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Friday, March 7
4:30 pm	 Welcome
	 Welcoming remarks by Stephen F. Teiser

4:40 pm	 Keynote Lecture
	 Deborah Klimburg-Salter, “A Translational Methodology: Towards 

a Study of Tibetan Art History”

6–7 pm	 Reception 
	 McCormick Lobby

Saturday, March 8
9 am	 Introduction
	 Welcoming remarks by Rob Linrothe

9:10–10:25 am	 Papers
	 Stephanie Bogin, “Through a Conservator’s Lens”

	 Sarah Richardson, “Patronage, Power, and Paintings: The History 
of the Chenrezig Chapel at Shalu”

	 Leigh Miller Sangster, “Ways of Seeing Buddhas: Tibetan Visual 
Culture in the 8th–21st Centuries”

10:25–10:55 am	 Response and Discussion
	 Response by Marylin Rhie

10:55–11:15 am	 Coffee Break
	 McCormick Lobby

11:15 am–12:30 pm	 Papers
	 Nancy Lin, “Remaking Buddhist Hagiographies in 18th-Century Tibet”

	 Ariana Maki, “Lineage, Legitimacy, and Pedigree in Lhasa’s 
Lukhang Temple”

	 Uranchimeg Tsultem, “Jebzundamba’s Visual Hagiographies”

12:30–1 pm	 Response and Discussion
	 Response by E. Gene Smith

2:45–4 pm	 Papers
	 Wen-shing Chou, “Painted Peregrinations of Wutaishan and 

Sacred Cosmography in Early Modern Tibet”

	 Damchö Diana Finnegan, “Vinaya on Display: Tibetan Murals 
Representing Monastic Practices and Material Culture”

	 Ben Wood, “The ‘Endurance World-System’ (mi mjed kyi ’jig rten 
gyi khams) in Tibetan Temple Murals”

4–4:15 pm	 Coffee Break
	 McCormick Lobby

4:15–4:45 pm	 Response and Discussion
	 Response by Janet Gyatso

5–6:30 pm	 Reception
	 McCormick Lobby

Sunday, March 9
9–10:15 am	 Papers
	 Brid Arthur, “Magnificent Grotto: Dragla Lugug Temple of 

Chakpori”

	 Yashaswini Chandra, “Western Tibetan Painting Traditions of the 
15th to 18th Century”

	 Maggie Mei Kei Hui, “Circumambulation: A Bodily Spatial 
Transformation in the Everyday Life of Tibetan Religious Devotion”

10:15–10:30 am	 Coffee Break
	 McCormick Lobby

10:30–11 am	 Response and Discussion
	 Response by Deborah Klimburg-Salter

11:15 am–12:30 pm	 Roundtable Discussion
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Abstracts of Papers
Brid Arthur

Ohio State University
“Magnificent Grotto:  

Dragla Lugug Temple of Chakpori”

Lhasa’s Chakpori hill is home to an unusual and 
ancient cave-temple. According to Tibetan histories, 
Dragla Lugug (brag-lha klu-phug) cave was created 
in the seventh century during the reign of Songsten 
Gampo. The cave played a small but critical role in the 
foundation story of the sacred Jokhang temple and has 
served as a meditation cave for many of Tibet’s great 
spiritual adepts. The site consists of a small kora, or 
circumambulatory passage, cut directly from the living 
rock, thus forming a small cave. The rock walls are 
embellished with numerous carvings of Buddhist deities 
and early historical personages. The date and source 
of these carvings remain uncertain; they are generally 
thought to be self-arisen, though some attribute the 
work to Newari artisans. Though Dragla Lugug merits 
mention in several histories and travel accounts, it has 
received little scholarly attention. This paper will pro-
vide an overview of the site by merging textual accounts 
of the cave with visual and comparative evaluations of 
the rock-carvings and of the cave itself. Through these 
means, I hope to sort out the chronology of the carv-
ings, to locate the cave within the greater tradition of 
cave-temples, and to establish the significance of this 
site within Tibetan cultural history. 

Stephanie Bogin 
Courtauld Institute of Art

“Through a Conservator’s Lens”

The visual analysis of paintings is central to the work 
of both art historians and conservators. However, the 
primary goals and specific methods employed differ in 
significant ways. Wall painting conservators are depen-
dent on both in-situ examination and scientific analysis 
in the study of original materials, painting technique, 
and condition. While such information is essential 
for the appropriate conservation of wall paintings, it 
also has the potential to inform art historical study. 
This is particularly relevant in the field of Tibetan art 
history, where historically access to wall paintings has 
been limited and current scholarship benefits from 
the potential to be carried out directly on site while 
utilizing an interdisciplinary approach. Drawing on the 
visual examination of wall painting sites in central 

and western Tibet from a conservator’s perspective, 
this paper will introduce the analytical tools employed 
by conservators in their task to ensure the long-term 
survival of works of art as well as provide examples of 
how these analyses can serve to illuminate art histori-
cal concerns.

