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Tibet is synonymous with mysticism and fantasy. The Lost Kingdom in the Himalayas excited the imaginations of explorers, academics, travelers, and spiritualists and manifested in various artistic and literary works over the years. Tibet combines all the materials from which myths are created. Even the complex political reality that prevails in recent decades does not detract from the exotic attraction to Tibet. However, the magic and fantastic description of this culture in modern Tibetan literature constitute a point of contention in contemporary Tibetan society regarding the place of religion in the current era.	Comment by Elana Gomel: This is a weird sentence. 	Comment by Michal Zelcer-Lavid: I deleted the sentence. 	Comment by Elana Gomel: Since most people would not be familiar with the political situation in Tibet, maybe a short section explaining it?	Comment by Michal Zelcer-Lavid: See pages 2-4 for a detailed discussion of Tibet's political situation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk101095783]The focus of this article relates to the mystification of Tibet as a spiritual ideal. Tibetan authors, most of whom speak Chinese exclusively, assimilated Tibetan Buddhist myths and their representations into Chinese culture; their works abound with what can be perceived in western view as exotic, primitive, sensory descriptions of Tibet. This contemporary Tibetan literature is a distinctive development of fantastique literature that holds parallel resemblances to the same genre in the West. Buddhism in modern Tibetan fantastique literature serves as a fundamental ethnic asset, as the religious attitude is populist by definition, aiming, among other purposes, to provide a superficial spiritual experience to Chinese readers.  	Comment by Elana Gomel: Feels like a wrong word. Mythificantion, maybe?	Comment by Elana Gomel: Are you saing that Tibetal literature is orintalist? A very interesting claim but needs explaining.	Comment by Elana Gomel: We do not use this term in our book. If the author wants do, she needs to explain how it is different from "fantastic"	Comment by Elana Gomel: This sentence REALLY needs to be unpacked. There are at least 3 different questions that must be answered: 1. Why is a religious attitude populist by definition? 2. What is a "superficial religious experience"? 3. An ethic asset to whom?
Many of the known Tibetan authors of contemporary fantastic literature were mostly born in mainland China and found their way to the Tibetan capital, Lhasa, in the 1980s, driven by curiosity, search for adventure, and deep desire to experience the unfamiliar.[footnoteRef:1] From the early 1990s on the city became an attractive destination for avant-garde creators[footnoteRef:2] and also provided an alternative to the materialistic lifestyle and the constant drive for more money prevalent in China during that period. Among these, two outstanding authors Tashi Dawa (1959-) and Sebo (1956-), who both command broad readership in China. Yet, for many Tibetans they are perceived as “inauthentic” due to the fact that they do not write in the Tibetan language, and their works are appealing to a Chinese rather than to the local Tibetan readership.	Comment by Elana Gomel: Some basic information is necessary for the lay reader. What is the difference between Tibetan and Chinese languages, for example?  [1: Gang Yue, "Echoes from the Himalayas: The Quest of Ma Lihua, Chinese Intellectual in Tibet," Journal of Contemporary China 13, no. 38 (2004): 76. ]  [2: Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani,"The Language Divide: Identity and Literary Choices in Modern Tibet," Journal of International Affairs 57, no. 2 (2004): 81.] 

Tibetans consider religion as a reflection of traditional past culture, and some even see it as blameworthy for causing Tibet’s current status. In these Tibetans’ perception, the majority of whom are intellectual city dwellers, tradition and religion are what led to Tibet’s weakening. They feared that the religious system’s inflexibility could prevent reinforcing a Tibetan national identity based on progress and economic stability rather than religious awe. This approach was common throughout the 1980s. However, the accelerated economic development and political processes that have occurred ever since in Tibet spawned a desire among Tibetans to preserve their religion and tradition. Thus, they are critical of the mystic depiction of Tibet in Modern fantasy literature and the misrepresenting of Tibetan Buddhism.	Comment by Elana Gomel: How do we know this?	Comment by Elana Gomel: this sentence needs to be rephrased	Comment by Elana Gomel: seems to be a contradiction here: if they want to preserve the Tibetan tradition, why are they critical of its use in fantasy?
From the seventeenth century on, the Dalai Lama was Tibet’s religious and political leader. The traditional link between governance and religion deeply affected Tibetan culture, which was essentially Buddhist in nature. But the culture altered following the annexation of Tibet by the People's Republic of China (PRC) in 1951. From 1965 on, Tibet was defined as the Tibet Autonomous Region. Autonomy, however, was no more than cultural, permitting Tibetan leadership to uphold the Tibetan way of life in line with their culture and language as long as Tibetans did not counter the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) official policy.
Communist doctrine, becoming the controlling culture in Tibet, did not enable Tibetans to hold to their religion until the reforms which began in 1978. Due to the religious government pervading Tibet until the incursion of Chinese Communism, and in light of the rigid political limitations during Mao Zedong’s rule (1949-1976), it was only during the current era of reforms that any discussion of the essence and nature of Tibetan religion found its way into modern Tibetan literature.
In the absence of freedom of expression in the PRC, literature serves, among others, as a primary tool for expressing views and spreading ideas related to sensitive topics such as Tibetan religion and its place in current society. Throughout Chinese history, literature has been a moral, political and social compass.[footnoteRef:3] The role of literature was to convey intellectual, didactic and value-based messages aimed at shaping readers’ views. Authors felt it was their obligation to preserve the order in the universe. These roles remained entrenched and even reinforced following the rise of Communism. The CCP used literature as a tool for changing national social awareness and for implementing political indoctrination.[footnoteRef:4] 	Comment by Elana Gomel: Unclear. A specific cultural order or order in general? [3: Perry Link, The Uses of Literature: Life in the Socialist Chinese Literary System (New-Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2000), 104-5.]  [4: Changtai Hung, War and Popular Culture: Resistance in Modern China, 1937-1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 181-91.
] 

