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Abstract 
 
Since the 7th century, Tibetan culture and society have been profoundly 
influenced by Buddhism. This paper aims to explore how Buddhism has shaped 
Tibetan aesthetics, music, literature, and social structures and to understand its 
enduring role in Tibetan identity and history. Employing a qualitative research 
methodology that includes historical analysis, textual interpretation, and 
ethnographic studies, the paper investigates the development of a unique 
Tibetan aesthetic tradition, the establishment of monasteries and the monastic 
system, and the translation and creation of Buddhist texts. Findings reveal that 
Buddhism has significantly impacted Tibetan art by fostering the creation of 
intricate religious art forms like thangkas and mandalas, which are central to 
Tibetan Buddhist practice and reflect a profound spiritual connection between 
art and religion. The influence of Buddhism on Tibetan literature is evident in 
the rich body of original, translated, and adapted texts that have shaped Tibetan 
literary culture and transmitted Buddhist values and philosophies. Furthermore, 
Buddhism's centrality in Tibetan society is underscored by the establishment of 
monasteries and the monastic system, which have been pivotal in preserving 
Tibetan heritage and culture, providing essential services, and acting as beacons 
of learning and compassion within the community. The paper recommends 
further research into the specific ways Buddhist philosophy has influenced 
Tibetan art and music, the impact of various Buddhist canonical texts on 
Tibetan literature, and the continuing influence of Buddhism on modern 
Tibetan society. 
 
Sejak abad ke-7, budaya dan masyarakat Tibet telah banyak dipengaruhi oleh 
Buddhisme. Artikel ini bertujuan untuk melihat bagaimana nilai Buddhisme 
membangun estetika, musik, sastra, dan struktur sosial Tibet, serta perannya 
yang berkelanjutan dalam identitas dan sejarah Tibet. Dengan menggunakan 
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metode kualitatif yang mencakup analisis sejarah, interpretasi teks, dan studi 
etnografi, penelitian ini menyelidiki perkembangan tradisi Tibet yang unik dan 
estetik, pendirian biara-biara dan sistem monastik, serta penerjemahan dan 
penulisan teks-teks Buddhis. Temuan penelitian ini menunjukkan bahwa 
Buddhisme secara signifikan mempengaruhi seni Tibet dengan menginspirasi 
seni religius yang rumit seperti thangka dan mandala, yang merupakan pusat 
praktik Buddhis Tibet dan mencerminkan hubungan spiritual yang mendalam 
antara seni dan agama. Pengaruh Buddhisme pada sastra Tibet terlihat dalam 
kekayaan teks asli maupun yang diterjemahkan dan diadaptasi serta telah 
membentuk budaya sastra Tibet dan menyebarkan nilai-nilai filosofi Buddhis. 
Selain itu, sentralitas Buddhisme dalam masyarakat Tibet juga terlihat dalam 
pembangunan biara-biara dan sistem monastic, pelestarian warisan dan budaya 
Tibet, pemberian layanan, serta menjadi mercusuar pembelajaran dan nilai kasih 
dalam komunitas. Dari hasil tersebut, penulis merekomendasikan penelitian 
lebih lanjut mengenai bagaimana filosofi Buddhis mempengaruhi seni dan 
musik Tibet, dampak teks kanonik Buddhis pada sastra Tibet, dan pengaruh 
berkelanjutan Buddhisme pada masyarakat Tibet modern. 
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Introduction 

In the 7th century CE, during the reign of King Songtsen Gampo, Buddhism 

first entered Tibet. According to folklore, he is the reincarnation of the 

Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and married two Buddhist princesses from China 

and Nepal, who brought Buddhist scriptures and relics with them. To help 

vanquish local demons and spread the Dharma, Songtsen Gampo also 

summoned the Indian Buddhist scholar Padmasambhava to Tibet (Van Schaik 

2011: 16-26). 

Buddhism flourished in Tibet under the reign of Trisong Detsen (755-797 

CE) because he imported renowned Indian Buddhist scholars like Śāntarakṣita 

and Padmasambhava to teach and translate Buddhist books (Hirshberg 2016: 
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12-83). As a result, in 779 CE, the first Tibetan monastery, Samye, was founded 

(LaRocca 2006). In the following centuries, Tibetan Buddhism grew to 

incorporate both pre-Buddhist indigenous Tibetan beliefs and practices and 

those of the Indian and Chinese Buddhist traditions. In response, many distinct 

Buddhist sects emerged in Tibet, such as the Nyingma, Kagyü, Sakya, and 

Gelug (Tenpa 2021). 

Despite persecution and resurgence, Tibetan Buddhism has remained at 

the heart of Tibetan culture and society for over a thousand years. Art, music, 

literature, and Tibetan social systems all show signs of its impact. Intricate 

mandalas, sculptures of Buddhist deities, thangka paintings, and other forms of 

Tibetan religious art serve as sources of inspiration and objects of devotion for 

Tibetan Buddhists. These kinds of art are a form of meditation thought to help 

Buddhists gain merit (Hirshberg 2016: 26-69). 

Traditional vocal techniques and Buddhist-influenced instruments like the 

dranyen and dungchen characterize Tibetan music. Religious and spiritual 

themes heavily influence Tibetan music, and mantras are central (Powers 2007: 

43-65). Epic poetry, folk stories, and historical chronicles frequently integrate 

Buddhist philosophy and mythology elements because they mirror Buddhist 

values and teachings. 

