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Past Forward

Fromhistoric temples to industrial relics, Lhasa’ s historical
architecture 1s being carefully repurposed into modern
cultural and artistic spaces, blending heritage with

innovation

By Du Guodong and L1 Weitao

On May 18, 2025, the historic Jebum—gang Temple in the heart
of Lhasa - now reimagined as the Jebumgang Art Center,
welcomed Tibetan artist Gade’ s first solo exhibition in his

native Xizang Autonomous Region.

The show, titled Gade Dream Yoga, spans 40 years of Gade’ s work
through various mediums, retracing milestones of modern

Tibetan art that have drawn recognition across the globe.

But just as significant as the region’ s ongoing contemporary
cultural renaissance is the venue itself. “Asavital cultural
hub in Lhasa’ s old city, Jebum—gang serves as a bridge between
tradition and modernity, revitalizing historical heritage
through innovative transformation,” Fang Kun, co—founder of
the Jebum—gang Art Center, told China Weekly.

Such transformations are taking place across Lhasa, where a
growing number of traditional and industrial buildings, left
in disrepair for decades, are being repurposed into public
cultural spaces, art centers and museums.

Houses of the Holy

The Jebum—gang Art Center is the first public cultural space



in Xizang created through the adaptive reuse of a historic
building.

Built in the latter half of the 19th century, Jebum—gang means
“Holy Place of 100,000 Tsongkhapas” in Tibetan. This is
because the site once featured a five—story stupa that housed
100,000 tsatsas, or small molded clay sculptures of Tsongkhapa
(1357-1419), founder of the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism.

The structure follows a central theme in traditional Tibetan
architecture - the mandala. Originally meaning “palace of
the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas,” the mandala represents the
ideal, complete and resplendent world in Buddhist cosmology.
The construction of Jebum—gang embodies this ambition.
According to historical records and photos, the lower level of
Jebum—gang Temple featured a large main hall equal in length
onall sides. Embedded within its walls were the 100,000 tsatsas
salvaged from an earlier stupa on the same site that had
collapsed.

Above the main hall stood nine additional shrines. The central
shrine, slightly larger, housed three Buddha statues. At each
of the four corners were tower—like shrines dedicated to the
Four Heavenly Kings, believed to watch over each cardinal
direction. Between these towers were four smaller chapels,

completing the symmetrical layout.

A feature of Jebum—gang Temple is its interior murals. They
convey traditional Tibetan understandings of sacred space in
textbook—1ike detail. With dynamic compositions and refined
brushwork, these murals are considered outstanding examples of

late 19th century Tibetan painting.

Delving into the historical context of the temple ’ s



construction reveals that these systematically arranged murals

also held a deep functional significance during wartime.

The space was constructed during a time of foreign influence
in the region, when Britain and Russia were locked in a

strategic rivalry over control of Xizang.

“In response to this looming threat, the local government,
then under the control of the Gelug school, collaborated with
monks from the Nyingma school. They incorporated an entire set
of special ritual sequences into the murals, aiming to
construct a spiritual defense mechanism through religious
means, ” said Fang Kun, who is also director of the China
Association for Preservation and Development of Tibetan
Culture.

Yet these efforts could not prevent the British invasion of
Lhasa in 1904. In an old photograph, British troops are seen
swaggering past Jebum—gang, surrounded by helpless Tibetan

monks and civilians.

In the aftermath, the building underwent numerous
transformations, serving at various times as Xizang s first
electrical substation, a grain bureau warehouse and
residential housing. The once—pristine architectural features
and exquisite murals endured long years of neglect and

deterioration.

Since the late 20th century, scholars from both East and West
have begun to recognize the academic value of the structure.
Himalayan architectural preservationist Andre Alexander and
his team paid particular attention to Jebum—gang Temple during
their research on Lhasa’ s old city. In his book The Temples

of Lhasa, he described it as “one of the most inspiring examples



of (recent) historic Tibetan architecture” and “highly

2

deserving of protection.

It was not until 2017 that Lhasa’ s municipal and Chengguan
District governments took the lead in funding Jebum-gang’ s
protection and restoration, inviting a team of professionals
specializing in historical architecture conservation. However,
fully revitalizing the temple and realizing its contemporary

cultural value remained a formidable challenge.

In 2018, local authorities commissioned cultural enterprise
Tihho to transform the space into an art center. Through a
series of upgrades, including waterproofing, electrical,
museum grade lighting and the creation of functional spaces,
the team breathed new life into the building, making it suitable
for hosting international exhibitions and cultural events.

“In promoting Tibetan culture abroad, we realized that many
in the Western world still hold outdated stereotypes and
Orientalist fantasies about Xizang,” said Fang Kun, who has
worked in Tibetan contemporary art promotion for over a decade.
“Some people still imagine Tibetans living primitive lives or
believe Xizang is some ethereal, untouched Eastern utopia.
There are even those in the West who think Xizang should remain
frozen in time and oppose its modernization. But Tibetans not
only have a rich traditional culture, they also have a thriving
contemporary culture. Unfortunately, this side of Xizang is

often overlooked. ”

In July 2021, Jebum—gang Temple was reborn as the Jebum—gang
Art Center, opening to the public with free admission. Since
then, it has hosted a series of contemporary exhibitions and
cultural programs such as 7he Living 0ld City, Traditional
Tibetan Tiger Kugs and the Infinite Cosmos digital art show,



blending Tibetan elements with modern artistic expression. The
center has become a venue for cultural education programs for
primary and secondary school students, as well as public
performances of intangible cultural heritage.

