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In this detail of the thangka shown at , the central figure represents a guru of high ranking. Leah Wolf
Whitehead, a conservation technician at Museum Textile Services in Andover, uses a sponge to clean a
Tibetan thangka in preparation for its display at the Mead Art Museum.

In 2007, Elizabeth Barker, director and chief curator of the Mead Art Museum at Amherst College,
discovered the collection of 18th-century thangkas in the museum's basement.

For decades, the 17 treasures from Asia sat in boxes in a climate-controlled store room beneath Amherst
College's Mead Art Museum. Most were so fragile they had not been seen by the public since 1958.

The delicate pieces of artwork are Buddhist thangkas - cloth paintings depicting Buddhist deities and
saints, sewn into fine silk textiles, which have for centuries served as cultural and religious symbols and
texts.

Now six of them are undergoing restoration at Museum Textile Services in Andover, where they are being
prepared for an unveiling at the Mead. Stephen Fisher, the Mead's collections manager, said he expects the
thangkas to be ready for display at the Mead in October or November.

From Tibet to Amherst

Elizabeth Barker discovered the thangkas not long after she arrived in the fall of 2007 to serve as the
Mead's director and chief curator. She recognized immediately that the thangkas stood out among the
museum's collection of more than 16,000 works.

"I was very excited to see these and was sorry to learn from the expert members of our own staff that they
were really too fragile to put up on view," Barker said, referring to the richly colored and elaborately
decorated 18th-century pieces - some as big as king-sized mattresses and adorned with paint made of gold.
"Every time we handle them, we injure them a little bit more."

As she researched her find, Barker discovered that the thangkas had been donated to the Mead in 1952 by
Thuyrza Field Hamilton, the widow of George L. Hamilton, an 1893 graduate of the college. Though little
information exists about how, exactly, the Hamiltons came to acquire the works, Barker and her colleagues
at the college have pieced together a complicated history, using documents that accompanied the thangkas.



Fourteen of the Hamiltons' thangkas had originally been displayed in the Tengye Ling monastery in Lhasa,
Tibet, while three came from Korea, China and India. The Tibetan ones had been removed by monks after
they were banished from their homeland by Thubten Gyatso, the 13th Dalai Lama - the country's religious
and political leader. Apparently those monks had, in violation of Gyatso's wishes, welcomed invading
Chinese troops to the area. In 1911, Gyatso ordered the monastery destroyed.

That dramatic history calls attention to Tibet's current political situation, says Amherst College professor
Paola Zamperini. Tibet is under China's rule, and Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, has for over a half
century, lived in exile. The 1989 winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, he travels the world, speaking about
Buddhist practices and on behalf of Tibet and its people.

Because of the upheaval in their country, many Tibetans have sought refuge in foreign countries, including
in the United States. The Pioneer Valley has been designated by the U.S. government as a resettlement
area for the refugees, and today, some 100 Tibetans live in the Valley, which is the site of the Shang Shung
Institute of Traditional Tibetan Medicine, located in Conway.

The Hamiltons' knowledge about Tibetan issues remains a mystery, says Zamperini, an assistant professor
of Asian languages and civilizations at Amherst College and a Tibetan Buddhism practitioner. "I don't
know if Hamilton himself was aware of how sensitive this issue would become," she said.

Shining a light

The Thangkas are very important devotional objects for practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism. They are not
just representations of deities but are used in the practice of meditation itself, said Zamperini, who will
help design educational programs for the Five Colleges, related to the thangkas. (See sidebar.)

"The cultural, religious, spiritual significance of the Mead's thangkas, and other thangkas in general,
cannot be underplayed," she said. "They are important objects for people who may not know about
Tibetan culture to begin to engage with that tradition."

Indeed, for Tibetans, the thangkas are like maps that show how their culture developed and how it will
move forward, says Phuntsog Wangmo, a Tibetan and a doctor and teacher of traditional Tibetan medicine
at the Shang Shung Institute. Thangkas are used to illustrate Tibet's cultural, scientific, and religious
history, she said. Some tell the history of the Tibetan people and their leaders, while others may be used in
medicine.

The ones found at the Mead relate specifically to the religious aspects of Tibetan culture, and illustrate the
history of the four schools of Tibetan Buddhism, Wangmo said. They show a school's lineage and the
relationship between masters and disciples.

As Buddhism, Tibetan culture, and Chinese history have risen to prominence, both as academic subjects
and as matters of popular interest, local experts suggest that the Mead's thangkas can be used to further
shine a light on that culture and history.

"We're really hoping that these Tibetans who are now living and becoming part of the Pioneer Valley
community will see these thangkas as part of their own cultural heritage," Zamperini said. But, while she
says she is looking forward to working with members of the local community from Tibet, including the
scholars and teachers from Shang Shung Institute in Conway, to develop plans for exhibitions and
educational seminars related to the thangkas, she suggests that the ways in which the works are presented
at the college must be handled carefully because of ongoing tensions that surround the issue of Tibet.

"If we put this history of division and strife at the fore in discussing the thangkas, this could be a way to



turn off people who actually really need to learn more about Tibet," Zamperini said. "We don't want this to
be something that excludes any of our constituency in the Pioneer Valley. ... We have students from
Mainland China here ... and we want them to come and we want them to understand how rich and precious
Tibetan culture is."

Ultimately, Zamperini says, the Mead's thangkas, can provide a unique opportunity for all people to
experience aspects of Tibetan culture not found in other forms of public media.

"When the Dalai Lama goes to "Larry King Live," of course Tibet gets exposed, but it's more a question of
the Dalai Lama getting exposed than the culture that he embodies and represents," she said. "There is a lot
about Tibet that people don't get to know. ... There is still a great deal to discover."
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