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Abstract 

Ladakh, a high-altitude cold desert in the Indian Himalayas, has witnessed the emergence of a unique form 

of ice-based artistic practice that intersects environmental necessity, cultural philosophy, and 

contemporary ecological activism. This paper examines the evolution of ice art in Ladakh from traditional 

reverence for water and seasonal rituals to engineered ice stupas and contemporary snow and Ice sculpture 

practices by the Kangsing Snow and Ice Sculpture Association. Drawing on qualitative methodology 

including field visits, artist interviews, visual analysis, and secondary environmental research, the study 

situates these practices within the frameworks of environmental aesthetics and Buddhist notions of 

impermanence. The study suggests that Ladakh’s ice sculptures function simultaneously as survival 

strategies, cultural expressions, and climate change commentary. Their deliberate ephemerality transforms 

melting into a powerful visual metaphor for glacial retreat and ecological fragility. By analysing 

craftsmanship, symbolism, and environmental implications, the paper argues that Ladakh’s frozen 

artworks represent a distinctive model of eco-art where art, engineering, and activism converge in response 

to climate crisis. 
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Introduction 

Located in northern India between the Greater Himalayas and the Karakoram ranges (Rabgais, 2018), 

Ladakh is characterized by extreme climatic conditions, high altitude, and minimal precipitation. Often 

described as a cold desert, winters are prolonged and severe, with temperatures frequently falling below –

15°C in many areas (IMD- Data Service Portal, n.d.), while summers remain brief and relatively mild. 

Water availability depends largely on glacial melt and winter snowfall, making ice not merely a seasonal 

phenomenon but a lifeline for survival. 

Within this stark ecological context, a distinctive form of ice-based artistic practice has emerged. Unlike 

conventional ice sculpture traditions associated primarily with spectacle or tourism, Ladakh’s ice art is 

deeply embedded in environmental realities. Ice stupas, snow sculptures, and seasonal installations 

embody both aesthetic expression and ecological response. Their transient nature mirrors the fragility of 

Himalayan glaciers, transforming art into a medium of environmental reflection. 

This paper explores the evolution of ice art in Ladakh, examining its cultural roots, technical processes, 

and environmental implications. It argues that Ladakh’s frozen creations constitute a unique intersection 

of art, engineering, and ecological activism. 
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Research Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative and interdisciplinary approach to examine contemporary ice art practices 

in Ladakh. Primary data were collected through field visits to ice sculpture sites in Chilling, along with 

semi-structured and telephonic interviews with artists from the Kangsing Snow and Ice Sculpture 

Association. Insights from local cultural informants further contextualized the ritual and symbolic 

dimensions associated with ice in Ladakhi culture. 

As an active member of the Kangsing team, the author’s positionality enabled close engagement with the 

creative process, facilitating participant observation and experiential understanding of material techniques, 

environmental conditions, and collaborative dynamics. 

Secondary sources include climate studies, institutional reports, and study on environmental aesthetics 

and Himalayan glaciology. Visual analysis was undertaken to interpret materiality, scale, symbolism, and 

spatial context within the broader framework of eco-art discourse. 

 

Cultural and Historical Context: Sacred Ice and Survival 

In Ladakhi culture, water, ice, and snow hold sacred significance. In a region where water determines 

agricultural productivity and survival, reverence toward water, ice and snow is embedded in ritual 

practices and oral traditions (Thinley). During the festival of Losar, this sanctity take form in a ritual when 

a family member carrying the annual torma beyond the threshold, return with a piece of ice from a frozen 

stream or pond. At the doorway, the waiting mother or grandmother asks, “What did you bring?” The reply 

comes, “Ser-pholong khyongspin,” meaning “I brought a boulder of gold” (Zangmo, 2024). 

This simple yet profound exchange captures the sacred value of ice, seen as precious as gold in a land 

where water means survival. This ice is often placed in the storeroom, believed to bring abundance of 

wealth and harvests, all of which depends on winter snow. In some households, this ice is offered to divine 

figurines crafted for Losar, as a humble prayer for plentiful water in the summer ahead.  Such ritual 

practices resonate with Buddhist philosophical notions of impermanence, a foundational concept that 

underscores the transient nature of material existence. As the ice melts, it quietly reminds us that all things 

are temporary- beautiful, essential, and bound to disappear. This tradition persists today, underscoring the 

intimate bond between Ladakhis, their land, and its frozen blessings. This cultural framework laid the 

groundwork for contemporary transformations of ice from sacred symbol to engineered solution and 

artistic medium. 

