potala Zhol Museum) - which is conveyed through: their dress (be it in tatters or bejeweled), and
their pro-socialist sentiment transparently imaged on the surface of the body’s gestures and
expressions. That is, while depictions of Tibetanness have remained constant since the visual
conventions were established in Socialist Realism, the purposes to which they can be put vary
somewhat by context into which these images are inserted, communicating degrees of exoticism
or depravity, but never equality or coevality with the majority Han or the State.

Thus, the visual markers of ethnicity established a visual code for representing Tibet,
importantly enabling both the romantic fantasy that nothing was lost or destroyed in Tibet
between the 1950s-1970s and consequently validating the political necessity of unending
development of a people and place not yet caught up to the industrialized Han east. As so-called
primitives have stood in relation to other colonial encounters and institutions (Errington, The
Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress 1998), the Tibetan ethnic Other is
primarily a pre-modern, naive, exotic and commaoditized figment for affirming Han majority
nationalism, justifying colonialism and paternalism. Sanctioned Tibetanness thus remains
identifiably ethnic and visible only as pre-modern traditionalists; the Tibetan who does not
conform is either assimilated (and invisible), or a separatist or otherwise an impediment to
Socialist progress. To be ethnic in the PRC then is, problematically, to continue to posses
characteristics that pre-date the communist revolution, and therefore, as the State configures it,
modernity itself.

This is crucial for understanding the history of state representations of Tibetans, and how
Tsewang Tashi and other contemporary artists’ works are radical alternatives, and, in an
unprecedented way, not directed at the state, but their own communities and the international
308

audience interested in Tibet.

Contemporary Artists in Lhasa

Today’s contemporary artists are still familiar with these codified sartorial tropes, as

evidenced by Keltse’s explanation of a Cultural Revolution era poster he salvaged and discussed
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with Tsering Nyandak and me.*® In an original painting made for mass reproduction during the
Cultural Revolution, a woman is wearing traditional Tibetan felted boots, striped apron (pangden)
and dress with blouse (chupa), politicized by the accompanying blue ‘Mao jacket’. Her hair is
braided with colored threads and wrapped around her head, further marking her ethnicity. She
wears a military-ready canteen across her chest, and is walking from east (the right side),
symbolic of China and marked with Chinese landscape elements, to west (Tibet is the furthest
western province). She cheerfully carries a full basket on her back and leads a horse (which is
also smiling, as my interlocutors pointed out) loaded with materials across a wooden bridge over
a river, and in her pocket is a white book with the red Tibetan letters rgyal khab dang gsar rjes,

“Country and Revolution”, a Maoist political tract.

Figure 49 Country and Revolution painting for Cultural
Revolution propaganda posters. Found in Lhasa.
Photograph: Leigh Miller Sangster

Keltse explained that the woman “looked like everyone else in posters from that time,
except for her chupa.”®™ At “that time” during the Cultural Revolution, youth were educated in
Chinese cities and sent to rural areas to spread communist zeal, and the Socialist Realism
mandates for art both combine to communicate a model Tibetan socialist. Thus she looks

outwardly Tibetan in dress, but her actions show she is inwardly devoted to the Communist Party
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and cheerfully doing her part to bring about a socialist future for Tibet and the nation, conveyed
through the same visual conventions employed and recognizable throughout the PRC.

The establishment by Socialist Realism of dress as a visual convention marks an
important and enduring shift in which traditional dress became an ethnic costume, in life and
propaganda, and then consumerism forty years later.*"*

For example, a popular advertisement for traditional Tibetan medicine marketed to
Chinese consumers nationwide shows a Tibetan girl posed to represent Tibetan ethnicity and
confer ethnic authenticity for Han consumption by her chuba dress, hair, jewelry, and smile, and,
in one advertisement, her arms spread wide in a flowering meadow before a snow peak.

Stylized thus, she enters the visual landscape of commodification of Tibetanness. Thus

not only are artists familiar with historical imagery, but they are surrounded by its legacy as well.

Figure 50 Advertisement for Tibetan herbal
f"ﬁ‘i?&ﬁ] medicine by a Chinese company.
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Tsewang Tashi’s Art of Tibetanness

Contemporary Tibetan artists present a very different way of thinking about and
representing “Tibetanness”. Tsewang Tashi (b.1963) intentionally works with notions of ethnicity
to counter problematic representations and to assert alternatives. He is recognized locally as
irreplaceable in his official and unofficial roles in the nascent contemporary art world of Lhasa,
roles in which ethnicity is an issue navigated daily. Artists face both imperatives to be
circumspect on the one hand, and embrace contemporary Tibetan realities on the other, as they

mediate ethnicity in China’s Tibet. Read through the above visual history of the representation of
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Tibetanness by the State, Tsewang Tashi’s portraits of Tibetan subjects include omissions and
alterations of established iconographic conventions, directly inspired by their daily lives in Lhasa.

| first met Tsewang Tashi in the summer of 2004. Fluent in English, he is one of the first
artists of the Gedun Choephel Guild to meet and engage with foreigners interested in the artwork
and artists in Lhasa. As we came to know each other, we met regularly for meals, at his home
studio, and at the Guild gallery.

