
Second Life at the Roof of the World 

In 2010 I was invited to participate in an exhibition at the museum of 

contemporary art in Shanghai, China. The exhibition of contemporary 

Indonesian artists was curated by Aminuddin TH Siregar (Indonesia) and 

Biljana Ciric (China), who selected my work, "The Flag Project", for the group 

exhibition. The work is a long-term, community-based artwork that I started in 

2006. It started with a collaboration with Amumarta pesantren (Islamic 

boarding school) in Yogyakarta, and I continued this work with other 

communities. For the group exhibition, I proposed to continue this project with 

other communities in China so the public can understand the intention and the 

concept behind a "community-based art project", as, during the time, such an 

artmaking method was not yet practised. 

The curators agreed with my proposal and assisted in looking for more 

information as I wished to work with marginalised or disaster-affected 

communities. Biljana mentioned the recent earthquake in the Qinghai plateau in 

Tibet; the earthquake occurred about two months before I arrived in China. The 

community still struggled in the aftermath of the earthquake. Although I've 

never been to the area, the situation reminded me of a similar experience 

working together with the community in Yogyakarta. After checking the 

affected area's condition, my assistant Li Mu agreed to accompany me there, so 

we eventually left Shanghai for Yushu prefecture in the Kham area.  

When we arrived in Yushu, we were confused because there was not that much 

public transport. Furthermore, there was a strong presence of police and 

military. We were lucky to meet with a group of Tibetans that agreed to take us 

to town. The condition was still quite dire. The earthquake claimed thousands of 

people, and even after two months, we could still witness its devastating impact. 

People's expressions were tense and tired. My other luck was that people saw 



me as a Tibetan, and Li Mu, who was Chinese, was perceived to be my 

husband, so I was not suspected as a foreigner because they were not allowed to 

enter the area! 

Kham area at that time was isolated, and foreigners were not allowed to enter. 

Tibetans from other areas were also not allowed to enter without a permit 

because this area was considered politically and economically sensitive. Kham 

was also the birthplace of Dalai Lama, and there was a long history of 

resistance. Moreover, scientists called this area "the future of China" due to its 

wealth of natural resources. Before leaving for Yushu, I was asked by the 

museum to sign statements to release them if I get into trouble in the area!  

To cut a long story short, I met with a group of monks from Jiegu monastery in 

Yushu to gather information about the difficult post-earthquake recovery. I 

could see how people are still living in tents, and many buildings were in 

rubble. Chinese police and military were also still doing their recovery works. 

However, the Jiegu monastery head told me that I could get into serious trouble 

if the authorities discovered that I was a foreigner, so he advised me to go to 

another monastery in a remote area. That was the beginning of my introduction 

and collaboration with the Lab gompa (monastery) and the community around 

it.  

The logistics of this project was not easy because even in communicating, I 

always needed a translator. Scientific terms around environmental issues were 

not easy to explain as there were no references within the local perspective. This 

was why I learned about Buddhism and the teaching of Tibetan Buddhism in 

India to describe this complex issue within the context of their culture and 

perspective. Learning in the Sera Jey monastery in India was very important for 

me, as it allowed me to study the almost-forgotten heritage of Nusantara. Many 



Indonesians largely forgot the close connection between Tibet and Indonesia 

during the Sriwijaya kingdom (Sumatra) and Medang Kemulan (Java).  

During the 10th century, a Buddhist temple in Muara Jambi (Sumatra) had a 

good reputation among the Buddhist monastic community. The temple was 

considered a continuation of the Nalanda monastery tradition, the first Buddhist 

temple in India, so many monks from China and India came to study there. One 

of them was Atisha Dipankara Srijnana from India, who came to study the local 

master Darmakirti. After he finished his study, he went back to India to become 

a teacher; while introducing the new teaching, Atisha founded a school called 

Kadampa, the predecessor of Gelugpa or the Yellow Hat school. Atisha's name 

is now famous as a leader for Mahayana Buddhism's reform in Tibet, where his 

teaching is still practised until today. 

