












FOREWORD 

by Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse 
Rinpoche 

It may be due to attitudes that result from Buddhist views of impermanence and 

detachment, or it may be due to a lack of training and infrastructure, but whatever 

the reason, notions of maintenance have not really been embedded in the cultural 

systems and thinking of traditional Tibetan society, and crucially in Tibetan 

monasteries. Time and again this has resulted in the loss of precious relics, texts, 

and works of art. 

But times are changing, and Tibetans are beginning to value and take an active 

interest in preserving their unique cultural and Buddhist heritage. Therefore I'm 

very happy that Yin-wah Ma and Victoria Blyth Hill have produced this manual 

for the care and handling of thangkas. I would also like to thank the Thaw 

Charitable Trust for their gene-rous funding of the conservation projects. I have no 

doubt that this publication and its accompanying DVD have the potential of 

marking an important turning point for Tibetans in preserving this widely 

appreciated facet of their Buddhist culture. 

6 CARE AND HANDLING OF THANGKAS 





I. INTRODUCTION

I, STORAGE BOX OR NICHE ��� 

This manual is intended to be an introductory guide for caretakers* of thangka 

collections. Many collections are subject to conditions thac make preservation 

difficult, and money and other resources for preservation are limited. This manual 

describes techniques for improving the conditions under which thangkas are 

handled, displayed, and stored, using the most readily available supplies and the 

least expensive solutions. 

Thangkas are created from many materials, such as cotton, silk, animal glues, hand

sewn thread, and mineral pigments. These materials respond differently to changes 

in temperature and humidity, and to rolling and folding. Over time, all of these 

factors affect the stability of a t:hangka painting. For example, a thangka that is not 

on display is usually kept rolled and stored in a niche or storage box with other 

paintings. (PHOTO I) Pressure from its own weight and the weight of the other 

paintings causes cracking of the ground and paint layers. Rolling and unrolling 

worsen the damage and eventually result in complete separation and flaking of the 

paint. Thangkas that do not have borders may also be folded, resulting in vertical 

and horizontal cracking, as well as loss of pigment and ground. ( PHOTO 2) 
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3. HANDLING THANGKAS

5. HAND WASHING �),\;�-f-

Careful handling and storage of thangkas can prevent 

damage. Read the following step-by-step suggestions 

and make sure that you have all of the necessary 

supplies before handling a thangka. 

PREPARATION 

In preparation for rolling, labeling, and storing a 

thangka, it is important to plan ahead. Make sure that 

you satisfy the following requirements: 

• A clean, sheltered space protected from wind, rain,

and sun.

• At least two large tables (larger than the thangkas ),

with clean, smooth surfaces, preferably covered

with clean cloth or paper.

• At least two people who have previous experience

in handling thangkas.

• Clean hands. Wash your hands with warm water

and soap before you start to handle a thangka.

(PHOTO s)

• Do not wear any jewelry, such as rings or watches, or anything around your

neck chat might drag on the surface of the changka as you lean over it.

Have the following supplies ready: (PHOTO 6) 

• Roll of Tyvek

• Scissors

• Cotton twill tape ( strong, undyed woven cotton ribbon)

• Labels (Tyvek pieces)

• Pen with waterproof ink, or pencil

• Clean, dry boxes for storage

• Acid-free tubes or long, round wooden rods

• Tape measure or yard stick
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4. EMERGENCY RESPONSE

Emergencies can arise from accidents, such as water damage and fire; from natural 

disasters, such as earthquakes; and from poor planning, all of which can result in 

damage to thangkas. The previous chapters describe the steps that should be taken 

to prevent emergency situations from arising. However, if an accident results in an 

emergency, taking the appropriate response can minimize the damage. Be sure to 

keep your inventory lists in secure storage, not together with the thangkas. If there 

is an emergency, you can use the lists to identify which thangkas have been 

affected. Only trained caretakers should handle damaged thangkas. 

WATER 

If a thangka is exposed directly to water, either in storage or while on display, take 

the following steps to limit the damage to the painting and borders: 

• Immediately remove the thangka from the source of water and move it to a

secure, sheltered space where there are tables or cabinets large enough to

examine it.

