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It was not the Lhasa I remembered. The austere white walls with their maroon and ochre 
lines, so typical of Tibetan architecture, had been replaced by glass-fronted designer stores 
and cinema screens radiating red and gold affluence. 
 
Barkhor Square in front of the sacred Jokhang temple – once rich with the sounds of 
prostrating pilgrims and thick with the smoke of juniper incense – was silent and empty. The 
busy market at its edges – stalls filled with layers of unique and bizarre curios – was gone, 
revealing a network of gift stores like those found in expensive hotels. No salvaged strings of 
temple bells, no discarded pairs of monastery horns, no ritual bowls made from human 
skulls adorned with pewter, turquoise and red coral. Just meaningless souvenirs banking on 
an export-quality mysticism that had been methodically erased. 
 
Guards were stationed on the surrounding rooftops, armed with rifles and binoculars. Every 
street that led to the Barkhor and the Jokhang ended with armed guards, ID checks and 
X-ray machines. Police and soldiers marched the streets, a reminder for every Tibetan to 
stay in line with contemporary Chinese thinking. 
 
The street musicians and busking monks – once a feature on every corner and a great 
source of sounds – were gone. The only street musician seen during the entire journey 
couldn’t run away fast enough as I approached him – such was the fear of being seen 
interacting with a Westerner holding a microphone. The cold dry air that rendered every 
sound crisp and clear was still there, but there was nothing worth recording. 
 
Tibet was no longer for the Tibetans. The Beijing to Lhasa railway, opened in July 2006, 
turned it into a theme park for Chinese tourists; a warped ice-age Disneyland where the 
rugged inhabitants and their unique ways were mocked more than marveled. I literally cried. 
 
Many years ago the Dalai Lama encouraged people to go to Tibet and tell the world what 
they saw. The text above tells you what I saw in 2012, while Raw Tibet tells you what I heard 
in 2004. It is rich in sounds from the Tibetan Plateau that I could not find eight years later: 
children singing, laughing and popping gum in Lhatse; adults casually chatting and 
bargaining at a roadside market in Old Tingri; street musicians in Lhasa pouring their heart 
and soul into every performance – all without fear of interacting with a Westerner holding a 
microphone. Raw Tibet also includes the quaint sounds of horses, carts and simple tractors 
passing by, prayer flags fluttering in the wind, jeep drivers repairing a flat tyre on a high 
mountain pass, and more. Put on your headphones, close your eyes and be transported to 
your own imaginary Tibet – a Himalayan soundscape that cannot be recreated. 
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Greg Simmons is a writer, educator, traveler and sound engineer with a passion for 
recording endangered music. Since 2004 he has taken over 120 people on his educational 
sound recording expeditions through Asia and the Himalaya. He is an expert at leading 
groups of sound engineers, audio students, musicians and adventurers through these 
fascinating cultures and terrains, and has acquired specialized skills and techniques for 
recording the many types of music found there. 
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