The period following Mao is seemingly different in that liberalization and free market economy did not limit cultural creation and consumption to just several areas but the Chinese government, well aware of the political power literature can wield, continued supervising the cultural discourse through control of all Chinese media outlets (internet, TV, radio, journalism, and publications). As with other areas of life and culture, literature in the current period of reforms is still under governmental supervision, if in a somewhat different and lesser manner and scope than applied during Mao’s rule. Those events strongly influenced Tibetan literature, and its actual development began in the 1980s and reflected the complexity of Tibetan religious issues, many of them expressed in the emerging genre of fantasy literature. 

The development of Modern Tibetan Literature 
Modern literature is a relatively new phenomenon in Tibet. Tibet’s ancient literature shows little, if any, evidence of Chinese or western influence. Tibetan local literature was essentially religious throughout history, dealt with Buddhist texts and philosophy, and was influenced by Sanskrit texts. Historical chronicles and folktales were limited compared to the vast Buddhist literature.[footnoteRef:5] The first modern romance recalled was penned in Tibet during the eighteenth century.[footnoteRef:6] Yet no other writings followed, and other than this book, there are hardly any fiction novels or short stories to be found in the next 200 years. Numerous researchers claim that modern Tibetan literature began to develop in Tibet only in the 1980s. [footnoteRef:7] 	Comment by Elana Gomel: published? [5: Tsering Shakya, "Language, Literature, and Representation in Tibet," in Herbert J. Batt (ed.) Tales of Tibet (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Pub, 2001), 28.]  [6: The novel The Legend of the Prince Who Was Unlike Himself (Tibetan: Gzhon nu zla med kyi gtam rgyud) was written by Dokhar Tsering Wanggyel (1689-1763).]  [7: Shakya, "Language, Literature, and Representation in Tibet," 29; Matthew T. Kapstein, "Foreword,” in Lauran R. Hartley and Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani (eds.), Modern Tibetan Literature and Social Change (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), ix. ] 

During the 1980s and 1990s, modern Tibetan literature echoed modernity and secular life. It was Written by intellectuals and aimed at the thin local elite sector as the majority of Tibetans remained illiterate.[footnoteRef:8] Even monks and nuns, chiefly in central Tibet, could hardly read and write as they were skilled in only the most basic level of writing since religious education practiced mostly memorizing religious texts.[footnoteRef:9] The religious education method, primarily conducted in the monasteries and meant only for monks, and especially Tibet’s geographical isolation and the Buddhist regime’s policy of seclusion until the 1950s, prevented a public education system and modern literature from developing.[footnoteRef:10] As a result, modernity and secular concepts entered Tibet only after 1951 via the Chinese Communist education system while contradicting, in many ways, the traditional Buddhist method of study.	Comment by Elana Gomel: how? [8: Tibet’s illiteracy is the highest in China, at 35.2% in 2018, see: National Bureau of Statistics, China Statistical Yearbook 2018 (Beijing: China Statistic Press, 2019).]  [9: Michal Zelcer-Lavid, "Modern Education and Literary Traditions: A Comparative View on the Development of Modern Uyghur and Tibetan Literature," Central Asian Survey 37, no. 4 (2018): 574.]  [10: Ibid., 574-5.] 

