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In July 2003, Sang-lding rDo-rje-dpal-mo bDe-chen-chos-sgron, the Twelfth Rin—po-cﬁe (Living Buddha) of Sang-lding Monastery, hand wrote an inscription
= with the words,"Tibetan women, bKra-shis-bde-legs". She wrote these for this album after presiding over the annual Grand Prayer ceremony at Sang-lding
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Tibet, located in southwestern China, stands aloof as the "Roof of the World".
Ancient religions and strong local cultures there have all left us many wonderful
legends and folklores, which blend facts with fantasy while continuing to charm
and enthrall both residents and outsiders alike. And women represent a unique di-
mension of this land of snow and mystery.

Tradition has it that the twelve holy mountains of Tibet are named after the
twelve bsTan-ma Goddesses who are its protectors. Jo-khang Temple of Lhasa
enshrines dPal-ldan-lha-mo, the Goddess of Protection loved by both the reli-
gious and the secular. King Ge-sar, the longest epic in human history, is compara-
ble to Homer's of ancient Greece and the legendary heroine A-bkra-lha-mo in it
has been the constant theme for generations of Tibetan balladeers. The Jo-mo-
glang-ma Peak and other four peaks around it are believed to be the Five Sisters
of Longevity in Tibetan Buddhism. And there exist many female local and sea-
sonal deities in the same sect.

Women hold a prominent place in history, religion and culture of Tibet, and today
they continue to command our view for their shining profiles on the vast plateau.
In front of you is a large album of photos that focuses on women of Tibet today.
Rare and unique are the words we would use to describe this album. Since 1986,
Photographer Wu Xinhua, after difficult trekking of the mountains and rivers of
Tibet, has made a better understanding of Tibetan customs and habits, gathered
folklores and dashed off stories from the Tibetans he met.

The over 100 photos on display herein have been selected from a collection of
over 10,000 captures taken in diversified locales ranging from busy streets to re-
mote border areas rarely accessible to tourists. Now, dear readers, what you are
invited to do is to turn over the pages and meet these people.

Here in the photo album you are going to meet 108 Tibetan women who dwell on
the mysterious snowy plateau of imposing beauty about 4,000 meters or higher
above sea level.

Sang-lding rDo-rje-dpal-mo bDe-chen-chos-sgron, the only female Rin-po-che
(Living Buddha) in Tibet, was able to see some of her photographs taken when
she was 16 while her relatives residing in Switzerland came to visit her in Lhasa.
And it was the first time that those photos came to be known to the public.

Witch bsTan-ma Blo-bzang-tshe-sgrol used to be one of the major oracle priests
consulted for blessings by the bKav-shag (former local government of Tibet) and
she was the only female who had free access to the holy palaces of the Fourteenth
Dalai Lama besides his mother. And Yum Seng-ge-sgrol-ma, mother of the Elev-
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enth Panchen, and Don-khang Kun-bzang-chos-sgron, who was from a noble

family in Shigatse, also appeared in the viewfinder of our cameraman.

In an exclusive interview with mKhav-khyab Rig-vdzin-sgrol-ma, 95, who re-
turned from overseas and is a master of the rNying-ma-pa Sect -- the oldest
school in Tibetan Buddhism, Wu took a photo of her at pray with chanting beads.
Our photographer visited Thang-smad dKon-mchog-dpal-mo, a famous calligra-
pher of the Tibetan script from a notable family and a great clan. Upon request,
she wrote by hand the Tibetan title of this photo album at home.

Ya-vbum, over 80 years old, is the last Lho-pa witch in Southern Yig Township.
And Ya-ye, her second daughter, was winner of two major prizes for performance
and choreography in national dance competitions. As a well-known dancer in Ti-
bet, she is the first Lho-pa female college student from Southern Yig Township.
Ya-ye, receiving the interview while at rehearsal for her role, appeared in her usu-
al charisma after her recovery from an ailment.

Another exceptional photo shows Tshe-dbyang, chairwoman of Chengguan Dis-
trict Women's Federation, Lhasa, giving nuns a lecture on menstrual hygiene
awareness. With her colleagues, she visited four nunneries nearby where they do-
nated menstrual supplies to nuns who were too shy to talk about such things.
With secular assistance, nuns living in the new century benefit from science and
worldly sisterhood.

Many of the young faces in the album have amazing life stories behind them.
Mountaineer Kyi-kyi in her Gong-po dresses, set another world record with her
husband, Rig-sna, in 1999 when they succeeded in climbing up the Jo-mo-glang-
ma Peak. bSod-nams-dbang-mo, winner of the gold prize for traditional Chinese
singing style in the 2002 National Amateur Singers Competition at CCTV, is a
singer from the grassland in Northern Tibet. The looks of a 24-year-old nun, who
has chosen to live a religious life in the over 1,000-year-old Shug-gseb-dgon
Nunnery, will leave you an impression that is sure never to be forgotten.
Tshe-dbyangs-lha-mo, one of the first Tibetan air hostesses, who, full of vigor,
has taken airline service as her career, graduated with honors from the Depart-
ment of Arts, University of Tibet. These girls often say that they are proud of be-
ing Tibetan air hostesses and they "have realized the dream" of their previous
generations.