Concrete Approach

Temples are not the only structures seeing such transformations.
A notable example is Xizang Art Museum, developed from the
former site of the Lhasa Cement Factory. As the only provincial
level art museum in China created from an industrial heritage
site, it plays a key role in preserving and repurposing Xizang’
s industrial legacy.

Founded in 1960, Lhasa Cement Factory was the earliest and
largest cement production enterprise in Xizang. During the
redesign, much of the original cement production line and
factory buildings were preserved. Scattered structures and
equipment across the site were surveyed by a design team from
Tongji University in Shanghai. By creatively reconfiguring the
relationship between old and new spaces, the team wove together
a coherent spatial narrative that encourages shared
experiences. The resulting design skillfully integrates the
dispersed layout characteristic of industrial heritage,
resulting in four core functional areas: the main exhibition
hall, an interactive art experience zone, an

artist—in-residence creation base and an art market.

Situated at an altitude of 3,700 meters, Xizang Art Museum
occupies 47,000 square meters of land, with a building area of
32,000 square meters. The museum aims to serve as a cultural
window into Xizang and Himalayan civilization, standing among
the few large—scale art institutions in the world located at
such a high altitude.



In the design of public architecture in Lhasa, expressing and
preserving Tibetan cultural identity is a central challenge.
However, Xizang Art Museum does not merely rely on symbolic
replication of historical styles. Instead, it resonates with
Lhasa’ s collective memory through thoughtful reconfiguration

of volume, space, materials and scale.

Since its opening in 2023, Xizang Art Museum has successfully
hosted numerous large—scale art exhibitions, educational
programs and academic exchanges. At the same time, it has become
integrated into the daily lives of residents in Lhasa and

surrounding communities as a public cultural space.

According to its director Lhakpa Tsering, the museum has
amassed a number of rare artworks that reflect the evolution
of modern and contemporary Tibetan art. “Since its opening,
Xizang Art Museum has sparked widespread enthusiasm among local
residents and tourists alike, quickly becoming a new cultural
landmark and a must-visit destination in Lhasa, ” Lhakpa

Tsering said.

Xizang Art Museum was awarded the Supreme Award for Structural
Engineering Excellence at the 2024 Structural Awards, given by
the UK-based Institution of Structural Engineers. Judges
highlighted the project > s seismic retrofitting in a
challenging high—altitude environment.

The building fuses architectural artistry and traditional
Tibetan culture, offering a fresh and inspiring model for the
adaptive reuse of industrial heritage. Judges noted that the
project effectively repurposes the cement factory’ s storage
rooms, kilns and slurry tanks, while preserving much of the

original structure to minimize new material use.



“We’ ve shown that an old factory can be transformed into a
spiritual vessel that carries both faith and contemporary art, ”
said Li Li, chief designer of Xizang Art Museum and professor
at Tongji University’ s College of Architecture and Urban
Planning. “It offers a new model for revitalizing industrial

”»

heritage.

Palace on the Hill

Even world-renowned landmarks such as the Potala Palace are

being revitalized.

Perched atop Red Hill in the heart of the Lhasa River Valley
at an altitude of 3,750 meters, the Potala Palace, once a center
of Tibetan political and religious power, is a cultural and

artistic treasure.

Since the peaceful liberation of Xizang in 1951, the Chinese
government has placed great importance on preserving the Potala
Palace. In 1961, it was designated as a National Key Cultural
Relic Protection Unit, and in 1994, it was inscribed on the
UNESCO World Heritage List.

From 1989 to 1995, China invested over 200 million yuan (US$28m)
to renovate the palace and expanding its square. At the end of
2018, a 300 million yuan (US$42m) national project was launched
to protect and utilize cultural relics, including ancient books
and documents housed within the palace.

As a traditional structure built of wood, earth and stone, the
Potala Palace has a low resistance to fire and houses many
flammable cultural relics such as thangkas and Buddhist
scriptures. Today, an intelligent fire alarm system operates

within the palace. “This system uses advanced sensors and



algorithms to monitor fire conditions in real time and
automatically trigger alarms at the earliest sign of danger, ”
said Thubten Tsering, director of the palace’ s monitoring

center.

The palace has also introduced a smart electricity and energy
consumption system, as well as seismic and lightning sensors.
According to Thubten Tsering, new methods and tech will be

explored to protect the site.

In 2025, Xizang will launch a preventive conservation project
targeting the Potala Palace’ s cultural relics and architecture.
As pest infestations are common in ancient buildings, domestic
and international experts have been invited to conduct

evaluations and develop targeted prevention measures.

