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With functionality as the main objective, Bhutan’s conservators embrace a different methodology 
for sustaining pieces of their cultural heritage, and turn the kitchen into their preservation lab

By Jessica Vernon

Jessica is an intentional wanderer 
of the world with an insatiable 
appetite for adventure and a strong 
affection for words. She uses these 
words to paint the faces of the 
people she meets, the mountains she 
climbs and the experiences that have 
marked her personal evolution. Six 
months ago she moved to a country 
that she knew nothing about. Her 
new life in Bhutan is a source of 
constant inspiration, question and 
discovery but she is still struggling 
with her kira style. 

She stares into the blender, 
unsure exactly what 
she’s looking at. This 

is something entirely new, 
something never seen before. 
She calls her colleague over and 
they exchange excited looks. 
“It’s beautiful, but what can we 
do with it?” 

Ayesha Fuentes is a volunteer 
conservator in the Conservation 
Section of the Division of 
Cultural Properties (DCP) 
under the Department of 
Culture in Thimphu. Ayesha 
and her colleagues at the DCP 
work to conserve Bhutan’s 
many ritual objects, textiles and 
paintings. Their efforts preserve 
the Himalayan Kingdom’s 
precious cultural heritage 
by extending the life and 
functionality of the country’s 
sacred objects and artwork. 
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Experiments in the kitchen
In the blender is a material 

that is well known in Bhutan 
– daphne bohlua – a species of 
flowering shrub that grows 
across the Himalayan region. 
It has been used for centuries 
in traditional paper making 
throughout Bhutan and Nepal. 
The plant’s bark is stripped 
and the fibres are soaked, 
hand shredded to a pulp and 
pressed into artisanal paper. 
Ayesha took this paper and 
worked backwards – soaking 
the paper in water overnight, 
cooking it back down into pulp, 
straining it and blending it. 
What she ended up with was 
a light, fluffy material, almost 
cotton candy like in texture and 
completely new to her and her 
colleagues. 

“The thing that we made 

Fuentes with hide glue. Photo: Ayesha Fuentes
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               Much of 
their recent work 
focuses on studying 
and improving 
the use of local 
resources, something 
quite rare within 
the international 
conservation scene 
as there are very 
few examples of 
conservators using 
exclusively local 
materials.”

was so weird looking; we had 
never seen it before.” The short 
fibre material is acid-free and 
therefore archival. She believes 
it has a lot of potential value 
to people here and in other 
places as a restoration material. 
“Because it is cellulose, [the 
structural component of plant 
cell walls and wood] it’s going 
to react to water in a similar 
way as wood; it will swell in 
a similar way and, therefore, 
could be a great filler for 
wooden objects that are rotten 
or have been eaten by insects. 
You could also roll it up into 
little balls with glue and push 
that under paint that has lifted 
up.”

Discoveries like these are 
what excite and motivate the 

DCP team to do what they 
do. Much of their recent work 
focuses on studying and 
improving the use of local 
resources, something quite 
rare within the international 
conservation scene as there 
are very few examples of 
conservators using exclusively 
local materials. In order to 
better understand the properties 
and functions of these materials, 
the DCP turns the kitchen into a 
science lab. 

Historic materials given 
renewed purpose 

An electric curry cooker 
simmers with pre-soaked 
Maida (wheat kernel) flour and 
vinegar. On the stovetop, potato 
starch and Japanese wheat 

starch paste cook in separate 
double boilers. Their strength 
and consistencies are noted and  
tested to determine which paste 
remains flexible enough to be 
used for applying cotton linings 
to the backs of old thangka (a 
scroll composed of a painted 
canvas, melong, mounted to 
a decorative textile support) 
which are regularly rolled and 
unrolled for display in religious 
ceremonies. 

Pieces of hide glue soak 
overnight (some with charcoal, 
others with vinegar or baking 
soda), they are then boiled, 
strained and the procedure is 
repeated to compare clarity, pH 
and odour.  Traditionally, cow 
hide glue is used to bind the 
elements of a thangka but the 

crude preparation often results 
in impurities such as cloudiness 
of colour, pieces of hair or fat 
and a strong odour. The DCP 
is testing its refined hide glue 
to protect and fuse the painted 
surface of aging thangka and 
evaluate how it holds up in a 
long-term storage environment. 

To investigate the 
effectiveness of soapnut (a 
small berry used by native 
people throughout Asia for 
thousands of years) in cleaning 
old textiles soiled by layers of 
grease and soot from incense 
and butter lamps, Ayesha 
interviewed local women on 
how they use the fruit. “There 
is a lot of knowledge already 
out there. These people know 
what they’re doing. I record that 

LEFT: An old and damanged artifact

CENTRE: A damanged artifact

RIGHT: Aging wall painting, Gangtey 
Goempa, Phobjikha
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[information] and see how I can 
use those practices in a more 
academic setting.” Armed with 
the historical knowledge of its 
use, the DCP experimented 
with different concentrations 
of soapnut fruit soaked in hot 
water until the solution cooled. 
The detergent was then applied 
with a light hand sponging to 
both dry and presoaked silk 
and cotton cloth samples. 