Yes, having one's dream come true is indeed something to be proud of. But in the
past, women were not allowed to learn or practice any one of the "Five Major
Kinds of Knowledge" required of Tibetan Buddhists, including medicine. Yet to-



day, Byams-pa-sgrol-dkar, 57, one of the first certified "Bu-smad-sman-pas" (fe-
male doctors) in Tibet, not only offers lectures and provides counsel to Master de-
gree students, but also chairs routine clinical service. Hers is no longer a fairy
tale, since nearly 100 Bu-smad-sman-pas now staff dozens of Tibetan hospitals.
Traditionally, women were not allowed to engage in such trades as crafts making
and painting, and female descendants of craftsmen were by rule denied opportu-
nity to learn the secretive art of sewing Thang-ka (Tibetan Buddhist scrolled
painting). But here you'll see gNam-stong bDe-sgron, a young Tibetan painter
who was winner of a silver prize in minority nationalities painting art competi-
tion, having a quiet rest in her studio. You'll see sKal-bzang-mtsho-mo, the only
successor to dGra-vdul, one of the last declared "Che-mos" (great master crafts-
man) who has been listed in the Guinness Book of Records for his huge Thang-
kas. You'll see Byang-ngos-pa Tshe-dbyangs, the first female Tibetan professor in
the Tibet Autonomous Region. You'll see bDe-smon bDe-chen-sgrol-dkar, the Ti-
betan writer who is also the editor of Tibet Volume, China's Folklores.

And Meteorologist Phur-bu-sgrol-ma impressed her fellow weather men by com-
bining traditional Tibetan astronomy with modern meteorology when she suc-
ceeded in forecasting such major weather anomalies as the 1998 floods in Shiga-
tse area, the 1990 snow calamity in Northern Tibet, and weather changes after the
long spells of drought in 1992. Exclaimed the modern version of a woman proph-
et, she did create miracles as an ordinary weather woman.

Tshe-ring-sgrol-dkar, managing director of the Carpet Factory of Chengguan Dis-
trict, Lhasa, with her women staff and dyers from India and Nepal, has been pro-
ducing fine carpets of clever designs and excellent workmanship. As an exporter
to the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany and a dozen of other coun-
tries, she is a celebrated woman entrepreneur and an active donor in many chari-
ties.

Non-availability of the subjects and the uniqueness of the environs in which these
photos were taken are other reasons underlying our enthusiasm in recommending
this collection for your view. Look at the 70-year-old Tshams-gcod, sitting with a
smile in front of her own house. Fifty years ago she was married to bKra-shis and
began her residence in Shod at the foot of the Potala Palace, but a week later after
this photo was taken, she and her family moved into the newly built New Shod
Village, leaving the photograph of the simple house a memory forever.

And the doors and gates of residential houses in Shi-bde Township of sPu-hreng
County, near the Nepal border, which is renowned for its white rTsam-pa (made

of barley flour). And the female doctor in typical Tibetan dresses, a midwife to
over 10,000 deliveries on two simple beds at Nag-chu Tibetan Hospital located at
4,500 meters above sea level... Certainly it was fortunate and irretrievable to have
been able to make those interviews and take these photos.

Atop the Roof, or the Third Pole of the Earth, the mien and beauty of
women —— there live Mon-pa, Lho-pa, the Dengs, Sherpa and others, in
addition to Tibetans. In this album you'll see girls from mNgav-ris Grassland
in their best sPu-hreng dresses, witness the elegant simplicity of Ri-bo-che out-
fits, adore the graceful silhouette of women in ancient vKhor-chags garb, and
learn to appreciate the gorgeous colors of Zhag-pa-zhag-bro, Gu-ge Kingdom and
Sa-skya costumes. You'll see their naivete chastity and natural expressiveness in
impromptu singing and dancing. They win our respect when we realize that for
generations they have been eking out a hard living on the plateau covered with
snow and ice, side by side with men. Their healthy physique and great mother-
hood have nurtured the assiduity and bravery of the people on the plateau, bind-
ing together millions upon millions of families from different minority nationali-
ties. Of a sudden it seems clear to us why so many goddesses have arisen out of
the brilliant civilization atop the world's roof! They originated from the idolizing
complexes inherent in the people.

Tibet, after all, is far away, and most of us won't be able to go there ourselves.
That's why they seem so distanced and blurred when we see these Tibetan women
with looks and apparel so appealing and attractive. They remind us of the blue
skies of the enigmatic Land of Snow, of the wild Tibetan songs lingering in our
ears and echoing cracked valleys, of the green grass and colored flowers dotting
plateau pastures, and the rising smoke from shepherd yurt chimneys. They, Tibe-
tan women, are holy mountains and saint lakes, and most of all they are mothers,
simple and true, the pride of humanity proper.

With this album, perhaps, you'll from now on remember some of the women from
the Roof of the World recorded here.

Song Jing