The influence of Buddhism on Tibetan society is equally significant. 

Important roles in society are held by monastics such as monks and nuns. 

Monasteries are important in Tibetan society, including places of worship, 

education, healthcare, and socialization. They also play an important role in 

maintaining Tibetan heritage and culture. 

This paper contends that Tibetan culture is unique due to the profound 

and multifaceted influence Buddhism has had on its development. Specifically, 

Buddhism has shaped Tibetan society by fostering the creation of intricate 

religious art forms such as thangkas and mandalas, introducing and integrating 

new musical traditions and instruments, guiding the development of a rich 
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literary tradition grounded in Buddhist philosophy, and establishing monastic 

institutions that have become centers of education, healthcare, and social 

welfare. This comprehensive influence underscores the central role of 

Buddhism in shaping not only the spiritual but also the cultural and social fabric 

of Tibetan life. Tibetan Buddhism and its impact on Tibetan culture are 

explored in this study within historical and cultural contexts.  

This study examines how Buddhism has influenced various aspects of 

Tibetan life, including art, music, literature, and social structures. Appreciating 

Tibetan identity and history requires an appreciation of this influence, which 

may be gained through learning more about the junction and mutual influence 

of religion and culture. Furthermore, as Tibet has been a significant center of 

Buddhist practice and scholarship, understanding the history of Buddhism in 

Asia requires an examination of the role played by Tibetan Buddhism. 

The methodology employed is qualitative, integrating historical analysis, 

textual interpretation, and ethnographic studies to explore the profound 

influence of Buddhism on Tibetan culture, society, and the arts. Historical 

analysis examines key events and figures from the 7th century onwards, tracing 

the evolution of Tibetan Buddhism and its societal impact. Textual 

interpretation involves closely reading Buddhist scriptures and secular literature 

to discern how Buddhist teachings have shaped Tibetan literary, artistic, and 

musical traditions. Through fieldwork and participant observation, 

ethnographic studies provide insights into contemporary Tibetan Buddhist 

practices, such as the creation and use of thangkas and the role of monasteries, 

illuminating the living manifestations of historical and textual influences. This 

multifaceted approach enables a comprehensive understanding of the enduring 

impact of Buddhism on Tibetan cultural and social life. 
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The impact of Buddhism on Tibetan art 

Introduction of Buddhism to Tibet 

The early Buddhist scholars who taught in Tibet profoundly impacted the 

development of Tibetan culture. During the reign of King Lha Thothori 

Nyantsen in the 2nd century CE, Tibetans and Buddhists had their first 

documented meeting. According to legend, King Songtsen Gampo initiated the 

spread of Buddhism to Tibet by inviting Kāśyapa Mātaṇga and Dharmarakṣa to 

his court to preach the Dharma (Tuttle 2005: 12-23). 

Padmasambhava, Śāntarakṣita, and Atiśa were just a few of the many 

Buddhist leaders and intellectuals who made their way to Tibet in the years that 

followed (Michael 2019: 29-43). These academics played a crucial role in 

building monasteries and religious institutions that eventually became hubs of 

learning and research and translating and preserving Buddhist scriptures in the 

Tibetan language. 

There is no denying the influence of these early Buddhist masters on 

contemporary Tibetan culture. Their contributions to Tibetan culture continue 

to be felt today through the monastic institutions they helped establish and the 

Buddhist teachings and practices they imparted. 

Additionally, early Buddhist educators had a substantial impact on the 

political climate of Tibet. Early Tibetan monarchs frequently sought the advice 

and counsel of monks and other religious leaders because so many were 

devoted Buddhists. There are examples of religious leaders who also held 

significant political sway. 

 

Development of Tibetan art under Buddhism 

In the seventh century CE, during the reign of King Songtsen Gampo, 

Buddhism was introduced to Tibet. Princess Wencheng of the Tang Dynasty in 

China and Princess Bhrikuti of Nepal, his two brides, both carried Buddha 

statues and religious books with them to the United States (Behrendt 2014: 1-
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17). The tremendous influence of Buddhism on Tibetan art, culture, and society 

began with this event. 

Slowly but surely, Buddhist artistic traditions from nearby regions began 

to be incorporated into Tibet. At first, Tibetan Buddhist art was influenced by 

the indigenous Bon religion as well as Indian and Chinese practices. Over time, 

a distinct Tibetan Buddhist art style developed that incorporated features from 

each of these influences while maintaining a uniquely Tibetan flavor (Zreik, 

2021). 

Thangkas, paintings on cotton or silk, are among the most important 

types of Tibetan Buddhist art. They often feature a Buddhist deity or scenario. 

Thangkas are treasured for their complex features, vibrant colors, and spiritual 

meaning and are frequently utilized in religious events (Anesaki 1915: 26-41). 

Many Indian thangkas have been reworked by Tibetan artists to better reflect 

Tibetan aesthetic values. 

Statues of Buddhist deities and religious figures are a staple of Tibetan 

sculpture, another important Buddhist art form. These statues are often made 

of bronze or copper and adorned with gems and other valuables (Singer 1994: 

87-136). Tibetan Buddhists view them as spiritually powerful and use them as 

objects of devotion and sacrifice. 

