
Thupten Kelsang: My name is Thupten Kelsang, 
and I’m a second year doctoral student at the 
University of Oxford. I specialised in museum 
anthropology, and in particular I work towards 
excavating the colonial provenance of Tibetan 
collections in museums such as this one, and  
also how to make symbolic reparations, which  
is to create engagement with the Tibetan people  
− so this is what I do basically. 

So these objects are very fascinating to look at. 
They employ human remains which can be a taboo 
and a touchy subject, particularly in the West,  
so in that way it’s quite spectacular to look at as 
well. But yet again this is a very complex object, 
really important to sort of emphasise that Tibetans 
do not have a disdain, for instance, viewing human 
remains. Because unlike, I think, Judeo-Christian 
religions, we don’t have that kind of binaries of, 
like, heaven and hell. It’s more nuanced than that, 
so I think there is no aversion to ideas of death or 
human remains. But that does not imply that it’s all 
sort of very peachy, and it’s all like something which 
you encounter when you wake up. It’s nothing like 
that. It always has to be treated with reverence. 
Lay Buddhist practitioners would be a little bit 
far away from it, even though we would seek its, 
kind of, blessings and the benefit it could bring us 
through rituals, through using these implements. 
But we would, a little bit, stay away from it because 
we would recognise Tantra as a very − especially 
involving this kind of implements − would be a 
highly specialised practice and getting it wrong, 
because these are very subtle nuances and the 
Scriptures are very strict on even like how to make 
your hands and things, like that, so Tibetans  
would stay away from it and treat it with respect 
and reverence. 

Essentially, yeah. Tantra is a shortcut for 
enlightenment and these are very highly specialised 
tools for a highly specialised practice, and they 
should be treated as you would treat surgical 
instruments, for instance, they are something 
of precision − Tantric instruments are precise 
instruments like the surgical equipment, and it  
has to be respected.