Yashaswini Chandra
University of London,  

School of Oriental and African Studies
“Western Tibetan Painting Traditions  

of the 15th to 18th Century”

This paper will discuss the themes and nature of 
western Tibetan paintings of the late medieval to 
early modern period through a study of the Serkhang 
(Golden House) at Tabo monastery in Spiti. The 
Serkhang is an important painted monument from a 
phase of western Himalayan painting that has yet to 
be comprehensively studied. Existing scholarship has 
focused on the earlier periods of western Himalayan 
painting (i.e., from the 10th to 14th century), while the 
wealth of later material (i.e., the 15th to 18th century) 
from the important period of increased interaction 
between the western Tibetan kingdoms and Gelugpa 
ascendancy has been less emphasized.

The painting compositions at the Serkhang are identifi-
able as Mahayanic and Yogatantric themes, repeating 
those that have been present in Buddhist western 
Himalayan paintings since the 10th century and, indeed, 
since their induction into western Himalayan traditions 
from the regions of Kashmir. The interesting question 
to consider is the reason for the continuation of the 
Yogatantric themes after the 15th century, that is, after 
the conversion of Tabo monastery to the Gelugpa sect 
is said to emphasize the Anuttarayogatantra. This paper 
will seek to raise and discuss related questions. 

While the Serkhang will provide the primary reference 
point in this discussion, other painted monuments 
at the sites of Tabo, Tholing, and Tsaparang in the 
western Tibetan cultural zone will also be included in 
the scope of this paper.

Wen-shing Chou 
University of California–Berkeley

“Painted Peregrinations of Wutaishan and 
Sacred Cosmography in Early Modern Tibet”

Wutaishan, famed holy abode of the bodhisattva 
Mañjuśrī  located on the northeastern frontier of China, 
has been an important pilgrimage site for Tibetans from 

the early ninth century onward. Also widely sought after 
were painted and printed images of Wutaishan, which 
became popular objects of devotion for Tibetans who 
couldn’t travel there. From the 17th century onward, 
with the Dge lugs pa’s rise to power, monumental wall 
paintings of Wutaishan were found among depictions of 
sacred places in various temple complexes in Tibet.

This paper considers Wutaishan’s place in the complex 
web of early modern Tibetan sacred geography through 
a set of wall paintings of sacred places in Bsam yas 
Monastery, Potala Palace, and Nor bu gling ka. Each 
set consists of six sacred places, namely Mount Meru, 
Shambhala, Vajra Throne of the Buddha Śākyamuni, 
Great Stupa of Amaravatī, Potala, and Wutaishan. By 
examining the visual syntax and semantics of Wutai-
shan murals within this cosmographical scheme, this 
paper considers the overlapping sacred geography 
of Tibetan, Chinese, and Indian Buddhist traditions. 
It explores, on a broader level, how images of holy 
places can inform us about journeys, the desire to 
make pilgrimages, worlds, and worldviews. As a case 
study, this paper seeks to establish a new framework 
for understanding how wall paintings contain and 
configure landscape and history.

Damchö Diana Finnegan
University of Wisconsin

“Vinaya on Display:  
Tibetan Murals Representing Monastic 

Practices and Material Culture”

The visual culture of Tibetan Buddhist monasteries is 
rich in both imagination and execution. While its atten-
tion turns most often to deities and their pure realms, 
lineage lamas, and narrative art, the exterior walls of 
many Tibetan Buddhist monasteries also make room 
for an idealized imagining of monastic life itself. These 
murals, although referred to as ”examples of monastic 
requisites,” depict types of architectural structures, 
the observance of rules regarding the handling of 
monastic robes, as well as the various requisites 
permitted to Buddhist monastics.

The murals surveyed in this paper display a high degree 
of regularity in composition, and all follow closely an 
early 20th-century illustrated text composed by the Thir-
teenth Dalai Lama. This text appears normative across 
sectarian boundaries, as the murals of monastic requi-
sites in bKra shis lhun po, Sera, mTshur phu, bSam yas, 
 and Zhwa lu monasteries all closely mirror its vision.