The Buddhist art of India and China significantly impacted Tibetan 

culture. Many early Tibetan artists were influenced by Indian and Chinese art 

and incorporated those traditions into Tibetan art. Because of India's long 

history of aesthetic achievement, its influence on early Tibetan art was 

particularly profound. 

During the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE), when relations between the 

Chinese and Tibetan empires were strongest, Chinese Buddhist art's influence 

on Tibetan art became particularly pronounced (Kapstein 2014: 21-8). 

Examples of this link include the impact of Chinese calligraphy on Tibetan 
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calligraphy and the evolution of Tibetan mural art, which shares traits with 

Chinese mural art such as vivid colors and intricate details. 

Tibetan music and literature were also influenced by Buddhist practices 

from India and China. Tibetan music developed from adapting and 

incorporating Buddhist chants and hymns from India and China. Buddhist 

sutras and other literature were translated into Tibetan, which helped to 

develop a unique literary culture in Tibet (Slobodnik 2006: 71-109). 

 

Symbolism and meanings in Tibetan art 

Buddhist iconography and symbolism occupy tremendous prominence in 

Tibetan art, especially in thangkas and sculptures showing Buddhist deities and 

religious figures. Tibetan Buddhists value these paintings because they depict 

their subjects and offer profound symbolic meaning. 

Mudras, or hand motions, play a significant role in the Buddhist 

iconography of Tibetan art because they are thought to reflect profound 

spiritual connotations. The Abhaya mudra denotes courage and safety, whereas 

the Vitarka mudra represents the sharing of knowledge (Dagyab 2016: 42-68). 

The depiction of thrones, or lotus seats, for Buddhist deities is another 

distinctive feature of Buddhist iconography in Tibetan art. The lotus throne, for 

example, is a sign of enlightenment and virtue, whereas the lion's throne is 

associated with strength and authority. 

The Tibetan knot, reflecting the interconnection of all things, and 

mandalas, geometric designs depicting the universe, are just two examples of 

the abundant symbolic imagery found in Tibetan art. These emblems convey 

fundamental religious dogma. Tibetan Buddhist art has profound spiritual 

meaning, aiding in introspection and prayer and facilitating spiritual 

communion. Thangkas are religious paintings used in Tibetan Buddhism to aid 

in meditation by focusing attention on a particular deity or subject. 
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Mandalas are important in Tibetan Buddhist art and are utilized in rituals 

and meditation. Mandalas are believed to reflect the cosmos and aid in 

establishing spiritual bonds. Meditation on a mandala involves seeing oneself at 

its center, surrounded by the various deities and figures depicted there, to 

understand better spiritual truths (Linrothe 1999: 17-22). 

Tibetan Buddhist art is also crucial for making a personal connection with 

the divine. Many people believe that creating or reflecting on works of art can 

open a channel to the spiritual world and strengthen their connection to the 

divine. Tibetan Buddhist art is often quite detailed and complex because of this 

idea; the goal is to inspire awe and reverence for the supernatural. 

 

The influence of Buddhism on Tibetan thangkas 

Thangkas, intricately crafted paintings on cotton or silk, are revered in Tibetan 

Buddhism as sacred objects that facilitate meditation and serve as visual 

gateways to the divine. These labor-intensive artworks have a long history, 

albeit not extensively documented, with early examples likely painted on fabric 

to ensure durability, featuring minimalist designs that aided meditators in 

sustaining focus. As Tibetan Buddhism expanded, thangkas evolved in 

complexity and visual appeal, often incorporating precious materials such as 

gold, reflecting their growing significance in religious practice (Bentor, 1993)'. 

Thangkas are not only esteemed for their aesthetic beauty but also for 

their profound spiritual value. Skilled artists meticulously crafted them using 

refined techniques, including delicate brushwork and shading, to depict 

Buddhist deities and religious figures with exquisite detail (Wein, 2016). These 

paintings play a multifaceted role in Tibetan Buddhist rituals, assisting 

meditators in contemplating specific deities or scenes to deepen their 

understanding of spiritual truths. Thangkas are also celebrated for their artistic 

merit, frequently regarded as pinnacles of Buddhist artistry. 
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Beyond their role as meditation aids, thangkas are venerated as sacred 

artefacts that have been integral to the transmission of Buddhist doctrine since 

the time of the Buddha. They depict deities and religious beings that embody 

particular spiritual qualities and teachings, such as Avalokiteśvara representing 

compassion and Mañjuśrī symbolizing wisdom (Thondup, 1997). Thangkas also 

illustrate elaborate mandalas, symbolic representations of the universe, which 

allow devotees to feel a deeper connection to the divine. Each mandala's 

intricate patterns and colors convey a unique spiritual message that evokes a 

sense of wonder and contemplation. 

The centrality of thangkas in Tibetan Buddhist rituals underscores their 

importance as vehicles for spiritual communication. They are more than mere 

visual aids; they embody Buddhist teachings and are accorded the same 

reverence as sacred scriptures in disseminating spiritual truths (Chuang, 2006). 

Thangkas thus occupy a pivotal position in Tibetan Buddhism, bridging the 

material and spiritual realms and serving as a testament to the enduring 

influence of Buddhism on Tibetan artistic and religious traditions. 

 

Relationship between art and Buddhist teachings 

Buddhism has always relied heavily on the arts. Many of the Buddha's 

teachings were delivered in the form of works of art, such as parables and visual 

metaphors. Buddhist teachings and spiritual inspiration have been conveyed 

significantly through art over the centuries. 

