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Departing from Xining, China, there is a train that runs all the way 
to Lhasa, Tibet. Dubbed the "Celestial Road" during its construction, 
this rail link went into operation barely a year ago, on July 1, 2006. 
With close to 1,000 kilometres of track at altitudes of 4,000 metres or 
more, the line crosses the Kunlun Shan mountain range, the "Roof of 
the World," which forms a natural boundary along the northern edge 
of the Tibetan plateau. It is the highest railway line in the world.< < 
Darren Almond has created a work revolving around this train. The 
British artist finds himself drawn to subjects that examine questions 
of place, time and memory, and often takes his inspiration from 
"transportation and the means to get there, the ways of getting 
there, arrival and departure." Entitled In the Between, this piece is 
part of a cycle begun in 1995 on the subject of "mythical" trains. 
To begin with, Almond looked at the Schwebebahn, the world's 
first monorail, inaugurated in 1904 in Wuppertal, Germany. It 
was still running in 1995, when Almond filmed the train along its 
entire route, from the first station to the last. He then reversed the 
movement, rewinding his film, so that we no longer know whether 
our eye is focused on the place we are moving away from or the 
station at the end of the line. The film encapsulates the time and 
space between arrival and departure. < <
In 1999, Almond turned his attention to the Ceisterbahn, the 
first "ghost train," a ride built in 1895 at the Prater amusement 
park in Vienna. 5hivers, vertigo and the thrills that come from 
a haunted-house ride are all a game designed to give ourselves 
a fright. Well before Freud and his investigation of the unconscious, 
the Ceisterbahn explored the chimerical fears of its passengers. The 
fairground was razed by the bombing in World War II, and the ghost 
train ride was reduced to ashes. Then, one day, after the war, both



the amusement park and the ride were rebuilt. For his Geisterbahn, 
Almond set his camera up at the front of the train and shot the journey 
through the haunted house, with its tricks and naive illusions, simply, 
in black and white. < <
On the high plateaux of Tibet, in 2006, Almond explored a different 
facet of train travel, that of the long journey, the sense of being in 
strange surroundings, and the hypnotic effect of the length of the trip 
itself and the time spent watching the countryside fly by. "Following 
the line of a train —if you sit back and have time on your side to travel 
this way—the geography of the landscape, the continuous horizontal 
line you maintain leads directly to the political landscape. ... The history 
of the railway is directly linked to modernisation and also it has its part 
in collectivisation." < <
The project to build the Xining-Lhasa railway line aroused concern 
among Western intellectuals. Many spoke out against its construction, 
which they saw as a threat to Tibetan culture and identity. The train is 
already carrying as many as 3,000 tourists a day to Lhasa. A disaster 
to some, the train is instrumental in bringing Tibet out of its isolation, 
according to Chinese authorities, and in encouraging its "scientific and 
harmonious" development. < <
In his work In the Between, Almond juxtaposes images of the train and 
the landscapes it crosses with sequences shot at the Samye monastery, 
the oldest and one of the most important in Tibet, on the banks of 
the Yarlung Tsangpo, southwest of Lhasa. Founded in the late eighth 
century by Padmasambhava, an Indian Buddhist who is credited with 
authorship of the Bardo Thodol, commonly called The Tibetan Book 
of the Dead in the West, the monastery is built in the form of a giant 
mandala. The Utse—the main temple —houses the prayer hall, where 
the monks gather several times a day. There they recite the sacred



texts, to the sound of Tibetan horns, drums and bells. Almond 
filmed the Buddhist monks at their morning prayers, giving the work 
a remarkable acoustic dimension. < <
The title In the Between is an allusion to The Tibetan Book of the 
Dead. This major text in Tibetan Buddhism describes the successive 
intermediary states of consciousness and perception between death 
and rebirth: the chikhai bordo at the moment of death, the chonyid 
bardo or experiencing of reality, and the sidpa bordo, the stage of 
being reborn. Almond has presented his piece as a three-screen 
projection, playing on the dominant colours of each frame: the blue 
shades of the landscapes, the dominant dark red of the monastery, 
and the bright, sunny yellows, blues, greens and reds of the prayer 
flags. The film's triptych composition thus forms a kind of echo to 
the three intermediary states described in the Bardo Thodol. < < 
Almond visited the monastery in the morning. In the afternoon, the 
place is overrun with foreign travellers in search of spirituality. <

L o u i s e  S i m a r d - I s m e r t

Note: The words of Darren Almond are quoted from a conversation with Julian Heynen, "A glance 
is accustomed to no glance back," published in the catalogue for the exhibition Isolation, February- 
May 2005,
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