The Chinese system was based on repetition and memorization but without discussion, interpretation or critical review. Students learned how to read and write but were not permitted to interpret the texts or express stances that countered official party lines. As a result, throughout Mao’s rule, very little Tibetan literature can be found; and what did exist was political in nature, written to accord with party policy.[footnoteRef:11] Religion was viewed during that period as a feudal remnant which had historically assisted Tibetan nobility in ruling its slaves. Until 1951, 80% of Tibet’s population was enslaved, poor nomads lacking all education.[footnoteRef:12] The local culture was based on the religious system, which made it so difficult for the population to preserve its identity during the Communist regime. [11:  Adrian A. Moon, "Modern Tibetan Fiction, Part 1," Tibetan Review 26, no.10 (1991): 19. ]  [12:  Tom A. Grunfeld, The Making of Modern Tibet, Revised Edition (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 1996), 8-14. ] 

In the 1980s, the Chinese regime began reviving religious institutions in Tibet as part of its reforms and liberalization typical of the post-Mao period. The increasing popularity of regions containing minorities, and the New Age movement’s penetration into China in the 1990s, increased the value of Tibetan culture among the Chinese, and a change simultaneously occurred among Tibetans towards their own religion.[footnoteRef:13]The more modern Tibet became, absorbing influences from China and the world, the greater the need became to preserve and accentuate the unique Tibetan ethnic characteristics. Many people began delving into their roots in search of identity, while others attracted to mysticism and fantasy seeking for an alternative realms and escapism from daily life.  [13:  Hongyi Harry Lai, "The Religious Revival of China," Copenhagen Journal of Asian Studies 18 (2003): 52-55. ] 

Tibetan literature, which started flourishing in the 1980s, reflected this search. Most authors supported adopting a modern identity since it was a new concept in Tibet, identified with progress. Authors adopting this approach were, from the outset, more open to the concepts of modernization and innovation. Those who promoted a return to religious tradition were mostly part of the religious leadership: they had just begun reestablishing their status. Their fear of a secular culture’s influence on young Tibetans derived primarily from the regime’s interest in weakening religion while supporting secular culture as a way of strengthening Tibetan nationalism.[footnoteRef:14] The conflict between supporters and opponents of tradition manifested in the Tibetan literature at that time, along with the flourishing of new literary genres such as magic realism, fantasy, and avant-garde literature.	Comment by Elana Gomel: Not sure I understand this. Was the secular regime interested in strengthening Tibetan nationalism? [14: Tsering Shakya, The Dragon in the Land of Snows, A History of Modern Tibet Since 1947, (New York: Penguin Compass, 1999), 420.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk86922460]
The Fantasy of Tibet
A classy Land Rover back from Lhasa roared up and stopped. Two young lamas in monastic robes and sun hats scrambled out, waved to the driver, and started climbing up the path. One wearing earphones babbled a song in tune with his pocket radio.[footnoteRef:15] [15: Sebo, "The Circular Day," in Herbert J. Batt (ed.), Tales of Tibet (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Pub., 2001), 212. ] 


Lhasa as described by the author Sebo is a modern city, thriving, cosmopolitan. Bustling with western tourists, Chinese, young girls, monks, motorbikes, beggars: all merge into a unique mix that colors Tibet’s capital. His story, “The Circular Day,” (Chinese: Yuanxing rizi) was published in Chinese in 1991 in an anthology of the same name. It follows a materialistic Tibetan young woman whose mother promised to buy her a fashionable gym outfit. The mother dashes from store to store trying to keep her promise but ends up empty handed: all the outfits have been sold. In retrospect, the story describes a reality universal to parent child relationships and the constant chase after constantly changing fashions. 
The story’s end, by contrast, is no ordinary one. As the day reaches its end, and the mother is still unable to find what her daughter wants, she sees an old beggar woman dressed in the sought-after apparel. The author describes the contrast between the bright red top and the woman’s shrunken, wrinkled body. Surprised, the mother approaches the beggar and puts the money intended for the purchase into the overturned hat placed in front of the woman. 
According to the Marxist philosopher Lukács, the purpose of this style of “critical realism” used by the author is to highlight the tense relationship between individual and society.[footnoteRef:16] The story exemplifies this concept by describing the pursuit for greater materialism and exposing the blindness it causes. The story ends with the object of desire being found on the old woman: she wears it as clothing rather than a fashion statement and in doing so, erases any meaning attached to the clothing. The mother, who had reached a point of despair in her search for the particular item, acknowledges the item’s triviality and redirects her money to a more humane purpose. Giving to beggars and pilgrims is part of Tibetan tradition: this turns the mother’s action into a victory for tradition over consumerism. It is a victory that, in retrospect, is perfectly suited to Tibet’s spiritual capital. 	Comment by Elana Gomel: Need a reference to Lukacs	Comment by Elana Gomel: Can this story be regarded as fantasy? [16:  Shakya, "Language, Literature, and Representation in Tibet," xviii.] 