According to Penpa Chungtak, head of the Cultural Relics
Protection Center at the Potala Palace Management Office,
“From 2025 to 2028, the Chinese government will continue
promoting the protection and utilization of ancient texts
housed in the Potala Palace, including a dedicated conservation
project for palm—leaf manuscripts and other rare documents. As
planned, restoration work will be completed on 465 volumes of
palm—leaf manuscripts and 39,752 volumes of other ancient

texts. ”

Meanwhile, the “Digital Smart Potala” Cultural Tourism
Integration Demonstration Zone is steadily advancing. Inspired
by internationally recognized initiatives such as Digital
Dunhuang, an archiving of the Mogao Grottoes in Gansu Province,
the project aims to build a digital hub centered on the Potala
Palace Digital Museum, leveraging its UNESCO status. It will

also include off-site storage facilities to protect relics.



To address long—standing issues of limited public access and
ticket scarcity, experts are reevaluating visitor capacity.
According to Kunga Tashi, deputy director of the Potala Palace
management Office, structural monitoring equipment has been
installed in key areas, including major wooden structures and
wall systems. Since 2008, these devices have operated around
the clock to track structural changes.

This attention to detail provides early warnings and helps
guide visitor management. “If excessive visitor numbers begin

»

to impact the building, the systemwill detect it,” Kunga Tashi
said. “In such cases, we take intervention measures such as
temporarily closing affected areas, reinforcing structures and
inspecting deformations. If serious issues are detected, we may
close off an entire hall and adjust visitor routes

accordingly.”

The Potala Palace was constructed using traditional materials
such as aga soil (a mix of clay and crushed rocks used to coat
ceilings and floors) and bama grass (a thick straw used to
construct lighter walls on higher floors). Since the 1990s,
efforts have been made to stockpile these materials. “It can
be said with pride that the Potala Palace may be the only
institution in the region with such a comprehensive reserve of
these construction materials, ” Kunga Tashi said. “ As
environmental and forestry regulations become stricter,
obtaining these materials is becoming increasingly difficult.

We’ re also researching alternative materials.”

Light and Shadow

According to white paper Human Rights in Xizang in the New Era
(2025) published by China’ s State Council Information Office,
Xizang had 4,468 registered cultural heritage sites as of



December 2024, with 2. 84 billion yuan (US$395m) invested in 377
conservation projects from 2016 to 2024.

Beyond these efforts, new architectural spaces have emerged

that are continuing Xizang’ s artistic and cultural legacy.

After more than a decade of planning, the Weland Museum of
Contemporary Art, Xizang’ s first private institution of its
kind, opened to the public in 2023. Located on Xianzu Island
by the Lhasa River, the center includes exhibition halls, a

stage, a caf é and a study.

Xu Yinglong, the museum’ s director and architect, said he is
more interested in “how Tibetan space is perceived” than in

“how Tibetan architecture is reproduced. ”

“When it comes to Xizang, people are often accustomed to gazing
upon it through fixed impressions. What I hope to do with Weland
is to break this one—directional mode of viewing and help every
visitor realize that Xizang is not an object to be observed,
it saliving cultural field with its own subjectivity, agency
and capacity to respond,” he said.

Through choice of materials, lighting and movement paths, Xu
said his design attempts to guide visitors to actively “read”
the cultural clues embedded within it. For example, among the
museum’ s 77 windows, not a single one shares the same shape.
As light shifts throughout the day, the quality and angle of
the incoming light change.

“Lhasa is known as the City of Sunshine, so our primary

consideration was how to create the interaction between

”»

architecture and sunlight, Xu said.



Details of folk painting, architectural art, local culture and
regional elements are integral to the design. “Atop the four
corridor columns, we used Tibetan yak bells traditionally hung
around the necks of yaks. We incorporated this element into the
stage lighting design of our central atrium, as a tribute to

the region’ s agrarian culture,” Xu said.

The Weland Museum’ s open courtyard design won the Italy-based
A’ Design Award in 2020 for best spatial design, while also
acknowledging its use of local building materials, natural

topography and solar energy to minimize environmental impact.

Since opening in October 2019, the center has received around
20,000 visitors annually, including 1,200 international
tourists. Starting in late 2024, it began inviting young
artists to create work in Lhasa each year, with plans to host
800 artists over the next decade, exploring the fusion of
traditional Lhasa architecture with contemporary art. This
initiative encourages participants to integrate their unique
perspectives and artistic styles with the cultural heritage and

natural landscapes of Lhasa.

Xu said the institution provides a platform for young local
artists to showcase their work, while presenting the creative
spirit of a vibrant new generation in Xizang. “My ideal is to
build Weland into China’ s Centre Pompidou,” he told China
Weekly, referring to the home of France’ s National Museum of
Modern Art.

“In fact, we have a vision. Through this institution, through
this space, and through this platform, we want the people of
Xizang, especially the younger generation, to see another side
of the world. At the same time, we hope the world can see another
side of Xizang,” Xu said.
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The Masked Singers

Once dwindling, the ancient art of Tibetan Opera is now reaching
new stages of development thanks to greater government and
audience support

By Wang Yan

Tenzin Yeshe believes he was a Tibetan Opera performer in a

previous life.
Growing up in the 1990s, his grandparents often took him to the
Norbulingka, the former summer palace of the Dalai Lama in Lhasa,

to watch opera. Performances lasted all day.