Tsewang Tashi generously informed me of the occasional art events in the city and at
Tibet University, where he also invited me to observe his classes. Tsewang Tashi’s many work
demands limited the time we spent together, but he periodically made time for leisurely meals
with me and invited me to his studio when he completed works so we could discuss them, almost
always before he mailed them to a gallery abroad. Below, I describe phases of Tsewang Tashi’s
career, particularly attending to his representations of Tibetanness and how it has been both
unique and evolved over time.

Tsewang Tashi is a leader in the art world of Lhasa as an Associate Professor and, at the
time of my fieldwork, Dean of the School of Art at Tibet University. He is also one of the
dedicated founding members of the Gedun Choephel Artists Guild, a member of the Tibetan
Autonomous Region Artists Association (TARAA), represented by several contemporary
galleries internationally, and a vocal advocate for other artists and students. Despite obligations to
teaching, research, administrative work, family, and occasional curatorial work, Tsewang Tashi
finds energy for his first passion, painting.

Tsewang Tashi’s artistic orientation is the most international and contemporary of the
Lhasa artists today, in part a consequence of his years of study in Beijing and Norway, which has
translated into critical and commercial success.®*? In 2007, Tsewang was offered representation
by galleries in Beijing, Hong Kong, and London, and subsequently mounted a solo show in

London (Untitled Identities, 2009, Rossi + Rossi). As a leader locally, and because of the local
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and international visibility of his work, his choices for the representation of Tibetanness are
important to examine.

As a youth, Tsewang was selected as one of six Tibetans to attend college at the art
school of the Central Nationalities University (CNU) in Beijing, where he studied oil painting and
art history from 1980-1984. Upon graduation, he taught at CNU for several years. Tsewang
returned to Lhasa in 1988, joining the faculty at Tibet University’s (TU) art department as a
professor of Western art history and methods. In 2000, Tsewang began studies at the Institute for
Colour at the National College of Art and Design in Oslo, Norway. There he not only earned an
MA in Fine Arts (2002), but was exposed to entirely new pedagogies, and acquired perspective
regarding the Chinese art history curriculum by discovering international art movements and
figures that had been omitted from his training in Beijing. For example, he discovered the relative
obscurity internationally of the so-called famous painters of Soviet Socialist Realism that features
so prominently in his training. As an artist, however, he reflects that he most benefitted from the
novel experience of serious critique from peers and faculty with diverse cultural and political
backgrounds.*"

Ethnicity may present one of the greatest opportunities and challenges to his professional

life in Lhasa. As a professor and as Dean of the School of the Arts®*

at Tibet University,
Tsewang was integral to every departmental process from admissions testing, to teaching, to
developing program curricula, to difficult faculty-university politics. The ethnic politics of his job
was also demanding: he had to teach in both Chinese and Tibetan, admit to the program a mix of
Tibetan and Chinese students, and rank Tibetan and Chinese professors’ academic and artistic
achievements for tenure and promotions, a process in which scholarly articles published in
Mandarin counted for more institutionally than those published in Tibetan language because of
the wider circulation of Chinese journals.* Paradoxically, foreign exhibitions (in which

contemporary Tibetan artists garnered increasing success) were less esteemed in university

evaluations than domestic (government-sponsored) exhibitions (which disproportionately
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awarded Han aesthetic politics), despite the perception of domestic institutional art education and
exhibiting practices as frustratingly outdated by international standards.**® Administering these
processes required a sensitive and cool-headed balancing of personal, professional, and cultural
interests. All of these responsibilities took time and energy away from his studio work, yet he
remains dedicated to making contributions locally and his positions in the University and in the
Gedun Choephel Artists Guild as the most efficacious means to develop and promote young
talent. It is this commitment to Lhasa and her people that also infuses his work and artistic goals.

Tsewang Tashi describes his artistic output in three phases: “root searching”, landscapes,
and portraits. Childhood experiences growing up during the Cultural Revolution, then art school
in Beijing, gave rise to the first of three distinct artistic phases in his career to date, the “root
searching” of the 1980s in which he tried to establish contact with and then uniquely represent an
“authentic” Tibetan tradition and culture he felt must exist somewhere on the plateau. Works
from this time, such as an untitled self-portrait, a monastic scene, and a landscape described
below, were motivated by his experiencing of his own ethnic difference from the Han majority,
but uncertain roots.

After returning to Lhasa and commencing his career at Tibet University, he embarked
upon his second phase — landscapes — from the mid- 1990s through the turn of the century, with
determination to avoid illusions and to re-connect with own experience and places, as in River
with Reflection.

