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Arts that engage you and unravel many stories, a culture that stays authentic, and the quiet magic of a nation where conversations
and people both feel close —head to Bhutan for reasons beyond the obvious, write Kunal Bhatia and Shuvajit Payne

indfulness, Gross

National Happi-

ness, and the viral

Ema Datshi (Bhu-

tanese stew) —this
familiar shorthand for Bhutan
misses the far richer bouquet of
experiences the country offers.
For Indian travellersin particular,
even those accustomed to dra-
matic Himalayan backdrops and
ancient monasteries within our
own borders, Bhutan still feels
unmistakably different from the
moment you arrive.

Magic of small numbers
Flyinginto Parois the first
revelation. The airportitselfis
modest, almost quaint, adorned
with traditional Bhutanese
architectural elements, includ-
ing hand-painted motifs and
wooden carvings. Butitis the
approach that delivers the thea-
tre. The aircraft weaves through
steep Himalayan valleys,
descending sharply between
mountains. The landingis so
technically demanding that only
a few dozen pilots worldwide are
certified toattempt it.

This idea of “only a few” re-
curs everywhere in Bhutan and
leads to unexpected delights.
With fewer people than in Chen-
nai and a population density
nearly 24 times lower than what
weare used to inIndia, institu-
tions remain personal here and
systems operate ata human
scale. Nowhere is this clearer
than at the Bhutan Postal Mu-
seum in the capital Thimphu,

Cham dance.

where you discover that Tashi

Wangchuck is the country’s sole

stamp designer.

With agrin on his face,
heishappyto tell

you of hismodest
beginnings—how,

atatimewhen no

graphic design courses were
offered in the country, he picked
up design techniques online

and landed this job. Wangchuck
enthusiastically explains hisart-
works on the stamps displayed
along the museum walls, some
of which take curious formsand
have become globally coveted
philatelic collectables that have
kept pace with time. There are
stamps with 3D holograms,
scents, QR-codes, and even those
that take the form of playable vi-
nylrecords, CDs, and NFTs!

The Zorig Chusum
The curiosity for art that
underlies Bhutan’s commit-
mentto cultural preserva-
tion finds vivid expres-
sionin the country’s
artschools. Amongst
them, the Choki Tradi-
tional Art School offers

The Choki Art School.

animmersive experience for
visitors. Founded for children
unable to access formal art edu-
cation, the school provides free
training in Bhutan’s zorig chu-
sum, the thirteen traditional arts

ParoDzong.

QUICK FACTS

@ April is a good time to visit;
it marks the beginning of
spring and the weather is
generally pleasant. June to
September are the monsoon
months, while October is
ideal for trekking.

Bhutan’s Gross National
Happiness is a concept
introduced in the Seventies,
and coined by the then king,
Jigme Singye Wangchuck.
0One of the most popular
dishes that Bhutan is famous
for is the Ema Datshi, a sweet
and spicy stew made of
cheese and chilli peppers.

and crafts that form the back-
bone of the country’s identity.
Students, many from socially
oreconomicallydisadvantaged
backgrounds, live and train here
full-time under master artisans.

Their instruction spans disci-
plines such aslhadri (painting),
patra (woodcarving), tshemdrup
(embroidery), thagzo (weaving),
and tshemzo (tailoring).

‘What makes a visit distinctive
ishow students chaperone you
through aliving museum housed
ina centuries-old farmhouse.
Under patient guidance, you
can tryblock printing, paint
traditional motifs, learn to write
your name in Bhutanese script
in brushstrokes, or even churn
suja (thelocal salted butter tea)
inalong cylindricalwooden
dongmo.

Wonderland of stories
Arichnarrative universe forms
the foundation for Bhutan’s ka-
leidoscope of arts. This is most
evidentduring tshechus—the an-
nual religious festivals held across
the country. Amid the visual
spectacle of swirlingmasks, elab-
orate costumes, and the rhythmic
drumbeats of the sacred cham
dances, itis easy to miss the lay-
ered stories being told.

Each dance encodes strands of
Buddhist philosophy. Characters
represent deities, protective
spirits, demons, and saints, their
exaggerated masks and move-
ments designed to communicate
moral lessons. Temple walls re-
inforce these narratives through
vast murals depicting cosmic
realms, the cycle of rebirth, and
the deeds of revered figures.

Itisastory lover’s para-

dise. Consider the tales of the
15th-century mystic popularly
known as the “DivineMadman.”
Hisunconventional methods—
often humorous and sometimes
deliberately shocking —were
intended to jolt people out of
spiritual complacency. The ubig-
uitous phallic symbols painted
on homes and temples across
Bhutan trace back to hislegacy.
Far from being crude, theyare
believed to ward off eviland pro-
mote fertility.

Everyday conversations
Bhutanrevealsitself through
such stories and interactions.
PerhapsIndia’s politest neigh-
bour, the warmth with which
locals receive visitors naturally
opens up space for dialogue.
Experienced this way, a visit to
adzong (fortified monastery
complexes) can turn into an im-
promptu exchange with a young
monkabout his aspirations for
monastic life. Amorning ina
homestay might wake you to the
rhythms of daily prayer.

Thereis much tonotice and
discuss: office-goers and school-
children alike routinely wearing
the national dress—the gho for
men and the kira for women; or
the ritualised banter of compet-
ing archery teams, charged bya
shared obsession for the national
sport. Bhutan's cultural identity
isdeeply embedded in everyday
life, revealing its layers only if
you are paying attention.