In the story, Tibet is described as an alternative space, sometimes fantastical, were economic reality merges with spiritual realization. Simultaneously, “The Circular Day” offers a cynical description of traditional Tibetans encompassing lamas, pilgrims and beggars, and especially the explicit sexuality, emphasizing the avant-garde style pervasive of that era in China, evident in works by Chinese authors in Tibet, such as Ma Jian and Ma Yuan. Alluded to in this story is the idea that the father of the girl, who is the story’s protagonist, is none other than a lama from a local shrine, and the withered beggar woman is presented in neither a spiritual nor a human light as she sips from a bottle of cheap liquor. Critically reading the story brings the common Tibetan stereotypes to the fore cloaked in new robes. Presenting Tibetans as primitives, infantile, and animalistic reinforces the common perception in China by which Tibetans need the cultured modern Chinese to assist them. Such stereotypes are part of the rhetoric that justifies the Chinese regime’s rule in Tibet.	Comment by Elana Gomel: the summary of the story does not contain any reference to this	Comment by Elana Gomel: not clear. 	Comment by Elana Gomel: what stereotypes?
Sebo is among those Tibetan authors who “discovered” and re-adopted their ethnic origin in order to highlight their uniqueness in China’s literary world. His father was Chinese; his mother, Tibetan. Yet he himself is unfamiliar with the Tibetan language and culture. Following his parents’ divorce, he grew up with his father in the Sichuan and Hunan provinces.[footnoteRef:17] Arriving in Tibet in the 1980s, he assumed the sobriquet “Sebo,” a free translation of his Chinese name, Xu Mingliang, into Tibetan. But despite his efforts at adopting the Tibetan identity, he notes that he never felt a sense of belonging to Tibet: “I never felt I belonged to that place, I never felt I was like the Tibetan people around me; I only felt I belonged to the intellectual circle of my friends.”[footnoteRef:18]As a Tibetan author writing in Chinese, he felt obligated to write about the lives of Tibetans; but since he was not deeply familiar with Tibetan culture, he began to weave Buddhist motifs into his works to infuse them with a sense of the exotic and the mystical.  [17: Herbert J. Batt (ed.), Tales of Tibet, (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Pub., 2001), 163.]  [18:  Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani, Tashi Dawa: Magical Realism and Contested Identity in Modern Tibet, PhD diss., (University of Pennsylvania, 2002), 148.] 

Sebo, educated in China, assimilated the representations of Tibet common in China, but by using them he actually points a critical finger at Chinese society, for which the story is intended. The focus on sexuality and consumerism by the narrative’s protagonists, and the plot’s urban background, emphasize the absurd pursuit of money and objects, and the alternative space offered by Tibet. The story begins from the daughter’s perspective: her wanderings through the streets of Lhasa bring her to meeting various type casts. As she jots down poetry and snippets in her notebook, she offers the reader a view of the city and its residents. The teen girl represents Lhasa itself, as the author perceives it:
There’s a furry, blond guy from America,
a photographer. All day long, he takes
so many pictures of me there’s no space
in my room to hang them all. I know
he wants to attract me. There are so,
so many guys all trying to attract me,
American, Germans, Italians. They all
Take my picture.[footnoteRef:19] [19: Sebo, "The Circular Day," 211. This is the original poem’s construction.] 


The poem emphasizes the teen’s external image. Western tourists photograph her as a way of “courting” her to obtain something, hinted at as sexual favors. Lhasa itself is considered a desired destination by westerners, and its image as Shangri-La does not lose any of its charm. The westerners try to capture the city through the camera lens, perpetuating their attraction to the exotic elements that the city offers. But in retrospect, they do not manage to corrupt the city/young woman, proof being in the story’s ending and the mother’s act of generosity which expresses kindness and compassion. This ending highlights the difference between Tibet and the rest of China, and is part of the criticism leveled at Chinese society which, rather than encouraging individualism (manifesting, in the story, as the mother’s action) promotes, if not glorifies, following the rules, thereby falling victim, among other things, to changing fads and fashions.   
In the broadest sense, Sebo turns the universal narrative on materialistic pursuits, while emphasizing the sense of urban alienation, into a local Tibetan narrative. The story’s name relates to the circular route of Barkhor Street in the heart of ancient Lhasa. A further reference is to the cycles of life experienced by the figures peopling that street, magnified by a description of sunrise and sunset which is present throughout the plot. Other than the young teen who has no idea who her father is, the reader meets pilgrims, a hunchback, a limper, a crazy woman and an old beggar woman. The beggar is the one wearing the object of the young woman’s desire: the red track suit with its low neckline:	Comment by Elana Gomel: needs to be rephrased
She’d pulled down her sheepskin robe. Beneath it she wore a tracksuit. Its overlarge v-neck exposed two triangular mounds of shrunken, shriveled skin that were her breasts. Dried, cracked, glittering scales shone among the wrinkles like metal in a desert, golden in the rays of the setting sun.[footnoteRef:20] [20: Sebo, "The Circular Day," 215.  ] 