I'm fortunate to have the support of the head of the Lab monastery, Kadeng 

Rinpoche. Eventually, I received permission from the local government to work 

there with the condition that I cannot have external funding support, which 

meant that I have to pay for my trip and all the associated costs. Nonetheless, I 

felt that it was my calling, and I couldn't refuse it. Even though friends would 

remind me about the danger that I would face, I stood firm in my wish to work 

and help there, even without any pay and facing serious risks. I realised that the 

situation would require innovative and creative approaches and other problem-

solving strategies that would not add to the existing problems. 

This calling was also based on another reason, namely the importance of the 

Tibet plateau in regional and global environmental sustainability, that convinced 

me to do this project. Tibet Plateau is known as the "Asian water tower," the 

water source for more than 1.3 millions people that live in the Asian continent, 

and it is threatened by drought caused by global warming. This place is also 

known as "the third pole" or one of the most extensive ice surface area on the 



planet, apart from the North Pole and the South Pole. The ice and glaciers in 

this area are melting fast, causing regular floods and landslide in Asian 

countries that claimed many victims.   

The environmental project began when I returned in the summer of 2011. For 

the first step, we implemented waste management because there was so much 

rubbish that polluted the whole village, even the rivers, which were full of 

waste, especially plastic! Clearly, this caused water pollution. When I proposed 

managing the waste in my first visit in 2010, the suggestion was not taken up 

because the monks were confused and seemed unwilling to do it. They have 

never done such activity before, and it was considered to be improper for their 

status. Monks are considered to be at the top of the hierarchical system in the 

Tibetan community, so my suggestion was not easy for them to accept. 

Of course, I can understand their perspective, but I also have a strong reason to 

ask the monks to help because there was no support whatsoever from the 

government for environmental issues. So, I tried to convince everyone that 

everyone must be responsible for their waste. It took a long time and many 

intense discussions for the monks to accept this idea, but because the Lama 

framed by arguments through a belief system, they finally agreed to be 

involved. One day, one of my assistants, a monk called Sonamrinchen, told me 

that initially, the community was startled to see that the monks were collecting 

rubbish; they thought that monks have gone crazy!  

After an arduous process, the first project was smoothly running, and the 

villages also joined in. The following project that we did was to plant trees; the 

main reason was, of course, to preserve water. This time I did not face much 

opposition because a tree-planting project was already initiated by the 13th Lab, 

Kyabgon Rinpoche, in 1914. He predicted that tree planting is an action that 

will be needed in the future. He even built a mother tree temple for the first tree 



that he planted. Even before the project was approved and supported by the 

Chinese government in 2015, we have managed to plant more than 230,000 

trees. In 2017, we received an award from an environmental organisation for 

our success in planting trees on "the roof of the world." It was truly a big 

achievement. 

For the next project, I proposed to start the nomadic life, a natural and 

traditional way of life, and a return to organic farming and barley-planting 

again. These changes were needed for ecological balance, safeguarding food 

security and healthy living. I could see that everyday food items and drinking 

water are all processed food and came from China. The local community did not 

produce their food; even the water they consumed is bottled water, despite its 

reputation as water sources. I asked the monks to look for water springs around 

Lab village, and I was astonished because they discovered more than 250 water 

springs! 

With a height of over 4000 metres above sea level, only a limited amount of tree 

and plant species can grow there. For example, pine and poplar trees, planted in 

1914, grew quite well. Nonetheless, when I started to work there, those trees 

were beginning to show signs that they're dying. So, we decided to experiment 

with planting techniques, and we managed to grow apple and walnut trees. 

Similarly, with vegetables, we developed winter protection techniques for the 

plants to have more variant of vegetables. Eventually, activities in Lab village 

attracted neighbouring villages. They also wanted to learn and to practise all the 

activities explained above. In 2015 when the government supported the project, 

there were already 16 villages joined in this environmental project.  

We also tried to revive elements of the nomadic lifestyle by starting a "Yak 

Bank." When we started the project, the nomadic lifestyle was almost extinct, 

because most young people did not want to live as a nomad. They wanted to 



move to urban areas to get a successful life; the nomad lifestyle is considered 

out of date and non-profitable. So this project was not easy to do because it also 

required a lot of money to supply the expensive yaks. The community that we 

established supported this green movement, so we have the support and the fund 

to do it. We started with a loan of 37 pregnant yaks to one nomad family, and so 

they were able to start reviving the nomadic tradition and reconnect with the 

land.  

The last project that we did was the most critical, namely water management. 

