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Profile of the Laureate and an Introduction to Bhutan 
 
Fujii Tomoaki:  First, I would like to give you a brief profile 
of Mr. Tashi Norbu, the Laureate of the 16th Fukuoka Asian 
Culture Prizes in the Art and Culture category.  
 
Introduction of the Laureate 
Mr. Tashi Norbu is the first Bhutanese to receive the Fukuoka 
Asian Culture Prize.  Bhutanese traditional music has fallen 
into decay under the strong influence of music from overseas.  
Alarmed by this development, he formed the countryôs first 
private group of traditional musicians, ñTashi Nenchaò in 1987.  This is an unprecedented 
achievement, independent of the central government in Bhutan, making him a pioneer in 
preserving and maintaining Bhutanese traditional cultures, primarily music.  As the director 
of the Tashi Nencha, he has introduced to the world the unique aspects of Bhutanese culture 
by presenting the groupôs performances overseas.  
 
UNESCOôs Proclamation of Masterpieces*1 
At present, UNESCO is leading international efforts to promote and safeguard intangible 
heritage of cultures such as music and dance preserved in countries worldwide.  To this end, 
UNESCO created the Proclamation of Masterpieces in 2001.  With regards to Japan, the first 
proclamation went to Noh play, and the second to Ningyo Jyoruri, Japanese Puppet Theater. 
Currently, World Heritage is intended for tangible cultural properties and nature.  Intangible 
heritage such as music and dance is excluded.  But the decision to add intangible heritage to 
the list of World Heritage will come soon.  Therefore, it is very significant that Mr. Tashi 
Norbu was awarded for his exhaustive efforts in preserving and maintaining traditional 
cultures.  

Bhutan 



Unveiled Bhutan 
Now I would like to talk briefly about the country of Bhutan.  I have visited Bhutan many 
times.  But in the past there has been little record about Bhutan in Japan.   
 
In 1913, Mr. Tada Tokan made a reference to Bhutan in his book Tibet*2.  This was the first 
description about the country written by a Japanese.  The worldôs first account about Bhutan 
appeared in Mr. Samuel Turnerôs book published by the Oxford in 1800.  The book achieved 
such a high reputation that it was translated into Germany, French and Italian.  In Japan, 
there was a gap of more than 40 years between the first record of Bhutan by Mr. Tada Tokan 
and a subsequent one.  However, considerably accurate information about Bhutan has started 
to arrive in Japan since Professor Nakao Sasuke of Osaka Prefecture University visited the 
country in 1958.  Furthermore, Mr. Nishioka Kyoji lived in Bhutan to provide technical 
assistance as an agricultural expert in charge of the Colombo Plan*3 for many years starting in 
1964.  My interest in Bhutan began when I was presented with the opportunity of meeting 
Professor Nakao.  I wanted to visit the country but couldnôt do so because Bhutan was 
isolated at that time.   
 
In 1970, however, I finally managed to enter the country on horseback and stayed for a short 
while thanks to the good offices of a commander of the Indian Border Army, a man whom I 
met when I was researching in Sikkim*4.  Then I returned to Bhutan in 1986 and 1988 for 
my field study funded by the Ministry of Educationôs Academic Research Grant.  I was able 
to travel across the country and study many aspects of it.  I am deeply attached to Bhutan. 
 

    Excerpt from óBhutanese culture and its dynamismô in ñMinzoku Geijutuò Vol. 6 written by Fujii Tomoaki in 1990  

 
 