Conservation as a devotional 
act for ‘living’ art

Such experiments provide 
the DCP with a modern context 
for these long used materials 
and have proven that they can 
be refined and improved to 

more effectively address current 
needs. Ayesha also says that her 
approach to conservation has 
evolved in the year and a half 
she has spent in Bhutan. Here, 
the idea of conserving an item 
is very much an active tradition; 
a practical resuscitation of an 
object that continues to serve a 
functional purpose. The act of 
cleaning a thangka or repairing 
a wall painting becomes a 
devotional exercise which in 
itself is an act of conservation. 

While working on a thangka 
for a private client, Ayesha said 
she realised that the way she 
now approaches the work is 
entirely different from what 
she would have when she first 

arrived in Bhutan a year and 
a half ago. “Then,” she says, 
“I would have thought like 
a museum conservator but 
now my practice has changed 
because I have learned so 
much from the people here. 
This is how you do this, this is 
how you take it apart, this is 
what’s worth preserving, this is 
what’s important to the person 
who’s getting it back. There 
are techniques and materials 
that are really valuable here. It 
is not always true that I’m the 
one bringing all the technical 
knowledge.”

Currently, the four-person 
team at DCP treats an average 
of two wall paintings per 
year and at least 20 thangkas 

in addition to other ritual 
objects.  Ayesha is proud of the 
dedication that her colleagues 
have for their work. This small 
team understands that what 
they’re doing has a direct 
impact on their culture and 
the Bhutanese people. Where 
functionality is the main 
goal, conservation plays an 
integral role in maintaining 
the country’s identity (and 
relying heavily on tourism, its 
economy). 

These paintings, textiles 
and objects have a history of 
their own. They have seen 
generations pass, have moved 
through different hands, 
served in rituals and created 
memories for the people who 

               The act of 
cleaning a thangka 
or repairing a wall 
painting becomes a 
devotional exercise 
which in itself is an 
act of conservation.”

ABOVE: Faded wall paintings, 
Gangtey Goempa

RIGHT: Crumbling wall at Gangtey

BELOW LEFT: Straining hide glue 
and charcoal through cotton. Photo 
Ayesha Fuentes
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where Happiness matters the most.

Happy Holidays Tours & Treks
P.O Box. 522, Thimphu : Bhutan
Phone No: +975-2-322692/326899, Fax No: +975-2-323248, 
Mobile: +975-17110694
Email: info@happyholidays.com.bt /tokey@druknet.bt/tokeydorji@gmail.com
Web: www.happyholidays.com.bt

With over two decades of operating 
experience, we are specialised in:

•	 Adventure	tours	&	treks
•	 Culture	and	pilgrimage	tours
•	 We	have	also	served	many	aspiring	

documentary	 film	 directors	 and	
teams	 from	 renowned	 television	
stations

Personalized Photography and Filming Tours

Clock Tower, Flat No. 301, Thimphu, Phone: + 975 02 322282, Mobile: + 975 17880166, Email: karmajigme.cc@gmail.com

Landscape, Birding, Cultural/Festival Photography Tours, Filming Tours 

have interacted with them.  
“I am fascinated to see how 
people translate spiritual and 
cultural values into objects. 
How those objects function 
in the communities, to see 
how important they can be, 
what kind of role they play in 
maintaining these religious 
and cultural practices. That 
to me is why I do what I do, 
because I want people to have 
access to those things if they 
need them, because freedom of 
religion is an important part of 
how people express themselves 
and their communities. Part 
of the reason why I work on 
these objects is that they mean 
something to people.”

Suddenly, a seemingly 
small kitchen experiment is 
transformed into something 
far-reaching. A blender full of 
daphne pulp and a curry cooker 
of starch paste become the 
lifeline for a piece of history. 
The DCP becomes the bridge 

between past and future 
generations, and the daily 
dedication of an often invisible 
group of people becomes an act 
of living conservation.  

DCP STAFF BIO:
Ayesha Fuentes is a graduate of 

the UCLA/Getty MA Program in the 
Conservation of Archaeological and 
Ethnographic Materials (2014), where 
she wrote her thesis on the use of human 
remains in Vajrayana Buddhist ritual objects. 

Utsha Gurung is the Head Conservation 
Officer at the Conservation Section. Tashi 
Lhendup and Passang Tshering are 
graduates of the Zorig Chusum (School for 
Thirteen Traditional Arts and Crafts) and 
work as thangka painters. 

Dechen Cheki has been working as a 
conservation assistant at the DCP for three 
years and attended training at INTACH in 
Lucknow. 

               The DCP 
becomes the bridge 
between past and 
future generations, 
and the daily 
dedication of an 
often invisible group 
of people becomes 
an act of living 
conservation.”
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