While pursuing his MFA in Norway and then throughout his tenure as Dean, he was
committed to a unique form of portraiture in his third phases, during the first decade of the
twenty-first century. He produced between two and five portraits each year between 2004-2007.
In his most prolific period, 2008-2009, he painted to nine facial and three full body portraits, in

addition to completing a four-part photographic series of portraits.®’
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“Root Searching”

During a “root searching” period, as he calls it, Tsewang Tashi visited, photographed,
and sketched villages and historic and religious sites in central and eastern Tibet. One work from
the time period is Barn (c. mid-1980s), a small oil painting of a tethered equine farm animal
seated on hay facing a stone wall from which a hand-woven basket hangs. The work has a
peaceful and timeless feeling of village life, rendered in the soft focus of romantic realism, but
with strong lighting coming from the left and casting shadows increasing a photographic feeling

of presence. There is more of a documentary, having-been-there feeling than a nostalgic one.

Figure 51 Tsewang Tashi. Barnyard. 1980s.
Photograph: Jason Sangster

Figure 52 Tsewang Tashi. Prayer Festival. 1980s.
Photograph: Jason Sangster
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During this phase, Tsewang Tashi not only sought village life, transitioning with
decollectivization, but also the revival of religious life. Tsewang Tashi may have been one of the

first Lhasa artists®!®

to use Buddhist imagery for modern secular comment on contemporary
society, and specifically his own confused identity as a Tibetan born after 1959. Prayer Festival,
a portrait of a disciplinarian monk supervising seated monks in prayer in a typical monastic
courtyard, still hung in his studio in 2007 as an example of this period’s fascination with religious
revival around him. A much more personal expression can be found in a self portrait from 1986

and is unprecedented as both a self-portrait**®

and as an expression of distance between himself
and the Buddhism of the imagined Tibetan past and present. We see the backs of rows of maroon-
robed monks in a band embedded into the blue sky while in the foreground, inserted over the
snow peaks of a mountain range, a rectangle frames a self-portrait of Tsewang in modern clothes
with long hair. He and the monks have their backs to each other, the artist facing ahead and the
monks looking back. The young artist stands alone, almost as if apart from the collective
represented as monks; and therefore Tibet itself were it not for the inimitable landscape that
envelops them all. While Tsewang Tashi utilized the visual language of Tibetan Buddhism
embodied by the monks, he does so to image contemporary difficulty with identity and
presumptions of religiosity, and is an early example of the struggle many artists have felt.

The interpersonal Han-Tibetan experiences and the visual propaganda common during
childhood in Cultural Revolution Lhasa and at college in Beijing sharpened Tsewang’s awareness
of his ethnic difference from the Han majority of China, but could not answer what made him
“Tibetan”.*® As newly permitted Tibetan cultural revival was underway in the 1980s,***
Tsewang’s generation witnessed the return of a religious and cultural life they had never known,
but was “fascinating”, “a cultural renaissance” he could learn from, and which had been part of

everyday reality for previous generations. During this phase of his life and work, he recalls, “I

wanted to find some indigenous Tibetan things, take photographs and make sketches of them and
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try to create a kind of new Tibetan art.” The notion of a pure Tibetan-ness, existing beyond
political devastation or prior to his birth, seemed increasingly accessible.

Creating these images, and the “root searching” tours of the plateau and Lhasa, resulted
from a sense that his own Tibetanness was inadequate and that a more authentic form of Tibetan
life existed outside of his own urban, post-1959 upbringing. He hoped coming into contact with
it— at the monastery, in the village, with nomads - would bring him closer to Tibetan heritage and
thereby personal identity.

The pursuit of this goal seemed to necessitate a quest for authentic Tibetan culture, and
he embarked for rural areas of eastern Tibet with “great expectations”. A pivotal moment
occurred after days on horseback and the promising arrival at the tent home of a welcoming
nomad family. He imagined a carpet-floored tent without electricity, its residents dwelling as they
had for generations. Entering the tent, he found, to his great shock, a grandmother seated on a
couch and watching television.?*? Recounting the story two decades later, he laughs about his
own naivety, but then it was a startling disappointment given his experiences and expectations.

Tsewang was born in 1963 into an intellectual, cultured, and cosmopolitan Lhasa family.
At home, he heard about the Tibetan intellectuals of the early 20" century from relatives,
particularly his father, who valued wide-ranging intellectual curiosity about religion, history and
culture, and the kinds of association with teachers that had occurred in people’s homes prior to
Communist rule. These values, discussions and associations were displaced as his family endured
the Cultural Revolution. Tsewang remembers being particularly troubled one morning during the
Cultural Revolution at his elementary school when a teacher instructed the art class to draw a
picture titled, “When I grow up, I want to be a nomad.” Having never actually seen a black wool
tent or a yak grazing, the child was confronted with expectations determined by perception of his
ethnicity for his knowledge and aspirations, neither of which were in accordance with his urban
experience in an educated, cosmopolitan family. Additionally, in official historical memory that

the State tries to establish, in part through the Wrath of the Serfs exhibition Tsewang toured with
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his schoolmates, the only memories the Tibetan masses could carry from Old Tibet were of
peasant misery, struggle, and the yearning for freedom that ultimately yoked them to the
Communist cause; not his family’s memory.