“When other kids were playing, for no reason at all I’ d pick



up a small twig and start dancing to the rhythm of the Tibetan
Opera drums nearby,” Tenzin, now 32 and a doctoral student in
drama and traditional opera studies at the Chinese National
Academy of Arts in Beijing, told China Weekly.

To him, Tibetan Opera evokes a deep—rooted joy: “It’ snot just
the arias, the body movements or the music. It’ s the overall

joyfulness it brings me. It’ s a very strange sensation.”

Tibetan Opera performers were mainly farmers who performed in
their spare time after the harvest. Performers often wear masks,
and the operas are divided into schools based on the mask color:

blue, white, yellow and black. Each color symbolizes different

roles, and are popular in different regions.

The blue—mask school is the most popular style. Originating in
what is today’ s western Xizang Autonomous Region, blue masks

often represent heroic 29 figures in epic tales.

The Shol Tibetan Opera Troupe, a blue—mask troupe founded in
1946, is among the most influential. Tenzin Yeshe joined in 2016
and began formal training under Penpa Tsering, its deputy
director. Over the past decade, he has mastered roles from all
eight works of the classical repertoire, including human and
animal characters. “I’ m even skilled at performing female

roles,” he said.

From its founding to the 1960s, the troupe maintained a core
cast of 16. Disbanded in the 1970s, it was later restructured
in 1984 into the Shol Tibetan Opera Cooperative, becoming a

professional troupe.

Today, it has 56 professional performers ranging in age from
18 to 71, with 32 men and 24 women. In 2004, the Shol Tibetan



Opera Performing Arts Company, incorporated on the basis of the
Shol Tibetan Opera Troupe, became the first Tibetan Opera

troupe in Xizang to market itself as a company.

These changes embody a larger revival in Tibetan Opera, fueled
by government support, public patronage and international
attention.

Rallying the Troupes

Tibetan Opera was listed as China’ s national intangible
cultural heritage in 2006 and included on UNESCO’ s list of Oral
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in 2009.

The blue—-mask school, known in Tibetan as Ache Lhamo ( “fairy
sisters” ), is a form of secular theater dating back more than
600 years. Its origins can be traced back more than 1,000 years
to folk beliefs and ritual activities, possibly as early as the
region ’ s pre-Buddhist era around the 8th century. It
incorporates elements of history, folklore, legend and
Buddhist teachings.

“Tibetan Opera plays a significant role in the lives of rural

”»

communities, said Sangye Dondrup, a researcher and art

commentator from the National Art Institute of Xizang in Lhasa.

Around 1430, the monk and engineer Thangtong Gyalpo built iron
suspension bridges across major rivers on the plateau,
including the Yarlung Zangbo River (the highest altitude river

in the world), to improve transportation.

To raise funds, he recruited seven young women from among his
builders to perform traditional Tibetan songs and dances.
“That’ s how the school got the name Ache Lhamo, or ‘fairy



»

sisters,’ Sangye Dondrup told China Weekly.

During the rule of the Fifth Dalai Lama (1618-1682), Tibetan
Opera became increasingly secular and eventually emerged as an
independent dramatic form. “By the 18th century, Buddhist
stories translated into Tibetan began to merge with local folk
tales, giving rise to full repertoires,” he said.

A typical Tibetan Opera performance consists of three parts:

a prologue featuring clowns or spirits to bless the performance,
the main narrative and an epilogue offering prayers and
blessings. The prologue features a ceremonial dance and chant
by seven blue—masked hunters, two berobed gyalu (prefects)and

seven dakinis (celestial fairies).

These rituals, according to Sangye Dondrup, purify the
performance space and invite celestial beings. Before the main
story begins, performers salute their patron saint, the

engineer-monk Thangtong Gyalpo.

The eight traditional repertoires are based on biographies of
heroes and heroines drawn from magic tales, ancient legends,
historical records and Buddhist teachings. These stories focus
on loyalty, karma, enlightenment and moral values, often
telling of young heroes who overcome hardships to become kings

or attain spiritual achievements.

Performers are judged on their rhythmic movements and the
quality of their arias, which vary by gender, emotion, plot and
character. Comedic interludes and improvisations add to the
atmosphere. “It’ s an art form rich in artistic elements,”
Tenzin Yeshe said. “There are over 20 types of arias and more
than 200 distinct body movements. I’ m trying to decode the
meaning behind each of them, their expressive functions and



”»

aesthetic principles.

Traditionally, Tibetan Opera is performed in open circular
spaces that accommodate hundreds or even thousands of
spectators. They attract entire communities, who stay for seven
or eight hours, enjoying meals and picnics as part of the event.
Although nearly everyone in the audience knows the stories and
songs, it remains a joyful experience, particularly for older

viewers.

“Tibetan Opera has always been for the people, especially
farmers, as a way to spread Buddhist teachings in an accessible
form,” Sangye Dondrup said. “Now, its inheritance is taking
two directions. One is traditional open—air performances by
part—time troupes across Tibetan areas. The other 1is
professional stage productions in modern theaters organized by
institutions such as the Tibetan Opera Troupe run by the local

government. ”

To meet the demands of modern audiences, Tibetan Opera is most
often performed in theaters with improved acoustics. Shows
typically last about two hours and are put on in both city

centers and rural communities.