This is so water can be used for daily activities in the village and as an 

alternative energy source. Kham area is passed by three incredible big rivers, 

the Yangtze, the Mekong and the Yellow River. We were assisted by Chinese 

alternative energy and water management experts that helped this project to run 

smoothly. Since then, villagers can consume healthy and clean local water and 

for other needs. They also began to understand and enjoy alternative energy that 

they produce independently, which was previously beyond their imagination, 

The important aspect that we need to highlight from this long-term project is 

education with the main focus on nature, within the monastery or outside in the 

village targeting the younger generation and children, followed by women's 

empowerment. An alternative communal market should also be started where 

organic products or crafts can be sold between community members. One of the 

most important point from this basic education premise is to form a system and 

collaboration method between the monastic community and common people to 

handle everyday problems. This is a new thing. It was outside the existing 

monastery tradition because, in the current tradition, daily life was considered to 

be too worldly and tend to be avoided by the monks.  

The experience and the learning that I gained while working with the Tibetan 

communities have given me inspiration and revelation about the connection 



between life and creativity. This connection was closely related to a piece of 

important knowledge about the culture and belief that once developed in 

Indonesia a long time ago. While we still can see the biggest Buddhist temple in 

the world, namely Borobudur temple (Central Java) or what was left of the 

Buddhist temple in Muara Jambi (Sumatera), most people in Indonesia were not 

aware of their history. Especially the culture and the teaching as they have 

mostly been forgotten 

This knowledge also pushed me to research and explore what is left from past 

culture and what is still practised in Indonesia, especially in Java and Bali. Even 

though the monastery traditions, like what I witnessed and experienced in Tibet, 

were no longer practised, I can still find a more straightforward, localised 

culture and philosophy in Java and Bali. I also met with the small Tibetan 

Buddhism community, maybe because they only started their community about 

30 years ago. It began with the arrival of a Tibetan Lama named Dagpo 

Rinpoche that initiated Tibetan Buddhism teaching in Indonesia. In 2020, they 

opened a Gelugpa branch of Tibetan Buddhism in Batu, Malang (East Java). 

There are many interesting aspects of these past cultural practices, and they are 

connected to what is happening in Indonesia and the world today. The first is 

the syncretic principle (where in the past Buddhism was deeply connected with 

together with Hinduism and Animism). It meant that pluralism was supported 

by shared values from different beliefs in different cultures. Furthermore, there 

was an awareness and ability to appreciate differences that are perceived as 

positive and enriching. Such syncretic practice grew in Java and known as 

Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity). Given the current global condition 

where various cultures and belief systems are often enmeshed, I believe that 

such pluralist values are still highly relevant to be learnt and practised. 



The second important thing is the teaching of Bodhisattva that stated, "may all 

beings free from suffering." This teaching is based on compassion, the basic 

principle of Buddhism. Bodhisattva's teaching uses reason and logic to 

formulate the specific link between good intention, wisdom and action as a 

basis for humility and considerate actions. It is also strengthened by another 

important principle, namely the nonviolent tradition. Even though there is no 

concept of God (nontheistic) in Buddhism, my ancestor's belief has opened up a 

spiritual and non-material understanding of the world.   

In Indonesia today, many people are no longer interested in pursuing the 

principles above; they prefer the materialistic and individual lifestyle. They 

perceive violence as normal and part of everyday life. This problem can be 

traced in many aspects of Indonesian society today, especially in politics prone 

to violent acts done by those in power, those who want to be in power and gain 

profit from power. We can see this through Indonesia's long political history; 

violence and greed are rarely questioned except by minority groups, women 

activists, or traditional communities. 

And finally, an important thing that came from the past is the position of 

women. The balance between feminine and masculine energy or the balance of 

the opposite fields in the universe is interconnected. It means that the principle 

of equality has to be deeply understood, not just through a simplified black and 

white approach. Such understanding has to become a positive force, where 

human must understand the interconnection between nature, natural elements 

and all inhabitants. It will bring a deeper understanding between the heart and 

the mind for human beings, which will create an awareness of life. In the past, 

such a symbol of the highest knowledge and wisdom was visualised through the 

form of Pradnjaparamita (representing transcendental wisdom), and it is 

depicted through the figure of a meditating woman.  
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