Thus Tsewang’s sense of cultural displacement and interrupted inheritance was doubled:
he was divorced from the urban and intellectual culture that was “Tibetan” for his family’s elders,
and from the state image of “Tibetan” as a newly liberated, class conscious, nomad or farmer.
These factors combined to create an image of Tibetan cultural authenticity that existed outside his
own life experiences, but which he sought to discover and render through art.

After his journey to meet actual nomads, however, the notion of ethnic authenticity as a
counterpoint to his own insecure identity vanished, and a new artistic phase emerged out of the
disjuncture of imagined and actual realities. Tsewang Tashi writes,

I travelled to many places in the TAR and ethnic nomadic areas like Amdo

Golok. But at the end I found that reality was not same as | had imagined. Jeans, pop

music and table tennis were everywhere even in the remote areas. What | was looking for

had undergone historical changes. I then realized that my efforts in finding something
called indigenous culture perhaps existed only in the artists’ mind. What | was looking
for was just a romantic idea rather than reality. Society itself underwent dramatic change,
and no place is an isolated island. Then my works changed | and started another period,

[characterized by] freely applying ...different motifs [that] broke the nature of space and
time.*

Tsewang Tashi made a painting of a stone lion famously marking the Chonggye valley
tombs of the kings of Tibet’s Dynastic period (7" — 9" centuries). The stone carving dominates a
barren landscape and is bisected by horizontal bands of air, the pieces hovering against a blue sky
full of swirling clouds and moonglow. The influence of Surrealism is detectable in the floating
stone sculpture’s pieces and the unidentifiable elements, creating some mystery at the suggestion
of geological formations or the vestiges of a settlement in the distance and curious boulders in the
foreground. He painting was done from a photograph Tsewang took there while on his root
searching travels, but the surreal elements of the work suggest the instability of his Tibetan

identity and the groundless illusions informing his quest.
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Figure 54 Tsewang Tashi. a
painting inspired by travels in
Chongye Valley. ¢.1985
Courtesy of the artist.

Tsewang Tashi’s compositions transformed to “serve the concepts of the painting,” rather
than “according to the natural eye’s view at specific times and specific places. To some extent,”
he said, “my works were influenced by surrealism and by Robert Rauschenberg®* in terms of
approach, but my interest was not concerning the unconscious and its relation to dreams, but was
expression of what | felt and thought at that time (Tashi 2007).”

Tsewang Tashi’s quest for the ‘pure’ Tibetan culture of his socially-constructed
imagination, untouched by Communism and modernity, was now over, and he took stock of his
motivating intentions. He has said, “I had hoped that one day | could use oil color to present Tibet
from my own point of view, and to create a kind of Tibetan oil painting (Tashi, Art in Process

2007).” His ‘own point of view” was, he intended, to be a “Tibetan” point of view, and a “kind of
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new Tibetan art,” and thus one which was clearly distinguished from Han painters’
representations. These goals became attainable, we will see, by turning to his modern
experiences.

Landscape

Although Tsewang Tashi did not find the timeless cultural word he sought, he did find
Tibetan people whose lives and environments were both undergoing radical change. Tsewang
began landscape oil paintings in 1990, as a reflection on the interaction of memory,
modernization and place after his return to Lhasa from Beijing,.

In Lhasa River Reflection the Kyichu River is painted deeply blue, wide, clear and clean,
with ripples in the main channel and a still pool mirroring the Bonpo Ri hill on the opposite bank.
The surface of the water bisects the painting, forming a horizontal axis for the reflections of the
yellow-browns of the bare hills and the cobalt blue sky. The large panoramic oil painting is
spread over three canvases, and painted in vibrant, saturated, highly contrasting colors. Signs of
human life such as figures, roads, houses, agriculture, religious markers, and bridges - all

unavoidably visible from any vantage point along the river in the city today — are entirely absent.

Figure 55 Tsewang Tashi. Lhasa River Reflection. 1999. oil on canvas. triptych. Photograph: Jason
Sangster
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Tsewang commented that the quality of the light captured in the painting is like this only
in the winter, when the hills and the trees in the far right of the painting are dry and bare.
Intimately familiar with the Kyichu, the river running through the Lhasa valley and forming the
southern edge of the city, and the hills on the opposite bank, it was a common scene in Tsewang’s
landscapes. In this painting, as in others, the hill is the immediately recognizable sacred site,
Bonpo Ri.

Gazing at the painting in his studio one afternoon, Tsewang recalled boyhood swimming
in the river. Even in summer’s lower water levels, the river was deep with dangerously strong
currents, and children were not allowed to wade without the help of careful adults. But this was
back when it was still too cold to go outside in a short-sleeved shirt without a coat, unlike the hot
summers these days, he said.