In my paper, after presenting an overview of this 
practice of painting monastic requisites, I will be 

considering what work these murals perform for the 
monastics and laypeople who view them. As a starting 
point, I will argue that they cannot simply be meant to 
be read as normative, prescriptive, or descriptive. For 
example, every single mural depicts monks meditating 
while seated on the branches of trees, and one early 
20th-century mural presents a Victorian armchair as 
its example of a chair.

As resources for thinking about what sort of work 
the murals are doing, I will look at how the actual 
requisites depicted are used within Tibetan monastic 
life itself. Additionally, I will explore the relation of 
the images to the illustrated text and to texts that 
regulate monastic life. Finally, I will consider how 
the physical placement of these murals—always on 
exterior walls—and the relatively sparse use of details 
and narrow color palette offer further suggestions as 
to how the murals are to be read in the context of the 
monastic complexes that house them.

Maggie Mei Kei Hui
Chinese University of Hong Kong

“Circumambulation:  
A Bodily Spatial Transformation in the  

Everyday Life of Tibetan Religious Devotion”

Circumambulation is an essential element in the 
everyday practice of Tibetan Buddhism, in other 
words, a common phenomenon of religious devotion. 
This act produces a form of spatial relationship with 
the sacred subjects ranging from an object, a piece of 
architecture, to a site. In these phenomena, architec-
ture, the built environment, becomes one of the key 
components for the reinforcement of such a relation-
ship. The involvement of architecture ranges from the 
inner space of a building, the courtyard of a complex, 
the periphery of a building, to the extensive path that 
travels around a monastery. 

The questions are, how do architectural form and 
settlement facilitate such practice? And on the other 
side, how is this transcendental physical act respon-
sible for strengthening the spatial meaning of a site 
and its architecture? 

This paper takes a number of religious buildings 
and monastic sites to illustrate a series of spatial 
relationships. The aim is to view the practice of circum-
ambulation from a spatial perspective, to focus on the 
impact of such bodily spatial acts as part of the archi-
tectural constitution of the holistic religious experience. 



Nancy Lin 
University of California–Berkeley

“Remaking Buddhist Hagiographies  
in 18th-Century Tibet”

The dissemination of block-printed texts and images 
in Tibet reached new heights during the 18th cen-
tury, with multiple printeries releasing editions of the 
Buddhist canon and numerous other religious texts 
and images. Printed materials were commonly issued 
in large-scale sets, such as the collected works of 
eminent monks, sets of lineage portraits, or series of 
pictorial narratives. This paper is a case study of the 
Wish-Granting Vine pictorial woodblock series printed 
at Narthang in 1746 by the then-ruling family of central 
Tibet. Originally a Sanskrit verse anthology of Buddhist 
hagiographies, the Wish-Granting Vine became the 
preeminent poetic work in Tibet after its translation in 
the latter half of the 13th century. As for the Narthang 
block-prints, they served as the common model for 
depicting Indian Buddhist narratives in temple murals 
and scroll paintings throughout central Tibet and 
beyond. Major surviving examples include those in the 
Norbulingka summer palace in Lhasa, Gongkar Chöde 
monastery south of Lhasa, and the Gugong Palace 
collection of the Qing imperial court. By examining 
the narrative logic at work in text and image, I explore 
how acts of remaking ideal narratives from the Wish-
Granting Vine reveal elements of cultural imagination 
in the fashioning of persons and places. Through this 
process, personal and regional identities are articu-
lated in relation to the legendary Indic past and to the 
sociopolitical contexts of 18th-century Tibet.

Ariana Maki
Ohio State University

“Lineage, Legitimacy, and Pedigree 
in Lhasa’s Lukhang Temple”

The Lukhang Temple sits just offshore in the small lake 
formed as a result of the 17th-century construction 
of Lhasa’s most visible landmark, the Potala Palace. 
During the last decade, scholars have worked to trace 
the source of the imagery seen on the murals within 
the Lukhang, and have recently come to the conclusion 
that it originates from the Dzogchen teachings of the 
Bhutanese terton Pema Lingpa (1450–1521). While 
this finding is definitely exciting, much of the story 
remains yet to be explored. In my paper, I intend to 
investigate those murals of the third floor that are far 
less publicized, but perhaps just as revealing.