• Unroll the thangka very carefully. Examine it thoroughly but do not touch the

painted surface. Touching the wet pigment can cause more damage.

• Lay the thangka face up on a clean, dry surface that is covered with absorbent

material, such as clean white muslin or cotton towels with no dyes or color.

If muslin or cotton towels are not available, you can use clean paper towels.

If clean, undyed cloth or unprinted paper is not available, newspaper can be

used. Be sure the newspaper ink will not transfer co the wet thangka.

• If the rhangka has a veil, lift the veil carefully :ind remove it from the surface

of the thangka. The veil may be dyed with aniline dyes, which may bleed and

stain the painting surface.

• The cloth borders may also be aniline dyed, and may bleed and stain the

painting. Very carefully, use clean white muslin or cotton towels to remove

excess moisture from the borders. Again, do not touch the surface of the painting,

either with your hands or with a cloth. Gently press the cloth on the borders

to absorb water and soak up the dyes.

• Change the cloth under the thangka frequently. Handle the thangka very

carefully; it is much more fragile when it is wet than when it is dry. Continue

to absorb the water, from the back of the painting and from the borders,

until it is completely dry.
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5. WRITTEN DOCUMENTATION

It is the responsibility of the caretakers to estabLsh a well-organized system for 

recording the condition of each thangka in a collection. The first step is a written 

report, documenting the physical condition of a thangka. This document provides 

a historical record, which can be used ro verify the identity and stability of a 

thangka over a long period of time. If the thangka's condition changes for any 

reason, then you should record this change as well. All reports should be kept 

together in an organized file and in a protected place. 

There are many approaches to recording the condition of a thangka. As the 

caretaker, you can use a standard form with a checklist of information, or you can 

simply write down what you see. If a camera is available, you can photograph the 

front and back of the thangka and label the photographs with the important 

identification information. You can also use a drawing or diagram of the thangka 

to document the thangka. Examples of a diagram and of a condition report form 

are included as appendixes. The report can be as simple or as detailed as time 

allows; however, you should always include the following information in the 

written documentation. 

IDENTIFICATION 

Include as much of the following information as you can to make it easy co 

identify the changka in the future: 

• Owner, monastery, or caretaker

• Identification number

• Artist or painter
• Title or subject

• Date or period

• Place of origin

• Dimensions (Measure the changka down the left side and across the bottom

edge. Give the height first, then the width.)
- Dimensions of the image

- Dimensions overall, including the borders

- Length of the rods, top and bottom

• Inscriptions and identifying marks

• Date of this documentation

• Author of this documentation

• A written record of any accompanying photographs or other visual aid, such
as a diagram
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6. RESOURCES AND ALTERNATIVES

Most of the tools and supplies specified in this guide, such as cotton ribbons, 
cotton cloth, and yard sticks, should be available locally. However, there are a few 
items, such as Tyvek and acid-free materials, that you may have to order from 
abroad. You are strongly advised to use the materials specified in this guide. If they 
are not available, try the alternative products suggested below. 

If there is a local or regional museum or conservation school, contact them to find 
out where they purchase supplies. You can make bulk purchase to obtain a reduced 
price and lower shipping charges. 

TYVEK (TYPE I443R) IN A ROLL 

To find local suppliers of Tyvek (Type I443R), contact DuPont at 
http://www2.dupont.com/T yvek/ en_ US/ 

You can also purchase Tyvek from the 
following suppliers. 

INDIA 

Mr. Sudeep 
Narsingh Dass & Co., Pvt. Ltd. 
E3/I6 Bairam House 
Daryagunj 
New Delhi I IO 002 
Tel: 91.Il.2326 6743; 2326 6744 
Cell: 91.98731 73297; 98731 73281 
Email: tyvek@narsinghdass.com 

PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA 

Shenzhen Yuhuaxing Printing Co. Ltd. 
I-2 Block. No. 7. Industrial Estate
Shangshuijing, Buji Town
Shenzhen City
Guangdong Prol'ince
518II2 People's Republic of China
Tel: 86.775.2852 2462; 2852 2288
Fax: 86.775.2852 2000
www.yuhuaxing.com
Email: szyuhuaxing@yahoo.com.cn
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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