I was visiting Tsewang’s new studio, (the only room which had been completed on the
upper floor of a house still under construction) on a spring day in 2006 when we viewed this last
of his remaining landscape paintings, soon to be sent to foreign collectors. The well-lit studio had
a high ceiling, and a wall of windows faced south. They provided an unobstructed view of the
prayer-flag adorned Bonpo Ri and the Kyichu River. He continued to comment that weather and
the river “now feel quite strange.” They are disconnected from his memory, especially since in
the construction of the new railroad bridge a couple of miles away, State engineers had removed
stones from the riverbed for construction and dug a deep narrow channel with long high walls to
contain the river upstream, leaving little to flow toward the city. Tsewang could not remember
Lhasa having ever been so dry, hot and dusty. We stared at the painting, pulsing with vitality even
in its winter season, while a narrow stream of murky water trickled through a wide dry riverbed
outside the window of his home and studio.

Tsewang Tashi once described the land itself as a “witness to all that has happened”. For
some time, it seemed unchanging as development and modernization transformed the city alone;

now his painting appears to document the landscape as it once was, as it is recollected, and as it
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changes and impacts Tibetan relationships to their environment, in which mountains and rivers
stand as “monuments”.** Tibetans have long been defined by outsider’s perceptions of their
physical territory — an impregnable Himalayan keep, a harsh and scarce vastness, a majestic
grandeur. Tsewang Tashi’s landscapes place Tibetan life in the context of Tibetan memories of

their land.

Portraits

With the turn of the century, Tsewang Tashi commenced the portrait phase of his career.

t,3% is of a serious little

Untitled No.1, 2003, one of the earliest portrait works Tsewang Tashi kep
girl with coral red skin, shiny waves of chin-length black hair, dressed in a white shirt with a
green collar and navy flower-like ruffle on her shoulder. The contours of her face, hair, and
clothing are highlighted by soft, bright white lines that reach into the hazy yellow, purple and
orange background. Soon after this initial approach to portraits, he removed color from the
backgrounds, placing his figures in a white field, while the skin tones remained rainbow-hued,
and the clothes retained their perhaps original colors, as in this painting of a purple-faced boy in
an ordinary crew-neck red shirt and green zippered jacket. (2003 or 2004).%*" The white lighting
in this work includes highlighting spots and lines, and the face of the subject is painted in purple
and lavender colors. The photorealism of the work is pronounced in the critical expression on the

boy’s face, although the nature of his raised eyebrows, direct gaze at the viewer, slightly tilted

head and frowning mouth remain an enigma.
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Figure 56 Tsewang Tashi Untitled No.1,
2003. 2003. Courtesy of author.

Figure 57 Tsewang Tashi. Untitled, No.?, hanging in the
Gedun Choephel Artists Guild Gallery. Photograph:
Leigh Miller Sangster Summer 2004.

Tsewang Tashi’s approach to painting and framing the subjects shifted as he continued
the series, but other elements remained consistent. Untitled No. 3, 2006 is of a golden yellow
hued young man with one gold earring, black jacket, and black and yellow hair. The painting is
an example of Tsewang’s circa 2005 -2007 paintings and his move towards monochromatic color
schemes and close framing of the subjects’ face. The boy’s skin, hair and clothing range from
tarnished to highly polished gold, with a hint of rose or copper in the lips and hair. While the

colors and gender of his subjects varied during this stage, most utilized a similar closer crop of
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the face, from chin to just above the forehead, against a white background, and with white light
reflection lines softened in focus.

The white lines rippling through the subject convey a plastic quality, as if the subject
were a mannequin, and yet the highly individualistic, photorealistic features and expression yield
intimate, psychological portraiture. The subject of the startling Untitled No.3, 2006 nearly
pounces off the canvas to confront the viewer. The boy’s expression, at the center of the

composition, radiates a confidence that demands our acknowledgement of his presence, but is

utterly inscrutable.

Figure 58 Tsewang Tashi. Untitled
No. 3, 2006. 2006. oil on canvas.
Photograph: Jason Sangster

Untitled No. 6 (2009), Untitled No. 9 (2009), and Untitled No. 8 (2009) illlustrate an even
closer framing of the face to the point of eliminating a background and very minimal evidence of
clothing, the use of monochromatic coloring, and a softening of the sharp focus, feature lines and
lighting effects. In this prolific year, the palette shifted away from jewel tones to velvety violet,

aqua and cornflower for the girls’ and boys’ exceptionally smooth skin. Their gazes are direct.
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Figure 59 Tsewang Tashi,
Untitled No. 6, 2009. oil on
canvas. 53 x 41 cm—21 x 16 in.

Figure 60 Tsewang Tashi.
Untitled No.9, 2009. Qil on
canvas. 53 x41cm—-21x 16 in

Figure 61 Tsewang Tashi.
Untitled No. 8, 2009. oil on
canvas. 53 x41cm-21x16in
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Viewing several images from the series together makes evident the individuality of each
subject despite the similarity in Tsewang’s approach and methods. The significance of this is
underscored by the artists’ insistence that portraits from the series, while individually conceived
and completed works, be exhibited in galleries at least in pairs, if not more.

Tsewang Tashi’s artistic process reveals his commitments. He began painting portraits
while pursuing an MFA in Oslo, utilizing photographs he had taken of youth in Lhasa. He had
packed the photos, often students at his campus of Tibet University in their everyday casual
clothes and hairstyles, in his luggage without a specific goal in mind. Once in the foreign
environment of northern Europe, the photos became invaluable connections to home, and insight
into individuals and artistic process.

