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Symposium Report

‘The Art and Cultural History of Central and Western Tibet,
8th to 15th Century’ and ‘Cultural Heritage Preservation’
University of Vienna

6-8 April 2011

hese two combined events were co-sponsored by the

Austrian Science Fund/NFN (Cultural History of the
Western Himalaya) and the Center for Interdisciplinary
Research and Documentation of Inner and South Asian Cultural
History (CIRDIS) of the University of Vienna (both under the
direction of Deborah Klimburg-Salter) with the collaboration
of the China Tibetology Research Center (CTRC). This
collaboration was initiated by CTRC when they hosted scholars
from the above-mentioned research units in a symposium held
in Beijing in June 2007. The proceedings were published in the
bilingual volume, The Cultural History of Western Tibet. Recent
Research from the China Tibetology Research Center and the
University of Vienna (Deborah Klimburg-Salter, Liang Junyan,
Helmut Tauscher and Zhou Yuan, eds, Vienna, 2008).

The symposium comprised three thematic sessions
presenting ongoing research focused on art historical,
archaeological and textual materials. Xiong Wenbin (Institute
for History Studies, CTRC) presented the preliminary results of
research conducted together with Shargan Wangdue (Institute
for Protecting and Researching Tibetan Cultural Relics, Lhasa)
on the two phases of wall paintings (15th and 17th century)
from the Assembly Hall of the Gongkar Chode monastery,
Gongkar county. Huo Wei (Center for Tibetan Studies, Sichuan
University) described findings on the recently discovered cave-
temples of Zanda and Pargarbu 11th-13th century in Ngari.
The paintings are related in style and subject-matter to Xixia
(Tangut) examples from Khara Khoto, as well as some of the
same period from U-Tsang. They can be seen as belonging
to the corpus of work earlier identified as the Inner Asian
International Style. Cristina Scherrer-Schaub (Ecole pratiques
des hautes études, Paris) and Kurt Tropper (Department of
South Asian, Tibetan and Buddhist Studies, University of
Vienna) discussed the wall paintings of the Lotsava Lhakhang
in Riba, documented during their field research in Ngari in 2010,
The depiction of eight monks, including Rinchen Zangpo, each
accompanied by an inscription, is the first identifiable pictorial
representation of the group sent by Yeshe O to Kashmir in order
to bring back monastic Mahayana Buddhism to West Tibet.
The paintings, circa 15th century, could be shown to follow an
earlier composition.

In the second session, Xie Jisheng (Capital Normal
University, Institute of Sino-Tibetan Buddhist Art) studied the
motif of the Eight Great Stupas in the depiction of the life of
the historical Buddha Shakyamuni in cave 76 at Mogao. He
illustrated parallel examples in Tibetan, Liao and Tangut (Xia)
art. Zhang Changhong (Center for Tibetan Studies, Sichuan
University), presented a comparative analysis of recently
discovered wall paintings from Nyag Lhakhang in Ngari. She
compared the Dharmadhatu-Vagishvara Manjushri mandala
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with examples dated to the 11th-13th century: the horizontal
mandala at Tabo, and the palace-mandalas from Alchi and
Nako.

Deborah Klimburg-Salter and Erika Forte considered
the importance of artistic production in the borderlands of
the Tibetan empire (7th-10th century) for the cultural history
of Tibet. Klimburg-Salter proposed that the ‘art of the book’,
and particularly the exterior painting on the wood book
covers, was transferred from northern Pakistan to Tibet ‘as
an entire decorative concept’; Forte presented evidence for
cultural transfer from Khotan based on recent archaeological
discoveries. Helmut Tauscher (Department of South Asian,
Tibetan and Buddhist Studies, University of Vienna) and Bruno
Lainé (University of Vienna) spoke on the ‘Early Mustang
Kanjur’ manuscripts; and Shen Weirong (Renmin University,
Institute for Sino-Tibetan Buddhism) discussed an illustrated
collection of Ming Chinese translations of Tibetan tantric texts
which prove that after the Yuan-Mongol rule Tibetan Tantric
Buddhism continued to be practised extensively in China.

Session three began with Chen Qingying’s (Institute for
History Studies, CTRC) analysis of the figure of Purangir
through the biography of the sixth Panchen Lama, while
Leonard van der Kuijp (Harvard University) placed a 15th
century biography of Yeshe O within the historical context
of other contemporaneous texts from Tholing. Zhang
Yun (Institute for History Studies, CTRC) discussed the
geographical definition of Yangtong/Zhangzhung and its
relationship to the Tubo (Tibetan) kingdom, and the evidence
provided by a contemporaneous Chinese seal from a private
collection for the historical events of this period. Charles
Ramble (Ecole pratique des hautes études, Paris) presented a
comparative analysis of a Bon ritual as described in a recently
discovered manuscript from Mustang in relation to the same
ritual he documented during recent anthropological research in
the region.

The workshop on ‘Cultural Heritage Preservation’ was
Jjointly organized with the Heritage Preservation Committee of
the International Association for Tibetan Studies (IATS), and
was the second in a series of such events (the first convened
in June 2010} at the University of Vienna. The keynote speech
was delivered by Franz Sattlecker (Schloss Schénbrunn), who
discussed the complex of issues converging on the financing
and implementation of conservation research, restoration and
maintenance at the ‘world heritage complex’ of Schénbrunn.
Specific examples were discussed during a tour of Schonbrunn
organized for workshop participants. André Alexander (Tibet
Heritage Fund) demonstrated, on the basis of two case studies,
that traditional Tibetan architecture was more resistant to
two types of natural disaster: earthquakes (Jyekundo, Yushu
Qinghai) and floods (Ladakh). Minyag Choekyi Gyaltsen
(China Tibet Buddhist Institute; Plateau Heritage Association)
discussed how the preservation of cultural heritage can be
improved. Klimburg-Salter contrasted the impact on the
monastic and lay communities of the heritage preservation



programme in Nako village (NRRP) in Kinnaur, a local
initiative, and at Tabo monastery under the protection of the
Archaeological Service of India. Heather Stoddard (Institut
National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales, Paris) gave
an overview of eight restoration projects carried out in Tibet
between 1994 and 2000.

Karel Kriz (Department of Geography and Regional
Research, University of Vienna) illustrated the advantages
of an online interactive cartographic information system on
the Western Himalayas (CHIS) for monument conservation.
Shargan Wangdue’s paper discussed ‘The Citadel of Mangyul
gung thang in Lower Ngari’. Huo Wei formulated specific
regional challenges in his paper ‘Preservation at Archaeological
Sites in Ngari’. Unfortunately, the Tibetan scholars were unable

to attend, but their papers, read by their colleagues, were highly
appreciated.

The round-table format and the small size of the conference
— limited to the scholars who had participated in the Beijing
CTRC meeting and the members of the Vienna-based research
units — proved to be an effective platform for the open exchange
of current field research and heritage preservation problems. A
bilingual publication of the proceedings is planned.

Deborah Klimburg-Salter is Professor of Asian Art History at the
University of Vienna.

Erika Forte is Research Associate of the Austrian Science Fund/

National Research Network: Cultural History of the Westemn Himalaya,
University of Vienna.
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