A significant shift occurred in 1986 when Chewang Norphel pioneered artificial glaciers to address spring 

water scarcity (Dixit, 2018). Inspired with this innovation, Sonam Wangchuk developed a conical structure 

designed to freeze winter water vertically, allowing slow melting during spring season. These ice 

formations take on the form of the region’s characteristic Buddhist masonry stupas, hence their name: ice 

stupas (Lyons, 2023). These ice stupas blend engineering ingenuity with sculptural form, functioning as 

both water reservoirs and environmental statements. 
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The Rise of Contemporary Ice Art in Ladakh 

 
Figure 1 .  Ice Stupa used for water conservation in Ladakh. Source: Lyons, Kleinman Center for 

Energy Policy Website. 

 

The emergence of contemporary ice art in Ladakh represents a significant shift from functional water 

engineering to deliberate aesthetic expression. While ice stupas were initially conceived as practical 

solutions to spring water scarcity, they gradually became sites of artistic experimentation. A pivotal 

moment occurred in the winter of 2018, when an innovative hollow ice stupa was constructed at Phyang 

under the guidance of Sonam Wangchuk. Unlike earlier solid structures, this stupa featured an arched 

entrance and interior chamber, inviting visitors to enter the frozen architecture. 

Within this ice chamber, Ladakhi artists Chemat Dorjey, Stanzin Khangar, and Tsering Gurmat sculpted a 

delicate Changchub Chorten (Wangchuk, 2022) entirely from ice. Completed over approximately twenty 

days (Dorjey, 2025), this work is widely regarded as the first purely artistic ice sculpture in the region 

(Gyurmet, 2025). Here, ice transitioned from functional structure to intentional artistic medium. The 

installation attracted significant public attention and marked the beginning of a new visual language in 

Ladakh, one that merged cultural symbolism, environmental context, and sculptural practice. 

The same year witnessed the formal establishment of the Kangsing Snow and Ice Sculpture Association, 

institutionalizing this emerging artistic movement. The collective soon gained international recognition 

when it represented India at the Harbin International Snow Sculpture Championship in 2019 (Dasal, 2022). 

Participation in events such as the Zanskar Winter Sports and Youth Festival and the Lahaul Ice and Snow 

Sports Carnival further positioned Ladakh within global snow and ice art discourse. 

 

 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260169649 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 4 

 

 
Figure 2. Ice Changchub Chorten. Source: EdgyMinds Website 

 

 
Figure 3. Snow Sculpture, LISS Carnival 2022.  Source: Stanzin Samphel 

 

A landmark achievement came in 2022 with the construction of a fully functional ice cafe on the frozen 

Zanskar River near Chilling village. Created by fifteen artists under the leadership of Tsering Gurmat 

Kungyam, the cafe combined architectural space with sculptural installations. Ice was sourced directly 

from the frozen river, and the structure was strategically positioned between mountains to minimize 

sunlight exposure and prolong its lifespan. The project required intense physical endurance; artists worked 

in sub-zero temperatures, often late into the night, confronting environmental constraints as part of the 

creative process. 

Beyond its aesthetic appeal, the ice cafe functioned as environmental commentary. As articulated by the 

Kangsing team, “Time is precious, just like our artwork with ice- it melts away.” The deliberate use of 

melting ice as medium underscored the fragility of Himalayan glaciers and transformed spectatorship into 

climate awareness. 

The collective’s environmental symbolism became increasingly explicit in subsequent works. At the 

Lahaul Ice and Snow Sports Carnival (2022), artists created snow sculptures of Guru Rinpoche, the 
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Buddha, mythic dragons, and a globe engulfed in flames- a powerful metaphor for planetary crisis. In 

2024, Kangsing represented India at the 26th International Snow Sculpture Competition in Harbin, China, 

earning the Excellence Award for their sculpture Garuda, symbolizing protection and harmony between 

nature and humanity (Team). 

Parallel to these artistic developments, the Ice Stupa initiative continued to expand globally. On the 

occasion of World Glaciers Day, the Himalayan Institute of Alternatives, Ladakh (HIAL), Phyang, 

concluded its 7th Ice Stupa Competition, during which more than 25 artificial glaciers were constructed 

worldwide (Rigzin, 2025). As 2025 is being observed as the International Year of Glaciers’ Preservation 

(UNESCO, n.d.), events across Ladakh underscored the urgent need to protect the region’s rapidly 

receding glaciers. The occasion was given an artistic dimension when Kangsing artists created a 

monumental ice chorten using ice collected from multiple villages (Wangial, 2025)- symbolizing 

interconnectedness and collective ecological responsibility. 

Together, these developments chart the evolution of ice in Ladakh: from sacred rituals and survival strategy  

to contemporary eco-art practice. What distinguishes Ladakh’s ice art is not merely its craftsmanship or 

international recognition, but its conceptual grounding. Rooted in Buddhist understandings of 

impermanence and shaped by environmental necessity, the transient materiality of ice becomes both 

aesthetic strategy and ecological statement. In this way, contemporary ice art in Ladakh represents a rare 

convergence of tradition, engineering innovation, cultural identity, and climate activism. 