This detail in the plot can be interpreted as criticism of the pursuit of consumer goods and the fickle temporary nature of every fashion, but it also presents a new perception of Tibet. Sebo shows how, despite the ancient religious Tibetan traditions, modernization is shaping up but does not yet fit Tibet’s measurements. Both the young and the old women are, in fact, one and the same. Both present Tibet’s complexity, but while Westerners are drawn to its exotic elements, the Chinese view it as an ancient and therefore irrelevant remnant of the past. 	Comment by Elana Gomel: how?

Is Tibet a Shangri-la?
Tashi Dawa’s (1959-)[footnoteRef:21] “Tibet: A Soul in Bondage” (Chinese: Xizang: Jihad zai pisheng jieshang de hun) is a further expression of the modern genre which integrates the exotic and mystic with realism. Tashi Dawa writes in a magic realist style typical of Latin American authors. Like Sebo, Tashi Dawa is of mixed origin and lived the bulk of his life in the Tibetan parts of Sichuan. In the 1980s he discovered Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel Garcia Márquez, Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner, who influenced his style and works.[footnoteRef:22] [21: Tashi Dawa is the nom de plume used by Zhang Niansheng. ]  [22: Danzhu Angben, "Tashi Dawa and His Work," Chinese Literature 3 (1991): 59.] 

Latin American authors use the magic realist style to express political protest, integrating realist motifs with mystical motifs and others unique to their culture.[footnoteRef:23] Most of these authors were educated in Europe. On returning to their homelands, they adopted this writing style in order to criticize the social order. Foreign influences and backgrounds allowed these authors to observe their own culture in a different light, which manifested in their works. Much like these authors, Tashi Dawa was also educated outside Tibet, but unlike them, he does not delve into the burning issues of interest to Tibetans. The reason may be his distancing from Tibetan culture and the fact that he did not know the Tibetan language. Dawa even claimed that Tibetan was well suited to religious texts but lacked sufficient variety to make it suited to modern literature, and therefore was insufficiently sophisticated to express the concepts in his stories.[footnoteRef:24] [23: Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris, "Introduction: Daiquiri birds and Flaubertian parrot(ie)s," in Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris (eds.), Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1995), 3-5.]  [24: Schiaffini-Vedani,"The Language Divide,” 90. ] 

Counterbalancing the criticism leveled at Tashi Dawa for emulating the Latin American magic realism style, Schiaffini-Vedani claimed that the source of Dawa’s inspiration derives from the Tibetan traditions and beliefs, and his western origins are what helped him see the magical in Tibetan culture.[footnoteRef:25] The author himself states as much in his stories: “ (…) are comparable to ancient Tibetan chronicles, which contain both factual history and mythical narrative.”[footnoteRef:26] In addition to the artistic value, magic realism is important for its representation of Tibet. Integrating between fiction and reality, magic realism allows Tashi Dawa to successfully radicalize the representation of both Tibet and Tibetans in a way that clarifies their stereotypical nature to the reader. These works cannot be interpreted in the words’ simplest sense because of the mystical and fictional motifs used.	Comment by Elana Gomel: not clear from the essay: is he of western origin or educated in the West?	Comment by Elana Gomel: not sure what it means. Does he expose the orientalist stereotypes of Tibet or create his own? 	Comment by Elana Gomel: Isn't this true about all literature? [25:  Schiaffini-Vedani, Tashi Dawa, 151.]  [26: . Batt, Tales of Tibet, 264. ] 