Buddhist artwork is created to facilitate contemplation. Art can help 

those trying to meditate by giving them something to concentrate on rather 

than their racing thoughts (Kim 2012: 200-32). This is especially true of 

thangkas and other Buddhist art, which seek to express particular spiritual 

teachings and traits by depicting deities and concepts (Zreik, 2022). 

Art not only facilitates meditation, but it also brings people together and 

allows them to partake in a common spiritual experience. It is common practice 
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in Buddhist art for numerous artists to work together on a single piece. The 

Buddhist emphasis on interdependence and community is brought to life in this 

method of working together for a higher spiritual goal. 

Buddhists appreciate art for its power to make them feel amazement and 

wonder. To promote the greater spiritual practice and awareness of reality, 

Buddhist artists labour hard to create works of art that are both beautiful and 

inspiring (Fraser 2004). 

Many of the guiding principles and teachings of Buddhist philosophy can 

be seen reflected in Tibetan art. Sand mandalas and butter sculptures are only 

two examples of how the Buddhist theme of impermanence is expressed in 

Tibetan art. Emptiness, also known as Śūnyatā, is a central Buddhist concept, 

and Tibetan art, especially thangkas and mandalas, uses negative space to 

embody this idea (Wangyal 1975: 78-86). The absence of content in these works 

is a metaphor for the boundless room for personal development and spiritual 

awakening that it provides. 

Tibetan art also displays the notion of interconnectedness, sometimes 

known as dependent origination. Nothing can be said to exist in a vacuum or 

independently of everything else, according to this idea. This concept is 

reflected in the elaborate symbolic systems employed in thangkas and mandalas, 

two of the most prominent forms of Tibetan art. 

Finally, Tibetan art reflects the notion of non-attachment or detachment. 

According to this idea, letting go of your connection to external rewards is the 

only way to find lasting joy and satisfaction in life (Schuyler 2007: 43-60). This 

is demonstrated by the transience of Tibetan artistic materials and the centrality 

of concepts like emptiness and impermanence. 
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The impact of Buddhism on Tibetan music 

Development of Tibetan music under Buddhism 

As a result of the marriage of the Tibetan Emperor Songtsen Gampo to a 

Chinese princess in the seventh century, Buddhist musical traditions were 

introduced to Tibet. Buddhism's musical traditions became deeply ingrained in 

Tibetan society and religion, permeating every area of Tibetan life (Tethong 

1979: 5-22). The use of chanting and singing to convey devotion and set a 

contemplative mood is central to Buddhist music. Meditation, prayer, and ritual 

all benefit greatly from the use of chanting in Tibetan Buddhism. The dungchen 

(long trumpet), gyaling (oboe), and damaru (hand drum) are common musical 

instruments played in conjunction with chanting (Mabbett 1993: 9-28). 

Tibetan Buddhist music also makes extensive use of ritualistic 

instruments. In Buddhist rituals, many of these instruments are used to 

symbolize the confluence of wisdom and compassion, and to assist in 

establishing a sacred place for spiritual practice (Cupchik 2015: 4). The 

Buddhist tradition sees the use of these instruments in ritual settings as a means 

of strengthening one's relationship with the divine and increasing one's 

comprehension of Buddhist teachings. 

Tibetan Buddhist music also includes traditional songs and dances that 

the religion has influenced. Songs and dances depicting the lives of Buddhist 

saints and figures are performed to promote Buddhist values and ideals to the 

general audience. 

Indian and Chinese Buddhist music in particular were among the many 

musical traditions introduced to Tibet by the arrival of Buddhism along with 

new religious concepts and practices. Tibetan musicians drew heavily from 

Indian music, which had already been impacted by Buddhist chanting, for their 

compositions (Xie 2022: 195-219). The introduction of new instruments also 

influenced Tibetan music because of the instrumental focus of Chinese 

Buddhist music. 
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The chanting and singing methods of Indian Buddhist music inspired 

Tibetan music. Gur (chanting), which was developed by Tibetan monks and 

nuns who adapted Indian chanting techniques to their linguistic and cultural 

environment, is still an essential aspect of Tibetan Buddhist music today (Yan 

2017: 174-6). 

Tibetan musicians had access to new instruments because of the musical 

focus of Chinese Buddhist music, such as the lute (pipa) and mouth organ 

(sheng). Many religious rituals and ceremonies would not have been complete 

without an ensemble playing these instruments. Tibetan musicians improvised 

and reworked these instruments over time, developing their unique sounds and 

techniques. Also, local folk traditions and instruments were incorporated into 

Tibetan Buddhist music, creating a unique and diverse musical landscape that 

reflected the richness and diversity of Tibetan culture. 

 

Buddhist influence on Tibetan musical instruments 

The spread of Buddhism to Tibet was accompanied by introducing new musical 

instruments from neighboring cultures, particularly from India and China. 