Attention has generally been focused upon three 
large, wall-length compositions that are dominated by 
contorted siddhis, colorful visualizations, and tech-
niques for proper meditative practice. In contrast, my 
research considers the murals of the southeast cor-
ner, where teachers, tertons, and kings are arranged 
in the sacred landscape of the greater Tibetan sphere. 
It is my intent to show how these particular individu-
als may serve as the ancestral “pedigree” for those 
visions that adorn the remainder of the room. By 
clarifying their points of interrelatedness through 
incarnation, initiation, and textual dissemination, I 
intend to advance our understanding of the lineages 
invoked by these murals, and gain further insight into 
the personality of their visionary, the Fifth Dalai Lama 
Lobsang Gyatso (1617–1682).

Sarah Richardson
University of Toronto

“Patronage, Power, and Paintings:  
The History of the Chenrezig Chapel at Shalu”

The mural paintings at Shalu provide visual evidence 
for the significant relationships between Shalu, Sakya, 
and the Yuan court in China. Furthermore, thanks to a 
large number of Tibetan sources relating to the history 
of the monastery, the history of construction periods 
and their patronage are fairly well understood. Three 
major construction periods occurred between the late 
13th century and the mid-14th century. While the main 
chapels and paintings at Shalu have been assigned 
to these known periods, some other corners of Shalu 
have been neglected. This paper will focus on the 
remains of a small chapel entered from the Northern 
section of the lower Khorlam, where a large Chenrezig 
survives, as well as a teacher lineage and a painting 
of Hayagriva. On the basis of the lineage of teachers, 
the Tibetan sources, and the style of the paintings, I 
will seek to place the chapel in the historical context 
of its construction period. Furthermore, I will demon-
strate how the paintings in this chapel underscore the 
political and social relationships of Shalu in the late 
13th and early 14th centuries.

Leigh Miller Sangster
Emory University

“Ways of Seeing Buddhas: Tibetan Visual 
Culture in the 8th–21st Centuries”

I will consider the usual materials of Tibetan art history 
studies from an interdisciplinary perspective, exploring 
the ways in which seeing them as part of a larger visual 

culture, structured by religious, political, historical, 
artistic, and contemporary concerns, enlarges our con-
ceptions of what makes such objects “Tibetan.” When 
popular audiences and specialists both can generally 
agree on terming a diversity of influences and images 
created over a span of more than 1,000 years “Tibetan 
art”—with geographic, sectarian and Bon, stylistic, and 
historical subdivisions—several questions arise. What 
characteristics of production, circulation, and view-
ing might be distinctively Tibetan, contributing to this 
unifying view? Might these characteristics exhibit some 
continuities into the contemporary era, when calling the 
work of today’s artists in Lhasa “Contemporary Tibetan 
Art” is not uncontested? If we are setting out to see 
Buddhas, into what sets of expectations, conceptual-
izations, and images—foreign and indigenous—do we 
gain insights?

Uranchimeg Tsultem 
University of California–Berkeley

“Jebzundamba’s Visual Hagiographies”

Two thangka paintings, the Meditation of the Bogdo 
Gegeen and the Vajrabhairava Mandala, ascribed 
to the artist Sampil (19th-early 20th centuries) are 
stored today at the Bogdo Khan Palace Museum in 
Ulaanbaatar. Patricia Berger and Terese Bartholomew 
published the Meditation of the Bogdo Gegeen in 1995 
in the exhibition catalog The Legacy of Chinggis Khan 
(Asian Art Museum, San Francisco), where Berger 
offered a first reading of the extensive imagery. The 
other painting, Vajrabhairava Mandala, has never been 
published and hence has never been studied.

Both paintings are large in size, with a similar com-
position of a central bloc surrounded by 22 smaller 
scenes—all narratives inscribed in Mongolian—of 
mainly, but not exclusively, empowerments (abhiseka) 
of the Mongolian reincarnate ruler, Jebzundamba. 
Based on the imagery and the inscriptions, Berger 
has shown that the Meditation of Bogdo Gegeen is 
not only a story of Jebzundamba’s initiations, but also 
carries politically-charged messages of the Eighth 
Jebzundamba (1870–1924), who commissioned the 
two thangkas.

The Jebzundamba’s pair of empowerment stories are 
“visual hagiographies,” to borrow Berger’s term, of 
not only the Eighth Jebzundamba, but more so of the 
Jebzundamba lineage. Given the monumentality of the 
two paintings, the Mongolian language of the inscrip-
tions, and the fact that the deities carry Mongolian 
appellations, I suggest that both paintings were 
intended to be seen publicly. What does it mean for a 

ruler to display his spiritual authority by depicting mul-
tiple scenes of his initiations, his Vajradhara-nature, 
and his devotion to his disciples? 