He noted how the act of photographing someone elicited their individuality and captured
something of their personality. Reflecting on the photographic process, he notices that as the
photographer, he takes pictures differently over time, sometimes angling the lens

...little bit up, and one is from down. But also the children, when they are
looking at you, they are different! Really different, | think. Their character comes out, |
think, when they are looking at me with the camera. Some of them are looking like this

(tucking his head shyly), some like this (straightening up boldly). You can see very
strong personalities.*”®

Tsewang developed a creative process that combines photographic and digital technology
with painting techniques. Selecting a photograph from his collection, he digitally changes
subject’s skin color which is chosen based upon several factors. These include which shade suits
a subject’s personality, and the needs of the artist’s painting context, including consideration of
portraits that will be exhibited together need to “harmonize,” and a change in color from the
previously completed painting is required because of the effects upon him of immersion in
particular colors in the course of producing the work.*”® He then he uses software filter functions
to create patterns of reflected light on the surface of the facial features, creating a plastic texture.

After choosing a color and sharpening the light, Tsewang converts the image to black and white
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on his computer and prints it on paper. He uses the black and white image, taped to his easel or
nearby, to gauge the “depth of color,” while the color image could be open on his laptop screen
for reference as well.** Tsewang’s method for applying the oil paint to the canvas is also unique:
he first “pencils in a rough outline” of the composition, and then paints “all the color at once”
moving over the surface of the canvas only once from the top left to the bottom right corners; he
does not know of any other traditional or contemporary artist who works this way. This is in
contrast to the Tibetan traditional thangka technique in which grounds of color are built up in
layers until the finest details are applied on top, or the way modern oil painters touch up details at
the end.

For Tsewang Tashi, the digitally altered photograph is not the end product, which can
only be achieved through the painting medium. In painting, Tsewang intentionally omits the
photograph’s fine details (stray hairs, freckles, tiny wrinkles) in the smoothing of the surfaces.
The entire process seems to distill the intensity of the subjects’ unique expression, which perhaps

can only be achieved through the synthetic element of his process.

Figure 62 Tsewang Tashi's
studio, with painting in
progress. 2006. Courtesy of
the artist.
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Resisting Conventional Tibetanness

The summer of 2004, the medicinal advertisements campaign featuring the young
Tibetan woman described above appeared on many of Lhasa’s bus stands and billboards.
Tsewang Tashi had recently completed Untitled, No. 3, 2003 from a photo taken on campus of a
student in the dance department of Tibet University in her everyday dress. Tsewang Tashi was
surprised to recognize the model in the ads as the same young woman. In Tsewang’s portrait,
Untitled No.4, 2003, she looks directly at the viewer with an ambiguous expression, her skin is
amethyst colored and rippled with light rays, and the background is white. The painted portrait is
a very different kind of representation of Tibetanness, absent traditional dress, hair and jewelry,

scenic landscape and broad smile.**

Figure 63 Tsewang Tashi. Untitled
No.4, 2003 QOil on Canvas.

Figure 64 Chinese company
advertisement. Lhasa.
Photograph: Tsewang Tashi,
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Considering Tsewang Tashi’s portraits from 2003-2009, it is evident that he resists
notions of traditional Tibet and conventional representations of Tibetanness. In the materials and
techniques he uses, Tsewang’s primary source and commitment is to contemporaneous everyday
young people, photographed as they dress and express themselves, not as they are imagined. They
are located in the urban present, not a traditional past or as lingering relics of pre-modern life.
Tsewang’s loyalty to their individual personalities also refuses to turn one Tibetan into a generic
representation of Tibetanness. The colors Tsewang Tashi chooses, he notes, are not “natural” for
skin tones, but in the rapidly changing environment of urban Lhasa, the “artificial” colors of neon
and plastic, which used to be novel, are now ubiquitous. Within his lifetime, they have “become
naturalized” in his environment, and are thus reflected or embodied literally in these portraits.**?
Tsewang Tashi’s colors and lighting effects are thus visual strategies for showing unique
individuals embedded in collective social contexts of rapid modernization.

Additionally, the techniques and processes Tsewang Tashi developed are not traditional
artistic materials or methods: oil paint on canvas, photography and computer photo editing
software, and painting each area of the surface only one time do not have roots in the thangka
painting tradition of mineral pigments on thin cotton, in which shading and detail are applied over
the entire surface in multiple layers, replicating compositions marked by iconometric and
iconographic precision.