Among these instruments were the damaru, a small two-headed drum; the pipa, 

a lute-like instrument with four strings; and the sheng, a mouth organ. These 

instruments were quickly embraced by Tibetan musicians, who not only 

incorporated them into their musical repertoire but also modified them to suit 

the unique cultural and religious context of Tibet. The pipa, for instance, was 

expanded in body size and given additional strings to enhance its resonance and 

adapt to Tibetan musical scales. Similarly, the sheng was adapted with additional 

pipes and modifications to its reeds to produce a sound that was distinctly 

Tibetan. The damaru, originally from India, was also altered in terms of its size, 

shape, and the materials used for its drumheads, giving it a unique sonic quality 

that became integral to Tibetan Buddhist rituals (Yan 2017: 174-6; Chen 2004: 

70-97). 
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The integration of instruments like the damaru, pipa, and sheng into 

Tibetan music went beyond just adding new sounds; it also aided in spreading 

Buddhist teachings and creating an atmosphere for meditation and spirituality. 

Each instrument holds symbolic significance in Buddhist philosophy. The 

damaru represents the unity of wisdom and compassion, with its drumheads 

symbolizing the world's illusory nature and its drumsticks the merging of 

masculine and feminine elements. The sheng, with its reeds and pipes 

symbolizing earth and heaven, is thought to promote a sense of cosmic unity. 

The pipa, symbolizing the body, speech, and mind, is believed to enhance 

mindfulness. These instruments are essential in religious rituals, such as Chöd, 

where the damaru symbolizes offering one's body, and the sheng is used to 

invoke deities. Their sound and symbolism enrich Tibetan Buddhist music and 

spirituality (Rambelli 2018: 57-75; Ho 2006: 217-61). 

 

Buddhist themes in Tibetan music 

Mantra recitation and chanting is an integral part of Tibetan Buddhist practice. 

Mantras, or sacred sounds or phrases, are used by devotees to strengthen their 

connection to their own inner wisdom and to God or a higher force. Mantra 

recitation is an effective technique for cultivating awareness and concentration. 

Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of mercy, has a famous mantra in 

Tibetan Buddhism: "Om mani padme hum." It's supposed to help you feel 

more compassionate and caring toward others (Namgyal 2016: 29-51). It is 

written on prayer flags, prayer wheels, and other religious objects and recited by 

laypeople and monks. 

Tibetan Buddhists rely heavily on chanting because the vibration of the 

voice has the power to alter the state of consciousness and the physical body. 

Mindfulness and concentration can be improved by chanting. During Tibetan 

Buddhist rituals and ceremonies, Gyaling, a traditional Tibetan wind instrument 

similar to an oboe, is often played alongside other musical instruments 
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including percussion instruments like drums and cymbals. The idea is to 

provide a spot free of distractions where people can meditate or pray in peace. 

Another type of chanting utilized in monastic teaching is called 

"chanting," and it consists of a dispute between two or more monks using 

ritualized chanting and hand gestures. The argument aims to help the monks 

sharpen their minds and gain a deeper understanding of Buddhist thought 

(Chuang 2006: 12). 

The connection between music and Buddhist teachings has many layers 

and facets. Though music is not directly referenced in Buddhist texts, several 

Buddhist teachings and practices can be related to music. Buddhism's central 

teaching is the idea of impermanence or the idea that everything is always 

changing. All phenomena, including music, are ultimately fleeting. Listening to 

music might help us better appreciate the transience of existence and how its 

transient qualities mirror the nature of all things. 

Mindfulness, sometimes known as "living in the now," is another key 

Buddhist idea. Because it necessitates undivided focus and attention, music can 

be an effective method for developing mindfulness. The practice of listening to 

music consciously might help us become more present and aware in our daily 

lives (Tee & Loo 2014: 714-21). Furthermore, music can be used as a means of 

introspection and reflection. Tibetan singing bowls and chanting are two 

examples of the kinds of music specifically created to aid in calming the mind 

and preparing one for meditation. Through these methods, we are able to 

develop a stronger sense of self-awareness and an enhanced capacity for 

emotional regulation. 

The Buddhist tradition's use of music further emphasizes the importance 

of fellowship and shared experience (Lowe 2011: 111). Many musical activities 

occur in a communal setting, and the shared experience of making or listening 

to music strengthens participant bonds. 
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Relationship between music and Buddhist teachings 

Music has been an integral part of Buddhist ritual for ages. Meditation, 

awareness, and a sense of community have all been bolstered by the use of 

chanting and other musical performances. The development of a contemplative 

attitude is aided by music's use in Buddhist rituals. Particularly, chanting assists 

practitioners in calming their minds and bodies, allowing them to enter more 

profound states of meditation. The meditative effect of chanting comes from 

the repetitive nature of the practice (Mabbett 1993: 9-28). 

In addition to facilitating meditation, music can convey feelings of 

reverence and devotion. Singing or playing Buddhist music is a way to show 

appreciation for Buddha's teachings by honoring his wisdom and compassion 

through the music. Sharing musical experiences strengthens bonds between 

musicians. By creating a shared experience and a sense of belonging through 

chanting and other musical expressions, the Buddhist community is 

strengthened, and its members are brought closer together. 

Tibetan music's development, performance, and reception have all been 

heavily influenced by Buddhist thought. The fundamental tenets of Buddhist 

thought are that everything is interdependent and that life is fleeting. Tibetan 

music reflects these values through its improvisational openness and its 

emphasis on sonic harmony and cohesion. Tibetan music is an excellent 

representation of impermanence, a central idea in Buddhist philosophy, because 

of its emphasis on improvisation and spontaneity (Jabb 2011).  