Division based on Geography and the Ecosystem   
The length of Bhutan is only about 200km from the North and to the South.  Its 
southernmost area which borders with the Indian state of Assam, is 200m above sea level 
whereas its northernmost area adjacent to Tibet is 7000m above sea level.  Thus Bhutanôs 
altitude varies enormously.  The region from 200m to 1000m above sea level is subtropical 
and inhabited by those believed to be indigenous and ethnic Nepalese migrants.  The region 
from 1000m to 3000m above sea level constitutes central highlands called Bhutanôs 
Breadbasket.  Major cities such as the capital Thimphu, Paro, Tongsa, etc are concentrated in 
this region as well as about 90% of Bhutanôs population.  The region higher than 3000m 
above sea level consists of northern Himalayan Mountains where only nomad people live.  
The country can also be divided by the different lifestyles and livelihoods of the east and west 
regions which lies on either side of the Pele Pass.  The pass is about 3000m high and is 
located to the east of the capital Thimphu.  Thus there are two important points when 
considering Bhutanôs culture: one is a north-south division which creates the three regions, 
and the other is the east-west division of the two regions.   
 
Linguistic Division  
There are four principal language groups in Bhutan.  The first group is the people called 
Ngalops, who migrated from Tibet around the 7th century.  They speak ñDzongkha.ò  The 
second group is the people called Sharchops, who live in the eastern part called Tashigang.  
Their language is ñSharchopkha.ò  They are believed to be indigenous people.  The third 
group speaks ñBumthangkhaò and is concentrated in the central region of Bumthang.  The 
forth group is the people who migrated from Nepal during the modern era. They speak 
Nepalese and account for roughly 30% of the population.   
 

 
Bhutanese Buddhism 
Bhutan represents the world of Tibetan 
Mahayana Buddhism.  Its official religion is the 
Druk sect of the Tibetan Buddhism Kagyu 
school, which Shabdrung Rinpoche*5 introduced 
to Bhutan in the 17th century.   
 
 

 
 
Music and Dances of Bhutan 
Bhutanese music is varied. First, ñZhabdroò 
means songs in a broad sense but dances are also 
performed.  Bhutanôs national sport is archery.  
When the arrow hits the target, participants start 
singing and women nearby start dancing to the 
music.  Fast Zhabdro like Tibetan music is called 
Boedra, and slow-paced music is called Zhungdra.  
Dances will be the major component of Zhabdro 
performance on the stage of today.   
                     People having fun with bows  



Secondly, ñChamò is mask dance.  This is performed on festive 
occasions such as religious rituals.  Religious facemasks 
characterize this type of dance.  There are Zhongs (fortresses) 
across the country.  The big festival called Tsechu is held in Zhongs 
to honor the accomplishments of Guru Padma Sambhava*6.  The 
guru left behind 12 major episodes from his life.  They all took 
place on the 10th day of the month.  Thus all Zhongs hold the 
Tsechu on the 10th day of the month.  Cham is performed during 
this festival.  Monks are principal dancers who preach tenets of 
Buddhism by performing masked dances of different stories.  The 
dances are very colorful, like the great picture scrolls of Buddhism.  
              Mask dance 

         Zhong (fortress)  Tsechu 
 
 
Thirdly, ñTsogò is ceremonial music of Tibetan 
Buddhism.  Monks recite a sutra while Nga 
(hand-held drum), Gyaling (double-reed 
instrument), Dung (long Tibetan horn) are played.   
The low sounds of the musical instruments are in 
harmony with the voices of the monks, creating a 
beautiful soundscape.  The recitation sounds 
very low and dignified.   
 

  Tsog (Left Gyaling. Center Nga) 
 
I said earlier that there are 4 major language groups.  The truth is that language differs 
among villages or valleys in addition to many dialects.  The songs and dances I previously 
mentioned also have many variations.  Incidentally the music of Sharchops in the east of 
Bhutan uses the same music scale as that of Okinawa.  The music of Okinawa is readily 
identifiable to anyone who listens to it as its scale is so unique.  Such a music does not exit 
in any other part of Japan.  Therefore one can assume that one of the origins of Okinawa 
culture may possibly have stemmed from Bhutan.  What an interesting find!   
 
 I hope that my talk has helped you understand that rich and diversified culture is 
abundant in the small country of Bhutan.   
 




