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OFFICE OF HI1S HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA

Mr. Ranjit “akkuni

XEROK PALO ALTO EESEARCE ooNTsh
3233 Covote Hill Road

Palo Alto, Talifornia 94304

v. S. A.

Dear ir. Makkuni:

His Hollness the Dalai Lama directs me to thank
you for your letter of July 14, 1986. He is
indeed very interested in your proposal to
preserve, popularize and disseminate the
technigues and craft of Tibetan Thangka paintings
throusn the use of computer and video machines.
We will be hanpv to provide whatever help is
possible. To begin with we would advise you to
contact the Council for Religicous Affairs,
Dharamsala and the Tibet “ouse, ew Delhi.

Wwith our S2st wishes,
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Project Summary

Among the many expressions of Tibetan Art that we have come to admire are the paintings known as
“Thangka." Typically. images on Thangka paintings, like those expressed in stone and metal, represent the
various deities that populate the Tibetan artistic pantheon. Blazing with symbolism, their purpose is to transport
the viewer into the supernatural and paradisaical world of the deity, a world conceptualized by theologians and
visualized by artists for countless generations.

Visually expressive and stimulating as these images are, the depiction of the various deitics on Thangkas is
regulated by very precise rules of composition. Some of these rules of composition were represented in canonical
treatises describing verbally the basic iconography of the various deities. Other rules were expressed visually
through proportioning diagrams and example sketches of deities. The sketches demonstrate, for example,
various compositional schemes of Thangkas, the postures of deitics, the gestures that deities make with their
hands, the symbolic objects that their hands clasp, the rendering of the deitics’ garments and accessories, and
landscape elements that echo the deities’ spiritual qualities. These rules of composition are timeless as they were
passed down from master to pupil through successive generations, the medium of transmission consisting of
proportioning diagrams, example sketches, and verses in Tibetan canonical treatises.

Today, nearly twenty-eight years since the annexation of Tibet by China that led to the scattering of painters
from their homelands, a variety of forces threaten the practice of the craft of Thangka painting. Against a
inonumental task to preserve the rich artistic heritage of Tibet, the presently exiled temporal and spiritual leader
of Tibet, the Dalai Lama, has asked his painters to disseminate the traditions in the West. Thus his painters have
become wanderers, traveling the world as a living archive, and carrying with them the knowledge of the ways of
Thangka painting,

‘The subject of study presented in this proposal is the use of electronic technologics -~ computers and video -
towards preserving and disseminating the artistic genius of the wandering Thangka masters. Senge [Lama, a
wandering Thangka painter, is one of the last two remaining painters of the "Karma Gadri™ school of Thangka
painting, a style that originated in the mid-sixtecnth century, In particular, this project is about using clectronic
technologices to preserve and disseminate Senge Lama'’s sketch book of the craft of” [Mangka painting,

Research at the System Concepts Laboratory (SCL), Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC), originated in
studying educational environments for the interaction between people and computers, and the development of
interactive personal computing environments, Adding to SCL's repertoire of pioncering research in interactive
environments, more recently, laboratory members contemplate the use of electronic technologics to support
craftsmen and designers.

Concentrating on the process of design as craft, rather than just the final design artifact, SCL's recent research
has explored the representation of successful design processes using electronic media. The "process of
formation” of the artifuct is captured in computational form, and the outward appearance of the process is
represented as records on videodisk. These computational and video representations of process serve as a diary
ov design experience. When repeated and re-enacted across situations, these representations can connect



Makkuni: The Flectronic Sketch Book of [ibetan Thangka Paniing

members in @ design group across tme, communicate experience within the group and across projects, and
provide a basis for formalized design eraft. In addition, the representations of design experience are valuable in
educating people about the craft, They can provide beginning designers with a rich library of previously
preserved scenes, which, in turn can be assimilated into future design practice.

Ranjit Makkuni, a member of the research staff at SCL.. is pursuing a two-year rescarch project that will examine
the potential of electronic technologics towards preserving and disseminating design craft. As a first experiment,
he intends to apply and extend the research in electronic technologices developed at SCL to the practice of
Thangka painting.

Together, the principal members of the project, Senge Lama, the Thangka master, and Ranjit Makkuni, the
researcher in electronic technologies will, with computing, video, and curatorial assistance, construct an
electronic sketch book for use within the craft environment for Thangka painting. The sketch book will, first,
preserve the rules of composition using computing and video representations, and second, illustrate the use of
these representations to reveal the process of composing Thangkas. First, they will examine methods of
representing the proportioning diagrams, prototypical sketches, and recitations of the verses in canonical
treatiscs using electronic media. Sccond, they will explore the techniques of interaction with these
representations, mechanisms to record the process of composing Thangkas, and mechanisms that will re-enact
these records of process to beginning Thangka painters.

Thus, the sketch book will be fundamentally about process. Its purpose is to collect the scenes of the actions in
which Thangkas are composed, and disseminate these scenes in order to reveal the timeless ways of composing
Thangka paintings. Through these scenes, each action, however large or small, whether it is the outlining of a
deity's eves, or exainining the difierent compositional schemes for a whole Thangka, will be capable of
re-enactment. By re-enacting the process of composition, beginning painters or spectators can retrace the actions
of the Thangka master, and in turn, the timeless ways of generations of Thangka masters, to learn the craft
through action.

The outcome of this project, an electronic sketch book consisting of the scenes of composing Thangkas by Senge
lama. will be disseminated through exhibitions and scholarly publications, This project will serve as a platform
for future efforts in bringing electronic technologics to renew the craft of Thangka painting as well as contribute
to the more general findings on the relation of technologies to craft. The potential audiences of this project are
students of Tibetan art and art history, scholars from the curatorial community interested in the use of electronic
technologies to document artifacts, rescarchers interested in the interaction between artists and electronic
technologies, rescarchers studying the use of electronic technologies as a design medium, and researchers
examining the use of electronic technologics to reveal and represent the process of creating design artifacts,



















