Tibetan musicians frequently improvise their music in response to 

environmental noises and rhythms. Tibetan musicians often work together to 

create a sense of oneness and harmony, reflecting the emphasis on 

interdependence in Buddhist philosophy. The many musical instruments and 

vocal techniques all work together to create a unified whole. Tibetan music has 

been greatly inspired by the Buddhist concept of mindfulness (Tethong 1979: 5-
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22). Tibetan musicians make quiet and introspective music by tuning in to the 

subtleties of the sounds and rhythms around them. 

 

The impact of Buddhism on Tibetan literature 

Development of Tibetan literature under Buddhism 

The profound influence of Buddhist literary traditions on Tibetan culture is 

evident from the 7th century onwards when Tibetan kings and intellectuals 

began translating Indian Buddhist texts into Tibetan, establishing a rich corpus 

of literature that continues to shape Tibetan society (Schaeffer 2014: 29-46). 

Padmasambhava, an Indian monk, was crucial in introducing Vajrayāna 

Buddhism and founding Tibet's first monastery (Gyatso 2015: 1-18). The 

translation of Buddhist scriptures from Sanskrit and Chinese into Tibetan by 

Tibetan translators and scholars has significantly impacted Tibetan literature, 

philosophy, and the social and cultural landscape (Kapstein 2003: 747-802). 

Tibetan culture has been deeply influenced by the Indian Buddhist canon, 

including the Sutras and Tantras, which form the basis of Tibetan Buddhist 

doctrine and practice (Halkias 2014: 143). The translation of Chinese Buddhist 

literature in the 9th and 10th centuries also enriched Tibetan Buddhist 

philosophy with innovative ideas such as the Huayan doctrine of 

interdependence and the Tiantai doctrine of the threefold truth (Bentor & 

Shahar 2017: 58-9). 

The impact of Indian and Chinese Buddhist texts is visible in various 

aspects of Tibetan culture, including art, music, and literature. Tibetan music 

often involves chanting and reciting Buddhist texts and mantras, while Tibetan 

art, such as thangkas, frequently depicts scenes from Buddhist scriptures 

(Halkias 2012: 19-42). These influences have contributed to a shared cultural 

identity among Tibetans, rooted in Buddhist philosophy and teachings. 
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Role of Buddhism in the creation of Tibetan literature 

Texts, such as the Sutras, Tantras, commentaries, and treatises that make up the 

large Tibetan Buddhist canon, play a pivotal role in Tibetan Buddhist practice. 

These books are considered essential reading for those seeking spiritual 

enlightenment since they are thought to contain the teachings of the Buddha 

and other enlightened masters. 

The Kangyur, a Tibetan compilation of the Buddha's teachings, is a 

sacred text in Tibetan Buddhism. The Kangyur is a collection of over a hundred 

volumes considered the canonical source of Buddhist teachings in Tibet 

(Snellgrove 2003: 656). It is divided into parts on Vinaya, Sutras, Abhidharma, 

and Tantras (Powers 2007: 26-9). 

The Tengyur, a compilation of commentaries and treatises by Indian and 

Tibetan scholars, is another important text. The Vinaya, Sutras, Abhidharma, 

Prajñāpāramitā, Mādhyamika, and many other topics are all covered in the 

Tengyur's nearly 200 volumes. The Kangyur and other Buddhist scriptures 

cannot be understood without this text (Guenther 1966: 12-49). 

Tibetan Buddhism goes much beyond these canonical books, including 

the works of such great masters as Nāgārjuna, Chandrakirti, and Atiśa. Tibetan 

Buddhists rely on these sources to learn more about Buddhist philosophy and 

develop their spirituality (Jacoby 2014: 53-9). 

Multiple facets of Tibetan culture and society reflect the centrality of 

religious texts in Tibetan Buddhism. Examples include the study of Buddhist 

texts and philosophical conversations among monks and nuns in Tibetan 

monasteries. Like monks and nuns, Tibetan laypeople regularly study and recite 

Buddhist texts. 

Tibetan literature and art are also heavily influenced by religious writings. 

Examples include the fact that many Tibetan thangkas feature scenes from 

Buddhist texts, and the prevalence of Buddhist themes and motifs in Tibetan 

literature. Religious literature have a central role in Tibetan Buddhism, which 
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has led to the development of a cultural heritage steeped in Buddhist 

philosophy and teachings. 

The Buddhist traditions of India and China have significantly impacted 

Tibetan literature, which is rife with Buddhist themes. Tibetan literature 

encompasses both sacred and secular texts. It includes poetry, prose, and 

theatre (Schaeffer 2014: 89). Tibetan literature also includes biographies of 

renowned Buddhist gurus like Milarepa, Padmasambhava, and Tsongkhapa, 

which serve as sources of inspiration and instruction for practitioners despite 

their frequently legendary and mythical nature (Kapstein 2002: 1-18).  

Even in its secular forms, such as epic poetry, love poetry, and folktales, 

Buddhist themes and teachings on impermanence, compassion, and ethics can 

be found throughout Tibetan literature. Tibetan literature clearly shows the 

impact of Buddhist philosophy on its themes and meanings. One such 

reoccurring topic in Tibetan literature is the bodhisattva, the ideal of the 

enlightened being who seeks the well-being of all sentient beings. Tibetan 

literary works also stress ethics, compassion, and the search for understanding. 

These themes are woven into the narratives, poetry, and religious texts, 

reflecting the deep integration of Buddhist teachings into Tibetan culture. 