This paper will initiate the usage of the Eighth Jebzun-
damba’s hagiographies to discuss whether and how 
the two thangkas constitute a set, and how the artist 
creates a visual history of Jebzundamba’s empower-
ments to convey the ruler’s message to his people 
and posterity.

Ben Wood 
University of Toronto

“The ‘Endurance World-System’ (mi mjed kyi 
’jig rten gyi khams) in Tibetan Temple Murals”

My paper will concentrate on depictions of the 
Buddhist perception of our universe, known as the 
“Endurance World-System” (mi mjed kyi ’jig rten 
gyi khams) in Tibetan temple murals. I will begin 
by detailing the iconographic particularities of this 
world-system through a comparison of the human 
realm in “Wheel of Existence” (srid pa ’khor lo) murals. 
Secondly, I will discuss sources of inspiration and 
obligation to paint this image on temple walls in both 
Indo-Tibetan Buddhist and pre-Buddhist Indic litera-
ture. The paper will investigate the diverse artistic 
forms through which the world-system is depicted in 
these murals, as well as the accompanying narra-
tive inscriptions with which they collaborate. Finally, I 
will argue that visual depictions of the world-system, 
like their textual counterparts, are effective tools for 
imparting Buddhist religious teachings.

Respondents and 
Keynote Lecturer
Janet Gyatso is the Hershey Professor of Buddhist 
Studies at Harvard Divinity School. Her books include 
Apparitions of the Self: The Secret Autobiographies of 
a Tibetan Visionary; In the Mirror of Memory: Reflec-
tions on Mindfulness and Remembrance in Indian and 
Tibetan Buddhism; and Women of Tibet.

Deborah Klimburg-Salter is the University Professor for 
Asian Art History at the University of Vienna. Her books 
include Tabo, A Lamp for the Kingdom: Early Indo-Tibetan 
Buddhist Art in the Western Himalaya and The Kingdom 
of Bamiyan: Buddhist Art and Culture of the Hindu Kush. 
She is director of the project “The Cultural History of 



the Western Himalaya from the Eighth Century,” funded 
by the Austrian Science Fund, and was named “Austrian 
of the Year, in Science, 2007.”

Marylin Rhie is the Jessie Wells Post Professor of Art 
and East Asian Studies at Smith College. She coau-
thored Wisdom and Compassion, The Sacred Art of 
Tibet, and Worlds of Transformation, and has recently 
published vols. I and II of her ongoing series, Early 
Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia.

E. Gene Smith is cofounder of the Tibetan Buddhist 
Resource Center, a project dedicated to the preserva-
tion of the Tibetan literary heritage by digital means. 
He is the author of Among Tibetan Texts: History and 
Literature of the Himalayan Plateau. He has studied 
in the U.S., Europe, and India, and worked for many 
years for the Library of Congress in India (as field 
director), Jakarta, and Cairo.

The Tibet Site 
Seminar
The Tibet Site Seminar was held in the summer of 
2007. It was an interdisciplinary seminar bridging the 
fields of art history, Buddhist studies, and Tibet stud-
ies, taught by an international group of scholars. The 

12 students on the seminar were Ph.D. students from 
various universities in North America, the U.K., and 
Hong Kong. 

Core faculty for the seminar were David Germano 
(University of Virginia), HO Puay-Peng (Chinese Univer-
sity of Hong Kong), Christian Luczanits (University of 
Vienna), Shargan Wangdus (Tibet Museum, Lhasa), 
Jeff Watt (Himalayan Art Resources), and XIONG 
Wenbin (China Tibetology Research Institute). The 
project was directed by Stephen F. Teiser (Princeton 
University). Rob Linrothe (Skidmore College) was field 
director and Wei Yang (Northwestern University) was 
coordinator.

The Tibet Site Seminar was supported by a four-year 
grant from the Henry Luce Foundation. Additional 
funding was provided by the Silkroad Foundation and 
the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation. 
Princeton University provided funding and support 
through the Tang Center for East Asian Art, the 
Program in East Asian Studies, and the Department 
of Religion.

Art History, Buddhist Studies, Tibet: New Perspectives from the Tibet Site Seminar is sponsored by 
the Center for the Study of Religion, P. Y. and Kinmay W. Tang Center for East Asian Art, Program in 
East Asian Studies, Council of the Humanities, and Department of Religion at Princeton University. 

The conference is free and open to the public, but advance registration is required.  For registration and 
questions, see the conference website at www.princeton.edu/~tibetsem/program-conference.htm.

Program produced by the Office of Communications; Cover photo by Christian Luczanits