Touring Casts

According to official statistics, the Xizang government has
provided aid to 154 Tibetan Opera performance troupes across
the region since 2005 as part of an intangible cultural heritage
protection initiative. The Tibetan Opera Troupe is the only
regional—-level professional troupe in Xizang. Most other
troupes are amateur, made up of part—time performers. Developed
from the once—popular Jormolung Opera Troupe in Lhasa, the

regional troupe was reorganized into a State—owned enterprise



following the establishment of the Xizang Autonomous Region in
1965.

According to Palden Wangqug, head of the troupe, its membership
has grown from around 40 in the 1960s to more than 120 today.
As an official professional troupe, it includes not only
performers but also staff dedicated to directing, stage design,
operations and research. Palden said that in the 60 years since
the founding of Xizang Autonomous Region, the favorable
environment for Tibetan Opera has led to unprecedented

achievements.

“When T joined the troupe in the mid-2000s, there were only
a few people attending our theater performances. Open—air shows
were more popular, but the audiences were mostly elderly,” said
Sonam Chodron, a performer and director at the Tibetan Opera

Troupe.

“Now, the situation has completely changed. Tibetan Opera is
not only favored by the elderly but is also attracting younger
audiences, including primary school students. Many are
learning to perform in their spare time,” she said.

Tenzin Mengnam, a 16-year—old high school student in Lhasa,
began learning Tibetan Opera at 6. Every weekend, Tenzin
Mengnam attends free opera classes at the People’ s Art Hall
in Lhasa, an initiative started by retired artist Drongphur jung
in 2015. “I was drawn to the actors’ jumps, spins, masks and
arias. The fast—paced, syncopated chants were completely new
to me,” he said. In 2015, only five or six children studied
under Drongphurjung. Today, more than 100 participate.

In 2023, Tenzin Mengnam played the lead in the classic Donyo
Dondrup, an opera about two half-brother princes who are



reunited after multiple life-or—death challenges. All 33
actors in the production were between the ages of 10 and 16.
Tenzin Mengnam has now performed 17 times at indoor venues and

public squares in cities such as Lhasa, Xigaze and Lhoka.

Through Xizang government subsidies, small village troupes can
receive 50,000 yuan (US$7,000) annually. Larger county troupes,
like the Shol Tibetan Opera Troupe and the Niangre Folk Art
Troupe in Lhasa’ s Chengguan District, receive even more through

performance grants.

Tenzin Phuntsok, manager of the Niangre Folk Art Troupe, told
China Weekly that the troupe has grown from 30 members in 1979
to b3 today. Xizang has introduced a performance based funding
model that ties subsidies to the number of public shows. “If
we do 60 free performances a year, we can receive 1.5 million
yuan (US$209,000) in subsidies,” he said. The troupe also
performs ticketed shows in Xizang and other regions of China,
such as Beijing, Shanghai and Jiangsu Province.

Both Tenzin Yeshe and Tenzin Phuntsok noted that a combination
of subsidies and commercial revenue provides a stable

livelihood for their performers.

In recent years, Tibetan Opera has become a highlight at
festivals such as Tibetan New Year, the seven—day Shoton
Festival (also known as the Yogurt Festival), the harvest
festival of Ongkor, horse races and religious events. Since
2018, the Lhasa Municipal Bureau of Culture has hosted the
Tibetan Opera Season each summer from May to July. Fully funded
by the government, the event brings together troupes from
across the region to perform in locations such as Dzongyab
Lukhang Park near the Potala Palace and the Norbulingka,

drawing thousands of spectators.



New Collabs

Tibetan Opera inheritors have made various efforts to modernize
the form to appeal to larger audiences and adapt the ancient

folk art for younger generations.

Since 2013, the regional Tibetan Opera Troupe has been engaged
in modernizing, digitizing and documenting the eight classical
Tibetan Operas. Adaptations include shifting performances to
indoor theaters equipped with 3D projections, LED screens and

virtual reality environments.

According to Palden Wangqug, these adaptations preserve the
original storylines and themes while enhancing accessibility

for contemporary audiences.

Since 2017, the troupe has expanded its repertoire to include
original operas on modern themes, such as environmental
conservation, rural revitalization and cultural preservation.
One opera portrays a Tibetan village’ s decades—long battle
against desertification, while another tells the story of a
college graduate returning to his hometown to promote local

development.

In late 2024, a new adaptation of Prince Drimed Kundan, one of
the eight classical operas, was staged at the Tibetan Opera Art
Center Theater in Lhasa. The story follows a virtuous prince
who overcomes adversity and reaches enlightenment, embodying
themes of compassion and courage. Performed by members of both
the regional and Shol Tibetan Opera troupes, the show marked
a historic collaboration between an official and a folk troupe.
For three consecutive days, the theater’ s 1,000 seats were

fully occupied.



The production was directed by Sonam Chodron, a graduate of the
Central Academy of Drama in Beijing. She noted that the
two—month rehearsal fostered a highly inclusive environment
where both troupes learned from one another. “Folk troupes like
Shol have an earthy, authentic performance style that is deeply
rooted in the public,” Sonam said. “This is something our

2

troupe operated by the local government can learn from.

Art commentator Sangye Dondrup agreed, calling the
collaboration a positive beginning. He observed that
performers from the Shol troupe demonstrated natural ease and
fluidity in their performances.