Conservation Resources Internacional, L.L.C. 
5532 Port Royal Road 
Springfield, Virginia 22151 
Tel: l.800.634 6932 
Fax: 1.703.321 0629 
Email: Sales@conservacionresources.com 
Order online: www.conservationresources.com 

Gaylord Brothers 
P.O. Box 4901 
Syracuse, New York 13221-4901 
Tel: 1.800.448 6160 
Fax: 1.800.272 3412 
Order online: www.Gaylord.com 

Metal Edge, Inc. 
6340 Bandini Boulevard 
Commerce, California 90040 
Tel: 1.800.862 2228 
Fax: 1.888.822 6937 
Email: info@mecaledgeinc.com 
Order online: www.metaledgeinc.com 

Talas 

20 West 20th Street 
New York, New York IO0II 
Tel: 1.212.219 0770 
Fax: I.212.219 0735 
Email: info@talasonline.com 
Order online: www.talasonline.com 

















APPENDIX A 

DIAGRAM OF A THANGKA 

Thong (Cord) 

Veil Cover 

Painting 

Outer Borders 
Overall Height 

•------- Ribbon 

�;:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::�•---

1--------- Overall Width--------
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE THANGKA EXAMINATION AND CONDITION FORM 

Name of Institution or Monastery -------------- - -- --- - - - - - - - -

Address or Location ----------------------------------

Identification Number ____________ ___,riority number (I - 4) __________ _ 

Artist or Origin -----------------------------------

Title or Subject Caretaker ________________ _ 

Date or Period _______________ Date of Report _____________ _ 

Dimensions Height (inches or cm) Width (inches or cm) 

Image or painting 

Overall with borders 

Width of rod at bottom 

Inscriptions, Identifying Marks, Images---------------------------

Storage Location -----------------------------------

Description ofThangka (Describe the thangka
) 

veils, knobs, and borders)-----------�------

Condition of Thangka (Briefly describe the condition of the thangka {good, fair, poor, unstable, etc.). Describe any problems) __ _ 
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GLOSSARY 

acid-free tubes Cardboard tubes made without acidic materials. 

aniline dyes Synthetic dyes derived from the chemical called aniline. 

archival A generic term indicating that the product is appropriate for use in contact with 
your collection objects. Ideally, the product should be free of acids, or have a pH of 
approximately 7.0. 

awl (hole punch) A pointed hand tool used co make small holes in leather, wood, 
cardboard, or paper. 

binder A substance that causes powdery materials to form a solid mass or to maintain 
uniform consistency in a thick liquid; for example, animal glue mixed with dry pigment. 

bleed The release of paint color when a fabric is wet. 

caretaker In this case, the person who is responsible for the care of a collection of 
thangkas. 

checklist A list of art objects, thangkas in this case, with identification information and 
points for consideration or action. 

debris An accumulation of small particles, such as sand, dirt, lint, food crumbs, etc. 

dimensions The measurement in length and width of an object. Height is stated first, 
followed by width and then depth, if appropriate. For example: 33" (height) x 21" 
(width) x I" ( depth, if appropriate). 

disinfect To clean something thoroughly to remove any possibility of recontamination, 
such as by mold. 

distortion A change of shape ·that can be caused by bending, twisting, stretching, or 
applied force, such as exposure to unusually high or low temperature or humidity. 

dye A natural or synthetic substance, such as aniline dye, that is used to color cloth. Dyes 
are most often applied in liquid form. 

expand (expansion) An increase in the dimension of something as a result of a rise in 
temperature or humidity. or a decrease in pressure. 

flaking paint Lifting and detaching of clusters of pigment and binder that occurs when 
the paint undergoes physical stress. Flaking often results in losses. 

fluorescent light (lamp) A type: of electric lamp tube that contains ultraviolet light and 
is therefore more harmful co thangkas than incandescent light. 

frass Insect excrement or debris left behind by an insect or insect larva. 

fuzzy A surface covered with a mass of short, fine hairs or fibers, such as mold. 

ground A surface that has been prepared to receive paint. In thangka painting, a gesso 
mixture of chalk and animal glue is applied to both sides of the woven cotton support 
and allowed to dry. The ground is then burnished with either stone or cloth. 

humidity The amount of moisture in the air. 
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