 

Craftsmanship and Materiality 

The craftsmanship of Ladakh’s ice sculptures reflects a compelling synthesis of inherited resilience and 

contemporary experimentation. Although ice sculpting is a relatively recent artistic practice in the region, 

local artists have rapidly adapted their environmental knowledge to master this demanding medium. Ice 

blocks are sourced directly from frozen stretches of the Indus and Zanskar rivers, where artists extract raw 

material using axes and chisels. For opaque ice blocks, ice formed over fast-running river currents is 

preferred, as trapped air bubbles create a dense, frosted texture. In contrast, for clear and seemingly 

transparent blocks, ice is sourced from still water bodies, where slow freezing allows impurities and air to 

settle, resulting in greater translucency. This careful selection demonstrates the artists’ growing material 

sensitivity and technical understanding. 

Modern tools such as chainsaws enhance precision and enable the execution of intricate forms. Ice are 

stacked and bonded by splashing water between joints, which freezes instantly in sub-zero temperatures 

to form seamless natural adhesive layers. The process demands acute timing, physical endurance, and 

intimate awareness of winter conditions, as even minor temperature fluctuations affect structural stability. 

Materiality is central to the aesthetic impact of these works. Ice, with its translucency, reflectivity, and 

subtle chromatic variation, refracts sunlight into shifting prisms that animate sculptural surfaces. At dusk, 

forms deepen into blue tones; at midday, they shimmer gold under Himalayan light. This interplay of light, 

temperature, and atmosphere renders each sculpture temporally dynamic. Unlike stone or metal, ice 

continually transforms - melting and reshaping, making impermanence intrinsic to its expression. 

Scale further highlights the versatility of this craftsmanship, ranging from intimate devotional forms to 

monumental ice stupas storing millions of litres of water. Structural stability at such scales requires precise 

layering, weight distribution, and orientation in response to wind and solar exposure. Craftsmanship thus 

remains inseparable from ecological awareness, with climate functioning not as backdrop but as an active 

collaborator in the creative process. 
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Rooted in the seasonal abundance of ice and snow, this emerging art form transforms Ladakh’s frozen 

rivers into fleeting architectural and sculptural landscapes. It celebrates the creativity of local artisans 

while demonstrating how raw natural materials, when guided by environmental intelligence and skilled 

handling, can achieve remarkable aesthetic and conceptual depth. 

 

Ice Art as  

 
Figure 4. Ice Cafe, 2022. Source: Himalayan Lagoon 

 

 

Figure 5. Ice Sculpture at Ice Cafe, Ladakh 2022. Source: Pachuk 

 

Environmental Activism 

Ladakhi artists employ ice not only for its availability but for its symbolic potency. The sculptures’ 

inevitable melting mirrors the retreat of Himalayan glaciers. Studies by the Wadia Institute of Himalayan 

Geology indicate that glaciers such as Pensilungpa in the Zanskar Valley are receding at significant rates 

due to rising temperatures and reduced snowfall, increasing risks of water scarcity and glacial lake outburst 

floods (Manish Mehta, 2021). In this context, the melting sculpture becomes a visual pedagogy. Unlike 

distant glaciers, which many cannot directly observe, the melting of ice art occurs before the viewer’s 

eyes. It makes climate change visible and immediate. 

The convergence of art and engineering in ice stupas demonstrates adaptive resilience, while Kangsing’s 

sculptural interventions amplify ecological awareness. Together, they transform ephemerality into 

environmental discourse. The evolution of ice in Ladakh from sacred ritual to survival strategy such as 

artificial glaciers and ice stupas, and from aesthetic experimentation to contemporary activism- reveals 

how cultural philosophy, ecological necessity, and artistic innovation intersect. Grounded in local’s 

understandings of impermanence, the practice positions melting not merely as loss but as reflection. 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260169649 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 7 

 

Conclusion 

Ladakh’s ice sculptures stand at the confluence of art, ecology, and survival. Strong yet fleeting, they 

embody the paradox of resilience within fragility. Through craftsmanship, engineering, and symbolic 

resonance, these frozen forms articulate an environmental narrative that extends beyond regional 

boundaries. 

As Himalayan glaciers retreat and winters shorten, the future of Ladakh’s ice art remains uncertain.  Yet 

its significance is already profound. By transforming melting into meaning, Ladakh’s artists and 

innovators have created a distinctive model of eco-art, one that merges cultural heritage, adaptive 

engineering, and climate activism. In a warming world, these frozen canvases remind us not only of what 

is beautiful, but of what is at stake. 

 
Figure 6.Kangsing Artist Cutting Ice from Zanskar River,2022. Source: Dr. Nordan 
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