These portraits are also devoid of the expected iconographic markers of ethnicity, defined
by the State as pre-modern primitivism in reference to political campaigns, and by ‘Shangri-la’
romanticism of tradition and religion that characterizes some post-1978 Han and Western views
of Tibet. As described above, the State’s visual construction of Tibetanness in the modes of
Socialist Realism and its revival employs sartorial elements and superficial transparency of
emotion communicated though exaggerated physical gestures and facial expressions. Whereas

Tibetans in State museums become homogenous and undifferentiated in their traditional dress and
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settings, their ideologies in harmony with the State and their closed-circuit gazes directed within
the action of the frame or beyond the viewer, Tsewang Tashi’s subjects in this body of work are
unique individuals, their interior lives an enigma to the viewer at whom they gaze directly. The
larger than life size of the faces on the canvas, with the cropping centering our focus upon their
eyes, insists upon the subject’s interiority and presence in these psychological (not political)
portraits.

The sartorial element of Tsewang Tashi’s portraits has visibly changed in the course of
making portraits. The dress of the subjects in the earlier works is ordinary, modern urban youth
attire, but virtually disappears in the close cropping of the paintings from 2008-2009, both of
which omit the trope of the chupa or traditional ornaments by omitting any dress from the
compositional focus on faces.

However, Tsewang Tashi draws explicit attention to a new dress code for young Tibetans
in three full length portraits in 2009, and plays with the contrast between this reality and
pervasive stereotypes in a series of four photographs discussed below. In three nearly full-body
portraits of young women, Tsewang shows each one against a white background with aqua, pink,
and purple skin tones, wearing dance club employees’ uniforms, emblazoned with Budweiser
(with Olympic rings) (Beer seller No 1), Carlsberg “Chill” (Beer seller No 2), and Great Wall

wine logos (Wine seller No 1).
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Wine Seller No.1. 2009. oil on Beer Seller No. 2. 2009. oil on canvas. 146x97 cm - 57 1/2 x
canvas. 146x97 cm - 57 1/2 x 38 canvas. 146x97 cm - 57 1/2 x 38 in

in

38in

The women, in corporate-designed short skirts and synthetic shiny material, will be
dressed identically to all her co-workers on a given night but in Tsewang Tashi’s paintings, can
be seen to retain their individuality in their expressions, postures, unassuming hair styles and
simple jewelry; in Tsewang Tashi’s portraits, their modest demeanor and costumes seem
somewhat at odds. In these subjects, Tsewang Tashi sees a nexus of global commerce, pan-
Tibetanness,** and local mediations, as the girls sell alcohol at clubs and are “involved in things
far beyond Lhasa...It is not Tibet, but it is real life in Tibet (Tashi 2009).” Tsewang’s depiction
of contemporary realities reflects a Lhasa hybridity that is often ignored in reflecting Tibetanness
today: that these youthful Tibetan girls (living in Lhasa perhaps from different Tibetan provinces)
can wear an American beer company’s sponsorship logo, work in a Chinese owned club, and
serve drinks to Chinese, Tibetan and Western customers dancing to Hindi, Mandarin, Hip Hop
and House music is a multicultural, globalizing modernity that is denied by State propaganda’s
representation of a multi-ethnic state comprised of modern Han and pre-modern ethnic groups on

its borders. In his choice to depict ordinary young Tibetans in the everyday clothes they actually
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wear in Lhasa’s schools, clubs, and homes, Tsewang’s portraits refuse dress as a marker of
ethnicity, and thus the history of sartorial representation of Tibetans.

Tsewang Tashi further challenged the conventional representation of Tibetanness through
sartorial markers in his four-part photographic work, Shangri-la, 2008. ** Tsewang Tashi’s
Shangri-la No.2, 2008 photograph poses two young Tibetans: the male is bare-armed in a fur
lined chupa, an unsophisticated country boy in the eyes of the giggling urban young woman in a
short-skirted, silver Coors Light club uniform and knee-high white boots. Behind them, cement
sheep stand in a tiny urban park near a gazebo, a parked car in the edge of the picture.

Figure 68 Tsewang Tashi:
Shangri-La No.2, 2008, digital photo, 100 x 150 cm

The photograph re-stages an iconic image of Tibetanness by the painter Chen Danging,
one of the most well known Chinese artists to come to Tibet in first wave of independent artists
after the liberalizations of 1978. The Tibet Series catapulted Chen Danqing’s reputation as a
Native Soil artist in opposition to the past politicization of art, and yet the works led to the
popularization of romantic realism for Tibetan subjects. His work Shepherd (1980) (Fig. 16)
portrays a flirtatious moment on a cold, early spring day as the bare-armed man in a chupa tries to
kiss a woman, also in a chupa, who smiles as she gently pushes him away. They are dressed in
the clothes and boots of nomads, and a flock of sheep graze dry stubble beneath patches of snow

in the vast landscape behind them.
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In Tsewang Tashi’s Shangri-la, No.1 2008, the woman wears a headscarf and a felted
wool and fur-trimmed chupa, but her child, in jeans and sneakers, sits in a modern backpack-style
carrier. The young man shows not a thread of tradition, dressed in baggy pants, orange sneakers,
unzipped hooded sweatshirt, and black knit hat. She holds his arm as they stroll down a paved
street in front of advertisements. Comparatively, Chen Danqing’s hearty nomads in Entering the
City (Fig. 17) are traditionally dressed, the woman in a head scarf breastfeeding an infant inside
her thick leather and wool chupa, holding the arm of a man with traditional, rural braided hair and
knife hanging from the belt of his chupa.