To help enhance the production, Sonam introduced techniques
such as the Stanislavski acting system, which focuses on
emotional realism, and the Suzuki vocal training method for
actors. The resulting performance was widely praised by
audiences and experts alike. “It was a real surprise for

everyone,” she said.

“Traditionally, we relied entirely on oral transmission from
master to student. That remains the case for most folk troupes
today. But in the modern era, theoretical knowledge and
practical stagecraft are essential to meet evolving audience
expectations, ” Sonam said. “ Folk and official troupes
complement each other. One is not more important than the
other.”

‘Ancient Avant—garde’
“Tibetan Opera is a relaxed art form. Its open—air setting

reflects its deep ties to the land,” Tenzin Yeshe said. While

watching the show, audiences interact with clowns and sometimes



even participate in the performance.

In contrast, indoor performances inevitably lack these
spontaneous interactions. Professionals recognize the
challenge of balancing modern appeal with traditional

authenticity.

“Especially when tackling realistic or cross—cultural themes,
traditional forms face certain limitations. That’ s the reality.
The question is how to inject new vitality without losing our

> Sonam said. “Art must evolve. Without innovation, it

roots,’
risks extinction. What we nowcall ‘traditional’ Tibetan Opera
is the result of generations of creative adaptation. ” She added
that she is currently working on a Tibetan Opera adaptation of

Shakespeare.

“No matter what kind of new creation I pursue, I always adhere
to one principle: the essence of Tibetan Opera must remain
intact,” she said. This includes its three—-part structure of
prelude, main narrative and epilogue, as well as its vocal
styles, recitations, body movements and percussion rhythms.
“These are the foundation of the art. They must be preserved

in any innovation.”

Tenzin Yeshe shares this view. In 2022, he appeared on Guangdong
TV reality show Guoyue Dadian for classic Chinese folk music,
performing a scene that went viral online. Wearing a yellow
Tibetan Opera mask of an old person, symbolizing the earth, he
recited in Tibetan: “Oh eagle of the high mountains... elk of
the grassy slopes... fish of the lake, I never thought I would

meet you.”

The piece’ s themes of environmental protection and humanity’

s connection to nature resonated with the show’ s panel,



especially ethnic Mongolian singer Daichin Tana from the band
HAYA, who said: “The most ancient art is often the most

avant—garde. ”

“Innovation and tradition are not contradictory, but mutually
enriching,” Sonamsaid. “Ifwe fail tomaintain this balance,
the art form” s future will be uncertain.”
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Developments in bilingual education, ancient text research and modern technology are enabling
young people in Xizang Autonomous Region to preserve and promote their language and culture in
and beyond the Tibetan Plateau.
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More than words

Developments in bilingual education, ancient text research and
modern technology are enabling young people 1n Xizang
Autonomous Region to preserve and promote their language and

culture in and beyond the Tibetan Plateau

By Wu Jin

“Tdon’ thave aconcrete plan for my future yet,” 22-year—old
Dampa Gyantsen from Xizang Autonomous Region told China Weekly.
“But whatever it may be, pursuing a PhD or taking the civil

service exam, working back in Xizang is my top choice.”



A master’ s candidate in Chinese philology at Xizang Minzu
University (XMU) in Shaanxi Province, Gyantsen is also fluent
in Chinese. “You can’ t expect to make friends or impress
interviewers anywhere outside Xizang without speaking standard
Chinese,” he told China Weekly. “But I always speak Tibetan
with my family and my Tibetan classmates. ” Dampa Gyantsen said
he is also proud that his bilingual skills allow him to share
Tibetan festivals, customs and literature with non-Tibetan

peers.

“Today, younger generations in Xizang, even those in remote
areas, have a good command of both Standard Chinese and Tibetan.
Some can even communicate in three or more languages,” Su
Faxiang, professor at the School of Ethnology and Sociology,
Minzu University of China in Beijing, told China Weekly.

More than 70 years ago, learning to read and write in Tibetan
was the starting point for education in Xizang, where the
illiteracy rate was 95 percent. After Xizang s peaceful
liberation in 1951, the first primary schools opened to all
local students. Since then, Tibetan has been taught as a core
subject and used in instruction at primary and secondary

levels.

Bilingual education in standard Chinese and Tibetan has also
been encouraged and promoted since then. Over the decades
Tibetan has remained the primary language of instruction in
elementary schools and a core subject along with standard
Chinese in elementary and secondary schools, particularly in
all pastoral areas and some urban schools. According to the
region’ s Department of Education, by February 2021, the
bilingual education program had been implemented across all
primary, middle and high schools in Xizang. It offers students



like Gyantsen more life options and a broader platform to share

their voices.

Many Tibetan students, especially those admitted to higher
education institutions, are becoming interested in publishing
in standard Chinese or even English, said Yin Weibin, deputy
director and research fellow with the Department of Tibetology
and Tibetan Development Studies at the Institute of Ethnology
and Anthropology (IEA), Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.
“ This allows them to reach a broader national and
international readership with the rich cultural legacy of the
Tibetan people,” she said. Information technology is also
“directly improving Tibetan language education and boosting
the promotion, inheritance and development of traditional

)

Tibetan culture,” said Long Congjun, a research fellow who

specializes in digitalization of the Tibetan language at the
TEA.