Written in 1984, “Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong” describes Tibet of the future, sixteen years ahead. The story won first place in the China Short Story competition of 1986, earning Tashi Dawa esteem. It was translated into English and French, and can be found in all the author’s anthologies. Taking place in the year 2000, the plot story depicts sees the author meeting a dying lama whose soul will not reincarnate following his death. The lama describes a cosmic battle taken, seemingly, from an ancient Buddhist prophecy: a war between devils and the Shangri-La warriors. The latter come from a mythical place, a kind of paradise which no person is able to locate, but on his deathbed the lama details two figures making their way towards him. The author identifies the characters: they are his own work. In 1984 Dawa began writing a story on about these two figures making their way somewhere, but he was forced to archive it because he had no idea where they were headed. The story is replete with descriptions of a reviving Tibet which the protagonists meet on their way to this unknown location, as does the author who begins and ends the story in the first person. 
The narrative’s focus is the locus of tradition in the modern age penetrating Tibet. The lama at the story’s start dies, and no one is found to inherit the role. In that way a long Buddhist tradition of reincarnation comes to a halt. The lama’s death signifies the end of Tibet’s religious era and the transition to another one. The author’s two fictitious fictional characters resuscitate and set out from his archived story. They represent traditional Tibet. The man and woman reach the region of Kham, where they represent the old generation according to the common stereotypes in China for primitiveness and ignorance. The woman joined the man in order to escape from a future of hard labor in the secluded grasslands where she lived. She fills the traditional role of preparing food and drink for the man. Her character is likened to that of an animal, or more precisely, a dog. She wears a leather strap much like a dog’s collar, on which she marks the journey’s days in scratches.	Comment by Elana Gomel: unclear	Comment by Elana Gomel: ?	Comment by Elana Gomel: this needs to be explained
The leather strap provides the story with its title and links the woman to her home and her past. When she explains to the man that she is marking each day’s passing since leaving her home, he answers with contempt, saying he has had no home since his birth.[footnoteRef:27] In this way he is perhaps alluding to the loss of his homeland. Throughout the plot, the woman lugs the cooking equipment on her back. When she tires of the man’s attitude, he does not allow her to leave. In another part of the story, the woman reaches a small township and is stoned by children, like a dog that took the wrong path. She does not react despite being injured, and her character remains passive and obedient. This stereotypical figure provides the need for the exotic, and motifs perceived as “Tibetan” for Chinese readers. Further on, Tashi Dawa tries, unsuccessfully, to challenge the stereotypes and lead the figures through a transformation in order for them to modernize. [27: Tashi Dawa, "Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong," in Herbert J. Batt (ed.), Tales of Tibet (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Pub., 2001), 110.
] 

The encounters between tradition and modernity, and between religion and secularity, weave the fabric of the story’s plot. Despite Tashi Dawa’s attempts at describing Tibet’s technological advances in the year 2000, his imagination is limited to the reality familiar to him in the 1980s. Tradition is predominantly identified with the primitive, for example: the encounter takes place in a village reached by the protagonists, where residents include a shepherd and an accountant:
“If you don’t have anything to eat you can have dinner with us. I’ve got firewood to boil tea.”
“Damn, did you just walked out of the middle Ages? Are you one of those extraterrestrials?”
“I come from a place far away. I’ve walked…”She held up the thong again. “How many days did you count?”
“Let me see…eighty-five days.”
“I walked eighty-five days? That’s not right. Just now you said ninety-two. You’re tricking me,” Chung started to giggle.
“Oh, tsk, tsk! Buddhas and bodhisattvas,” he shut his eyes and murmured, “you’re driving me crazy.”
“Do you want to have supper here with me? I still have some dried meat.”
“Girl, let me take you to a place where young people have fun. There’s music, beer, disco music. Throw away that rotten tree branch in your hand.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  ibid., 114.] 


Tashi Dawa employs the accepted Tibetan stereotypes and in retrospect seems to align with the way minorities are presented in China. His critical stance reinforces his status as an innovative avant-garde author. But in fact the radicalization of stereotypes and their integration into the futuristic story empties them of all meaning, since they are perceived as fictitious representations which do not correspond with reality. This radicalization can be viewed as a protest against accelerated modernization and loss of simplicity, and as a novel attempt at creating a brave art while simultaneously reinforcing the perception of Tibet as a fantastical destination where the future and past coexist.	Comment by Elana Gomel: the author needs to explain what she means by "radicalization".	Comment by Elana Gomel: ?
The plot climaxes with the arrival of the couple in a nameless village known as X. Following a drought, the seer had prophesied that a couple would arrive that morning from the east, bringing rain with them. The couple was therefore received by the locals with great fanfare and brought on a lavishly outfitted tractor into the village square. After noticing the woman’s face, the townsfolk decide she is the embodiment of the goddess of compassion. For the first time in her life, she is showered with attention and gifts. The man, by contrast, is left alone. He goes off to provoke an argument for the purpose of getting killed and ending his suffering. His rough character and lack of roots cynically represents the Buddhist believers. At the story’s start, the man, known as Tabei, steals money and gifts it to a local shrine. His attitude towards the woman lacks compassion, and from the moment she joins up with him, he relates to her as chattels. While the village locals wonder at her beauty, he feels disgusted by her ugliness. Despite his many sins, he seeks a place that will provide him with religious salvation without needing to change his ways.	Comment by Elana Gomel: why?
The paradise Tabei seeks is a myth that the author chooses to identify with Communism:
“In 1964,” he recalled, “they started the people’s communes. Everybody talked about the communist road, but nobody then could say just what communism was…some kind of heaven. But where? They asked people who came from western Tibet- ‘Not there’. Asked people from Ngari – ‘Not there’. People from the Qinghai border hadn’t seen it. The only place left nobody’s ever been was Kelong Mountain. A few people in the village sold their belongings, said they were taking the road to communism…set off across Kelong Mountain, and never came back. After that not a single villager headed up that way, no matter how hard things got.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  ibid., 118.] 