 

Buddhist themes in Tibetan literature 

Literature is a crucial vehicle for conveying Buddhist teachings in Tibetan 

Buddhism, employing narratives, allegories, and metaphors to render abstract 

concepts more relatable. For example, the Buddha's simile of phenomena as 

bubbles in the Diamond Sūtra (Zreik, 2023) elucidates the concept of 

impermanence. Similarly, the Jataka tales (Hirakawa 1963: 57-106) instill virtues 

such as kindness and altruism. Key texts like the Tibetan Book of the Dead 

provide guidance on death and enlightenment, underscoring the practical 

application of Buddhist principles. 
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Reading and studying Buddhist literature is not just an intellectual 

exercise but a spiritual practice, offering profound insights into Buddhist 

philosophy through the lives of figures like the Dalai Lama and the works of 

scholars like Nāgārjuna and Tsongkhapa (McMahan 2013). This engagement 

fosters spiritual growth and inspiration. 

Introspection and reflection are further facilitated by texts such as the 

Lojong slogans (Levitt 1999: 86-105) and the Heart Sutra (Young 2001: 9-28), 

which aid in understanding reality and the self. 

Buddhist philosophy has significantly shaped Tibetan literature, 

emphasizing compassion and wisdom. Works like Śāntideva's "Guide to the 

Bodhisattva's Way of Life" (Kim 2012: 200-32) and Tsongkhapa's explorations 

of emptiness and dependent origination (Fraser 2004: 618-960) are pivotal. The 

use of allegory and metaphor is evident in texts like the "Tibetan Book of the 

Dead" and "Life of Milarepa" (Rambelli 2018: 57-75), making complex ideas 

accessible. 

Furthermore, oral transmission and memorization are also key, with many 

texts designed for chanting or recitation, reinforcing the teachings and 

facilitating their preservation across generations. 

 

The impact of Buddhism on Tibetan social structures 

Establishment of monasteries and the monastic system 

Since its inception in Tibet in the 7th century, monasticism, the practice of 

religious orders living in seclusion from society, has played an important role in 

Tibetan Buddhism (Mills 2000: 17-43). Monasteries are the major places of 

study and practice for Buddhists, and monks and nuns play an essential role in 

maintaining and passing on the tradition. 

The first monasteries in Tibet were founded in the 7th century under the 

reign of King Songtsen Gampo. The first Buddhist monasteries in Tibet were 

founded with the help of Buddhist professors invited from India and Nepal by 



 

44 
 

 IJoReSH : Indonesian Journal of Religion, Spirituality, and Humanity 
Vol. 3, no.1 (2024), pp. 25–52 

the Tibetan ruler (Caple 2015: 462-82). Large monastic complexes were built 

and monastic orders were established as Tibetan monasticism developed over 

the centuries. By providing a setting for the study, practice, and transmission of 

the religion, monasticism was crucial to the growth of Tibetan Buddhism. Many 

of the most revered Buddhist teachers in Tibetan history have been monks or 

nuns, and they have been charged with the responsibility of keeping the sutras 

and tantras alive and well for future generations. 

The importance of monasticism in Tibetan Buddhism extends beyond the 

transmission of Buddhist doctrines. Many of Tibetan culture's greatest works 

were created in monastic contexts, as monasteries served as centers for art, 

music, and literature. The monastic community served as a social safety net, 

with many monks and nuns mediating conflicts and providing other social 

services in addition to providing food, shelter, and medical care to the poor and 

sick (Jansen 2015). 

Tibetan monasteries have served as centers of learning, art, and culture 

for hundreds of years, making them more than just places of worship. 

Traditionally, Tibetan monks and nuns have spent their time in monasteries 

meditating, studying Buddhist philosophy, and practicing other forms of 

spiritual discipline. They have been vital in promoting and conserving Tibetan 

culture and art, in addition to fostering personal spiritual and intellectual 

growth. As cultural and religious centers, many Tibetan monasteries produced 

works of art that reflected the region's distinct cultural and religious traditions 

(Jansen 2018: 119). 

In addition, monasteries have frequently served as centers of economic 

and social life, offering a wide range of benefits to the people surrounding 

them. For instance, many Tibetan monasteries have historically played an 

important role in regulating the local economy, administering justice, and 

providing healthcare, education, and other forms of community support. 
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Role of Buddhist education in Tibetan society 

In Tibetan Buddhism, learning is highly valued because it is considered a means 

to achieve enlightenment. Historically, Tibetan monasteries have served as 

places of learning where novice monks can acquire skills in a wide range of 

disciplines, not just religious texts. Many great minds have emerged from the 

rigorous academic environment of Tibetan monasteries. Memorization of 

religious texts is a major part of Tibetan Buddhist education, as these passages 

are frequently sung during daily religious practices. The monks are instructed to 

think deeply about the meaning of the books they have studied to fully grasp 

the teachings. 

Tibetan Buddhist monasteries have produced many eminent scholars and 

thinkers, attesting to the value placed on education in this tradition. In addition 

to being outstanding practitioners, well-known leaders in Tibetan Buddhism 

like Atiśa and Tsongkhapa were also great intellectuals who made important 

contributions to the growth of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy (Dreyfus 2003: 23-

93). Moreover, laypeople are encouraged to learn and practice Buddha's 

teachings in Tibetan Buddhism in addition to monks and nuns. The distribution 

of Buddhist teachings to the general public is a significant aspect of Tibetan 

culture and has been for centuries, with many places available for laypeople to 

learn Buddhism. 