Beyond Literacy

“Learning Tibetan is not only essential for personal growth,
but also to gain a deeper understanding of our history and
> said Jimatso, a Tibetan deputy research fellow at
the IFA. With her linguistic knowledge, she is able to read

ancient Tibetan manuscripts from the Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang,

culture,’

Gansu Province and decipher worn inscriptions on old stone

steles.

Before Xizang’ s peaceful liberation in 1951, only around 2,000
monks and students from aristocratic families studied in
government—funded and private schools, while 95 percent of the
population, who were serfs and slaves, were denied the right
to education, according to a series of white papers released
by China’ s State Council Information Office since the 1990s.



Even XMU, Xizang’ s first public higher learning institution
established in 1958, is located outside the region in Xianyang,
Shaanxi Province - the result of local resistance to public

schooling for ordinary Tibetans.

Qamdo Primary School, the first modern school within the region,
was established in March 1951. Located in eastern Xizang, the
school was led by Chinese scholars Li Anzhai (1900-1985), a
Yale—trained anthropologist and Tibetologist, and his wife Yu
Shiyu (1904-1969), a bibliographer and educator. Their
academic research on Xizang’ s history and culture laid a
foundation for the region’ s modern educational system, Yin told
China Weekly.

In January 1951, about 60 students from various backgrounds
were recruited and divided into three classes to learn written
Tibetan. A few months later, the school formally launched with
a curriculum that included math, basic science, art and music.
By 2018, the school (now called Qamdo Experimental Primary
School) had expanded to 15,268 square meters, serving 2,240
students with 151 teachers.

Classes were taught in Tibetan from the start. When the
autonomous region was founded in 1965, Xizang had 56,000
primary school students, 1,359 middle school students and
12,000 adult learners among a population of more than 1.3

million, according to local educational authorities.

Huge progress has been made since then. By the end of 2014, the
illiteracy rate among young and middle—aged Tibetans had
dropped to less than 0. 57 percent, according to the white paper
Successful Practice of Regional Ethnic Autonomy in Xizang,
published by the State Council Information Office in September



2015.

“Tibetan—language education fosters a strong sense of ethnic
identity and pride among Tibetan students and helps them better
understand the uniqueness and value of their ethnic culture
amid external influences in a globalized world,” Jimatso told
China Weekly.

Since 1985, all tuition, food and boarding expenses for
students in pastoral areas of Xizang have been fully covered
by the region’ s government. Even earlier, free education was

available for all primary and middle school students in Xizang.

In 2007, Xizang became the first region in China to offer free
education to all students in the nine—year compulsory program,
one year before the policy was extended nationwide. In 2012,
Xizang also became the first region in China to provide 15 years
of free education, from preschool through high school. Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region followed in 2017 and Jungar Banner in
Ordos, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region joined in 2025.
Elsewhere in China, the nine—year compulsory education policy

remains standard.

Parents can decide whether their children receive boarding
services. Boarding students return home on weekends and
holidays. At a press conference in Lhasa on March 28, Xu Zhitao,
vice chairman of Xizang Autonomous Region, said the number of
boarders changes yearly depending on family preference, but the
curriculum is the same for both day and boarding students since
they attend the same schools.

Ngawang Wangdrak, principal of a primary school in Nagqu at an
elevation of 4,750 meters, told China News Service in December
2024 that half of the school’ s 1,343 students board due to the



long distances between home and school. To foster personal
interests, the school offers extracurricular courses -
paintings and handicrafts made by students decorate the

classroom walls.

By 2024, Xizang’ s gross enrollment rate for preschool education
reached 91.33 percent, the completion rate for nine—year
compulsory education hit 97. 86 percent and the gross enrollment
rate for senior high school reached 91.56 percent, according
to the white paper Human Rights in Xizang in the New Era,
released in March by the State Council Information Office.

Speaking Volumes

Whether Han or Tibetan, teachers were encouraged to learn each
other’ s language, said Pema, a former teacher at Qamdo Primary
School, in the Oral History of Xizang ’ s Contemporary
Breakthroughs, published by China Tibetology Publishing House
in 2012.

Cultural exchange, including mutual language learning between
Tibetans and Han, has a long history. The earliest known
Tibetan—Han dictionary was discovered among literature from
the Dunhuang Grottoes in the early 20th century and dates back
to the Tang Dynasty (618-907), according to Professor Wang
Baohong at the School of Literature at XMU, in an academic paper
from 2022.

“Bilingual or multilingual education, both historically and
today, is not unusual in Xizang, where the language includes
many loanwords adopted through centuries of exchange,” Su told
China Weekly.

After China’ s reform and opening—up in 1978, standard Chinese



classes were introduced in 1982 in more densely populated areas
such as Lhasa. In 1994, a bilingual teaching approach using both
Tibetan and standard Chinese was officially adopted in
accordance with the Outline for Reform and Development of
Education in China, issued by the Ministry of Education in 1993.
Today, courses on both standard Chinese and Tibetan are taught

in primary and secondary schools in Xizang.