Communism, according to this quote, or more precisely, Communist propaganda, is a myth that never materialized in these parts of Tibet. Communism did not improve Tibetan’s lives, nor did the promised paradise ever appear. A further criticism is leveled at those who set out seeking the path to Communism and paying with the lives. Since these views are spoken by an ancient Tibetan man, they can be understood in China as ignorance rather than separatism. 
The unachievable Communist utopia is identified in the story with the Buddhist myth of “paradise on earth” sought by the protagonist. The Tibetan myth of a paradise hidden in the Himalayas is called “Shambala.” A further myth was published in 1933 by the British author, James Hilton, in his novel, “Lost Horizon.” It describes a hidden valley in the Himalayas, known as Shangri-La, a concept identified with isolated, exotic locations. The story’s message is that belief in paradise led to ruin. The protagonists discover that no such Communist paradise exists, nor is there a Buddhist paradise, and the suffering of their journey was in vain. 
Exiled Tibetan researcher Pema Bhum presents similar claims to those offered by Tashi Dawa. Bhum points to the way in which Tibetan intellectuals active in the 1980s sought a new doctrine, feeling that the Buddhist doctrine Buddhism had disappointed them by leading to Tibet’s weakened status, which in turn enabled the Communist doctrine to be forcibly imposed on them through the political party and the military. The intellectuals’ objective is to “liberate” themselves from these doctrines.[footnoteRef:30] [30: Pema Bhum, "The Heart-Beat of New Generation: A Discussion of the New Poetry," Lungta, special issue on Modern Tibetan Literature 12 (1999): 3-4.
] 

In “Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong” the protagonists arrive in a village where the locals have adopted modernization. To the female protagonist, they appear “as happy as gods.” The local residents show pride in their new agricultural technologies, digital wrist watches, Walkman and yellow tractors, one of which accidentally run Tabei over and injured him by accident as he made his way to the mountains in search of paradise and redemption. At the story’s close, Tashi Dawa meets these protagonists. He turns himself into a literary figure and emphasizes his position as the Creator. On his journey from the world of reality to the world of fantasy where the story takes place, he passes by an abandoned field where an epic war had occurred, and he imagines the act of re-creation in which a man and a woman would be the new Adam and Eve. These new figures are meant to replace the stereotypical representations appearing in the plot so far with new, modern representations.
While trying to save the injured male protagonist, he encounters the female protagonist who treats his wounds. The protagonists conduct a dialogue with him, andhim and are freed of his authority when they express independent desires. The author tortures himself over their creation:
Letting Chung and Tabei walk out of that manila envelope had been an irreparable mistake. Why to this day have I been unable to portray the image of the “new man”, the “new woman”? Now that I’ve created these characters, their every action has become an unalterable fact.[footnoteRef:31]  [31: Tashi Dawa, "Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong,” 123.] 