In Tibetan Buddhism, an in-depth comprehension of reality is highly 

valued, and education is regarded as a crucial means toward that end. 

Monasteries are at the heart of the traditional education system, where students 

receive training in Tibetan language, culture, and religion in preparation for a 

life of service to others. In order to overcome obstacles on the path to 

enlightenment and freedom from suffering, Buddhist teachings emphasize the 

value of education and the development of one's mind, knowledge, and 

understanding (Levitt 1999: 86-105). Education provides the tools for learning 

and practicing the habits of character development. 
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Knowledge is valued in Tibetan Buddhism as a method of enlightenment 

and personal growth, and not just in the academic sense. One of the most 

important techniques is meditation, which helps people become acutely attuned 

to their internal experiences (Kung 1998).Tibetan society views education as a 

means by which its members might better themselves and the world around 

them via the cultivation of compassion, wisdom, and a profound awareness of 

their interconnectedness with all beings. In Tibetan Buddhism, education is 

meant to help one find deeper meaning and purpose in life via the application 

of what is learned. 

 

Role of Buddhism in healthcare and social welfare 

Because of its emphasis on compassion and service to others, Tibetan 

Buddhism has long placed a premium on healthcare and social welfare. The 

Buddha's own words have been passed down through the ages, emphasizing the 

significance of health care and social welfare. Monasteries have always provided 

health care and other social services in Tibetan society. Many people's only 

access to healthcare and education came from monasteries, which also served as 

learning centers (Hankey 2006: 513-21). Training in the healing arts allowed 

monks and nuns to serve their communities. 

Helping others has always played a significant role in Tibetan Buddhist 

practice. When calamity strikes, monasteries have always been there to help 

those in need by providing them with food, clothing, and shelter. Care for the 

environment and coexistence with the natural world are central tenets of 

Tibetan Buddhism. Vegetarianism and the use of natural treatments are only 

two examples of the lifestyle changes resulting from teachings emphasizing the 

interconnectedness of all life. 

Tibetan Buddhism's emphasis on healthcare and social welfare has 

become increasingly focused in recent years. There are now many groups 

working to make society more humane and sustainable by providing essential 
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services like healthcare and social support to people in need. Tibetan Buddhism 

places a premium on healthcare and social welfare because of its emphasis on 

compassion and kindness. According to Buddhist teachings, one of the most 

important steps on the path to enlightenment is to work to reduce the suffering 

of others. Medical care and social services in Tibet have always been provided 

by monasteries (Janes 2002: 267-89). 

Tibetan medicine is strongly tied to Buddhist philosophy, and at its core 

is the practice of compassion. When treating a patient, traditional Tibetan 

medicine places equal emphasis on caring for their physical and spiritual well-

being. The idea of karma, which holds that one's deeds in this life have 

repercussions in the next, has had an impact on Tibetan medicine. Therefore, 

the goal of medical care is not just to treat the patient's physical symptoms, but 

also to help them work through any emotional or spiritual issues that may be 

making their condition worse. 

Similarly, social service has long been integral to Tibetan Buddhist 

tradition. Historically, monasteries and other places of worship have met the 

communities' basic needs by providing for their residents. Many Tibetan 

monasteries and organizations in Tibet and the Tibetan diaspora continue this 

tradition to this day. The Buddhist concept of "dana," or giving, is where the 

idea of social welfare first emerged. Dana is regarded as an essential practice for 

amassing good karma and making spiritual advancements (Begley 1994: 323-

42). 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined how Buddhism affected the growth of Tibetan society 

and culture. The impact of Buddhism on Tibetan culture, including the arts, 

literature, and society, has been thoroughly examined. The relevance of religious 

texts, monasticism, education within Tibetan Buddhism, and the introduction 

of Buddhist artistic, musical, and literary traditions are all discussed. 
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In terms of Tibetan art, Buddhism has been instrumental in the creation 

of intricate religious art forms, such as thangkas and mandalas, which serve as 

both objects of devotion and aids to meditation. The study has shown how 

these artworks, with their complex symbolism and vibrant colors, have become 

an integral part of Tibetan Buddhist practice, reflecting the deep spiritual 

connection between the artistic and the religious. 

The influence of Buddhism on Tibetan literature is evident in the rich 

corpus of texts that have been translated, adapted, and created within the 

Tibetan Buddhist tradition. These works, which include biographies of revered 

Buddhist masters, philosophical treatises, and poetic expressions of Buddhist 

teachings, have played a crucial role in shaping Tibetan literary culture and 

transmitting Buddhist values and philosophies. 

Moreover, the study has underscored the centrality of Buddhism in 

Tibetan society, as seen in the establishment of monasteries and the monastic 

system, which have preserved and disseminated Buddhist teachings and 

provided essential educational, medical, and social welfare services. The 

monastic institutions have been pivotal in maintaining Tibetan heritage and 

culture, acting as beacons of learning and compassion within the community. 

These findings open new avenues for studying how Buddhism has 

influenced Tibetan society and culture. Future research could examine the 

specific ways in which Buddhist philosophy has influenced Tibetan art and 

music. They could also research how various Buddhist canonical texts and 

doctrines influenced the development of Tibetan literature. The continuing 

influence of Buddhism on modern Tibetan society and its potential to do so in 

the future could be the subject of future study. 
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