“This bilingual approach, which meets the real needs of local
communities, has significantly improved the quality of

education in Xizang,” Yin said.

Tibetan students can choose either Tibetan or standard Chinese
as one of their subjects in China’ s national college entrance
exams. Both are weighted equally, with a full score of 150. In
some remote areas, such as Gyacoxung Township of Sangzhuzi
District, Xigaze, the local primary school devotes more time
to Tibetan than Chinese and offers classes in Tibetan
calligraphy to promote cultural awareness. Schools there also
provide courses in Tibetan Opera, dance and thangka painting,
a traditional Buddhist art.

According to Dampa Gyantsen, both Tibetan and standard Chinese
are essential for younger generations in Xizang who aim to work
in fast—growing sectors such as tourism. “It’ s great if they
can speak standard Chinese, since Han tourists are the

second—largest group in Xizang, after Tibetan tourists,” he
told China Weekly.

“Most Tibetan students at XMU return to their hometowns,
partly because of the strong local government subsidies and

partly due to ethnic solidarity,” said Professor Wang.

Bilingual skills open doors for both employment and cultural



exchange. At XMU, Zhao Jianjie, a lecturer at the School of
Literature, has plans to invite Tibetan students to translate
the Book of Songs, a compiled collection of ancient Chinese
poems from between (1046-476 BCE), into Tibetan.

For Jimatso, scoring high in both Tibetan and Chinese on the
national college entrance exammade it possible for her to leave
her hometown in Northwest China’ s Qinghai Province two decades
ago to study in Beijing, where she became a scholar of ancient

Tibetan scripts.

“Rather than undermining the indigenous language, linguistic
diversity can promote the development of Tibetan culture,” Su

said.

Text and Context

With over 1,400 years of history, the Tibetan language is
central to the ethnic group’ s solidarity and daily life. Over
the past decades, it has been widely studied and used within
the community, supported and strengthened by national laws and

protection projects.

According to the Chinese Constitution adopted in 1954, all
ethnic groups in China have the freedom to use and develop their
own spoken and written languages. The Law on Regional Ethnic
Autonomy, which took effect in 1984, further stipulates that
when the majority of students at an educational institution
belong to a particular ethnic group, their language should be
taught and used in instruction.

In addition, local regulations on learning, using and
developing the Tibetan language (first issued in 1987 and later
amended in 2002 and 2019) require that all resolutions, laws



and regulations passed by People’ s Congresses at all levels
in Xizang, as well as all official government documents, be
issued in both Tibetan and Chinese. The rules encourage Tibetan
language education, publishing and broadcasting, especially
targeting children and general readers. Bilingual signs are now
ubiquitous across public facilities, including schools,
libraries, restaurants and hotels. In 1997, an international
standard Tibetan character code was approved by the
International Standards Organization, making the Tibetan
script the first ethnic minority script in China with an

international standard.

Tibetan must also be used in judicial proceedings and legal
documents when the parties involved are Tibetan, according to

white papers released by the State Council Information Office.

To help preserve and promote cultural legacies, the Language
Commission of Xizang Autonomous Region (formerly the Tibetan
Language Work Guide Commission) was established in 1988. Over
the following two decades, more than 100 translation
institutions were  founded, involving nearly 1,000
Tibetan—language translators, the white paper revealed.

In addition, the Epic of King Gesar, the millennium—old Tibetan
epic, was inscribed on UNESCO’ s Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2009.

In 2013, China launched a major cultural project: The Library
of Chinese Classics: Tibetan Volume. The plan spans 15 years
and aims to collect and publish major Tibetan literary works
from the Tubo Kingdom (618-842) through to the peaceful
liberation of Xizang in 1951. This project marks a milestone
in preserving and promoting Tibetan traditional culture,
according to the 2023 State Council white paper Policies of the



Communist Party of China on the Governance of Xizang in the New
Era: Approaches and Achievements.

Jimatso believes the discovery and study of ancient Tibetan
texts play an “indispensable role” inpromoting the language’
s inheritance and development today. She told China Weekly that
a more accurate understanding of ancient Tibetan helps trace
the language’ s evolution. These texts contain historical
narratives, religious practices and cultural customs, all of
which are valuable to Tibetan identity. Their context also
sparks interest among students to continue learning the

language.

Recently, the Han-Tibetan version of the Modern Chinese
Dictionary was jointly published by China Tibetology
Publishing House and The Commercial Press.

Social media is also contributing to Tibetan language education
and cultural development. “Numerous short videos made by
Tibetan university students are uploaded to Douyin to showcase
the region’ s landscapes, customs and everyday life. Videos
teaching daily Tibetan phrases are also being shared on social
media,” Long told China Weekly.

Even online standard Chinese buzzwords are being translated
into Tibetan, a trend that Jimatso supports. “These new Tibetan
terms enrich the vocabulary,” she said, “They’ re created by
people in daily life and are often more vivid and imaginative
than anything scholars like me could come up with.”

Through advances in tech, Tibetan researchers are documenting
endangered dialects while others are broadening the culture’
s boundaries. “With the adoption of AT to read ancient Tibetan

texts and design indigenous artworks, young people in the



ethnic group can confidently inherit and promote Tibetan
culture in the modern era,” professor Su Faxiang said.
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