 
Tashi Dawa is unable to create new figures. Perhaps his failure derives from not being able to alter his perception relative to Tibetans. Or perhaps he is not interested in really creating a “new man” and “new woman” because he does not really want Tibetan culture to change. The first option presumes that Tibetan society is too primitive at that stage (being the 1980s) to undergo any change. By contrast, the second possibility is that the author may not want Tibetan tradition to lose its spiritual uniqueness, and therefore chooses to perpetuate it through mystical and exotic representations. 	Comment by Elana Gomel: characters?
At the story’s close the author, who turned into yet another protagonist in the plot, attempts to persuade Tabei to get wise to his own search for utopia, since utopia does not exist. The traditional sound of chimes heard shattering the fantastical space in which they find themselves restores them to the global reality. The American voice, which Tabei erroneously thinks is the voice of the god, declares that the Los Angeles 1984 Olympics is now officially opened, stressing the perception that America is “paradise on earth.”
“Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong” contains similar messages to those appearing in Sebo’s “The Circular Day.” Alongside criticism of the consumerist lifestyle and the pursuit of objects and brand names, Tashi Dawa emphasizes the USA’s rising status as a model worthy of emulation for many in China. Unlike “The Circular Day,” Tashi Dawa does not offer an alternative to this state of mind, and the way he presents his protagonists makes it harder for the reader to identify with them. Magic realism turns Tashi Dawa’s protagonists into distanced rather than realistic images. Both Tashi Dawa and Sebo present bold, new writing which merges religion and secularism, reality and fantasy, old and new. For this reason, these two authors chose to radicalize their plots’ protagonists, establishing their status as authors by using their unique methods.

Conclusion
Tibet’s mystification as a desirable spiritual destination is common among many of Tashi Dawa’s works, and a central motif in his writing. The modern literature produced by Tashi Dawa, Sebo and others is directed at Chinese readership and integrated into the “searching for roots” trend that dominated China in the 1980s. Minorities symbolized the authenticity and rootedness which Chinese intellectuals sought, growing the popularization of minorities in Chinese society.[footnoteRef:32] “Discovering” and “adopting” the Tibetan identity is one stage in the process of seeking that authenticity, and an alternative to the accelerated pace of life during the period of reforms in the PRC.	Comment by Elana Gomel: This needs to be explained earlier; maybe in the INtro [32: Nimrod Baranovitch, China's New Voices: Popular Music, Ethnicity, Gender and Politics, 1978-1997 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 81.
] 

Tibetan literature in Chinese is more popular than in the Tibetan language, and holds a central role in representing Tibetans in China. These authors earned their educations outside Tibet, and some lack fluency in both the Tibetan language and in Tibetan history and culture.[footnoteRef:33] Nonetheless, this genre of literature is important for the way it represents Tibet to Chinese readers, and its ability to shape Tibet’s and Tibetans’ perception in the broader context of the PRC. Authors are aware of their power as representatives of the Tibetan minority, and choose to emphasize their ethnic origins.  [33:  Sebo testifies to the fact that he and other authors, such as Tashi Dawa, who grew up outside Tibet, still do not understand Tibetan culture despite having spent 20 years in Tibet, see Sebo, "Yaoyuan de jiyi" [Reflections from a Far], Xizang wenxue [Tibetan Literature] 1 (2006): 78.] 

The increasing popularity in China of regions dedicated to minorities, Tibet among them, enabled authors writing in Chinese to stand out by using the fantasy genre which melded ethnic motifs with mysticism. This is how these literary works present the “other” and the different to the Chinese reader. Because Tibetan literature in Chinese did not reflect the burning issues in Tibet, nor daily life of Tibetans, it became irrelevant for Tibetans. The artistic value of such literature is increasingly strengthened with the integration of stereotypes relating to Tibet, sometimes in a radicalized form, as the background to the literary plots, constituting a contrast to the mystical and exotic elements in the represented images. 
The main reason for this situation is that Tibetan readership is of a limited scope and did not show interest in Tashi Dawa’s and Sebo’s work due to the way these authors perceive Tibetan culture. Explaining the phenomenon is Dondrup Wangbum (1995-):[footnoteRef:34] “Actually, the ‘mystery’ of Tibet is the ‘mystery’ of Tibetan culture, and this mystery stems from ignorance. Once it is understood, it is no longer mysterious. A Tibetan never thinks of himself or his life as a mystery.”[footnoteRef:35] Busying themselves with where tradition meets modernization in Chinese language Tibetan literature derives, to a great degree, from the authors’ personal experiences on arriving in Tibet.  [34:  The author is also known by his Chinese name, Danzhu Angben.]  [35: Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani, "The 'Condor' Flies Over Tibet: Zhaxi Dawa and the Significance of Tibetan Magical Realism," in Lauran R. Hartley and Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani (eds.), Modern Tibetan Literature and Social Change (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 218. 
] 

In the 1980s, Tibet was still a relatively isolated location and very different, geographically and culturally, from the rest of China. The sense of alienation was accompanied by a good deal of curiosity directed towards Tibetan culture, and many stories were written around the convergence of old and new. In the 1980s, Tibet was still a relatively isolated location and very different, geographically and culturally, from the rest of China. The sense of alienation was accompanied by a good deal of curiosity directed towards Tibetan culture, and many stories were written around the convergence of reality and fantasy in an attempt to describe the complexity of the Tibetan myths.


	

	



1