Tsewang facilitates a counter-reading of stereotyped images of Tibetan ethnicity in the
four part photography series Shangri-la (2008) by recreating images of traditionalism made
iconic by Chen, and juxtaposing them against highly modernized elements within the

composition.
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Figure 69 Tsewang Tashi Shangri-La No.1 2008 Digital
Photograph 39.8 x 59.1 in.

Chen’s Tibet Series became extremely popular in the 1980s as symbols of a new, post-
ideological art in China. This development by independent Han artists contributes an important
part of the visual history of representations of Tibetanness, in which Tibetan tradition is not
denigrated and yet the romantic realism they practiced created different bias: Tibetans as timeless,
exotic and simple Other to the industrializing, jaded eastern Han. Conventions for representing
ethnicity established in the Socialist Realism era spilled over into the non-official ‘cool realism’
and romantic realism of independent Han artists to create works in which the ethnic status of the
subjects are still communicated by dress, environment and pre-modern living. Tsewang Tashi
objects to the persistence of tsi mode of representation of minorities and Tibetanness, familiar
through private sector advertising, such as the medicinal advertisements, as well as State media
including museums.

Tsewang Tashi wrote of his Shangri-la, 2008 series, “Tibet has been a popular exploring
field for many [non-Tibetan] artists, such as painters, filmmaker, writers, and musicians. But [the]
depiction [of the subjects] and the attitudes toward the subject are not [the] same” as a Tibetan

would present them. “Some artists are thinking it is “primitive’, some other thinking it is ‘Shangri
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la’ and exotic...and there is a certain market, because the works match the ...imagination and
[criteria] of the consumers. However reality is much [more] complex and there are more
important and interesting things one can focus on than the ‘regional characteristics’. In these
photo works my interest is to use former art works [Chen Danqing’s Tibet Series] as vehicle to
present the subjects from another way.”*®

Tsewang Tashi highlights this difference through the use of photography not only as a
part of the artistic process of production, but as the medium of the completed work. By contrast,
Chen Dangqing’s Tibet Series paintings show the subjectivity of the painter, while Tsewang
Tashi’s photographs communicate the indexical relationship of the medium to the Tibetans before
his lens, who appeared, in 2008, as we see them, alive in a specific time and place. And yet, the
subjects of Shangri-la are posed by the artist, and many are in costumes; it is not mere
documentary Tsewang Tashi is trying to achieve. His subjects’ setting and relations to each other,
however, serve to document a reality in the present upon which a fantasy is projected and staged.
The viewer becomes incriminated too, particularly to the extent that, like the tourists in Shangri-
la No.4, 2008, (a re-staging of Chen Danqing’s Pilgrims, Fig.18), we have focused our lens upon
the most exotic specimens and cropped out the less-than-*Shangri-la’ elements that inevitably

surround these Tibetans. Tsewang Tashi speaks back the Shangri-la image created by others who

romanticize Tibet (and capitalize on Tibetanness) while turning a blind eye to the real social

problems Tibetans face in contemporary society.

Figure 70 Tsewang Tashi Shangri-La No.4
2008 Digital Photograph 39.8 x 59.1 in.
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Whether Chen Danging’s paintings are seen as romantic idealism of Shangri-la, primitive
exoticism, or, as they were in early 1980s China, as counter-propagandistic naturalism, Tsewang
Tashi asserts that in highlighting the surfaces of his Tibetan subjects, Chen misses the more
interesting realities of their diverse lives. Although the work is thirty years old, Tsewang Tashi’s
referencing suggests that the problematic ways of seeing Tibetans only through their ethnic
markers have not changed, and he offers an updated vision. He juxtaposes the timeless and
traditional look that is still expected for all Tibetans everywhere with the reality of urban youth
on Lhasa’s streets; and yet importantly, both the traditional nomad youth visiting Lhasa and the
urban youth who live in the city are Tibetan.

Tsewang Tashi makes his subjects contemporaneous with his own globalized present, and
maintains their interiority. One young artist in Lhasa, SoTse, affirmed Tsewang is achieving his
goals, saying “Chen Danqing was painting at a time when life was very simple, people were
happy just to have a radio. He was not painting a developed society. Tsewang is showing the
inner mind of young people in a developed society.” Again, this is in marked contrast to the
denial of individual private life in the superficial, exterior-focused treatment of Tibetans in

Socialist Realism and its contemporary revival.

Influences Past and Present: Socialist Realism, Photography, Chinese
Contemporary

Tsewang Tashi’s art bears traces of the influences of Socialist Realist propaganda,
photography, and contemporary Chinese art, and shows how he shapes these influences particular
to his generation’s history and present into powerful communications of Tibetan cultural life
today. These three influences began with his visual environment since childhood. His sense of his
life history as an artist begins as a child keenly interested in art and observing closely various
details and artistic processes, receiving strong feelings from the images, and watching the painters

work. The art to which he was exposed 