.

Nepal Dlgest

. CULTUR EOPLE & N

hpymg‘ )|
onastic Voice nto a Publlc

Mission

Ani Choying Drolma carried Buddhist chanting from Nagi Gompa
to international stages, then turned musical recognition into

education, humanitarian work and stronger opportunities for nuns
and girls.

SEPTEMBER 23, 2026

@ Nepal Digest



NEPAL DIGEST / PEOPLE

The Singing Nun: How Ani
Choying Drolma Turned a
Monastic Voice Into a Public
Mission

Ani Choying Drolma carried Buddhist chanting from Nagi
Gompa to international stages, then turned musical
recognition into education, humanitarian work and stronger

opportunities for nuns and girls.

By Nepal Digest - September 23, 2026 - Nepal

Ani Choying Drolma’s public life began with a voice formed
inside Buddhist monastic practice and expanded into a
career spanning international music, education,
humanitarian work and advocacy. She became known
globally as “the singing nun,” but the label captures only
the most visible part of the story. Her voice moved from
Nagi Gompa to concert halls and recordings around the
world, while the income and attention generated by that

music were repeatedly redirected toward schools, nuns,
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children and communities in Nepal. The unusual trajectory
is not simply about a nun who became famous; it is about
how a private spiritual practice became public capital and

how that capital was used.

Her biography also contains a more difficult beginning. Born in
Kathmandu in 1971 to a Tibetan refugee family, Ani Choying has
spoken openly about growing up in a household marked by
domestic violence. Entering monastic life offered discipline, refuge
and an alternative social world in which she could learn, sing and
build an identity outside the expectations that had surrounded her
childhood. That experience helps explain why education and safety

for girls later became central to her public work.

A Childhood That Made Refuge Necessary

Popular profiles sometimes turn Ani Choying’s early life into a
neat spiritual awakening, but the reality was less romantic. She
has described a home in which violence shaped everyday life and
where a girl’s future could easily have narrowed around fear. The
monastery therefore represented more than religion; it offered
distance from a harmful domestic environment and a structure in
which the day was organised around practice, learning and

community.

This distinction matters because later philanthropy often grows

from the specific absences people experienced themselves. Ani

3/20



Choying did not discover the importance of education, dignity or
safe shelter theoretically. She encountered what happens when
those things are missing early, and much of her later public

mission can be understood as a response to that memory.

Nagi Gompa

As a young girl, she entered Nagi Gompa on the hills above
Kathmandu and became a Buddhist nun. There she studied under
the meditation master Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche and learned the
chants, ritual music and spiritual discipline that would shape her
voice. The training was not designed to create a commercial
singer; chanting functioned as practice, prayer and communal

ritual rather than performance for an outside audience.

That origin remains important because the emotional power of her
singing cannot be separated completely from the context in which
it developed. She was not trained first to project personality or
build a stage brand. Repetition, breath and devotional purpose
came before celebrity, giving the later recordings a different

foundation from conventional pop performance.

What Monastic Singing Teaches

Chanting demands precision, memory and control, but it also
teaches a performer to subordinate ego to form. The voice is

serving a practice larger than the individual, which can be almost
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the opposite of modern celebrity culture. Ani Choying’s later
career would require her to move between those two worlds
repeatedly: public attention on one side and a spiritual tradition

suspicious of excessive attachment to attention on the other.

This tension may be one reason her public persona remained
comparatively restrained even as international recognition grew.
The applause mattered because it created opportunity, but it did
not become the explicit measure of artistic value. The original

discipline remained available as a counterweight.

When the Voice Left the Monastery

The transition toward recording began when American guitarist
and composer Steve Tibbetts encountered Ani Choying’s singing
and recognised that the voice could reach listeners outside the
monastery. Their collaboration helped introduce her to
international audiences and eventually produced recordings such
as Cho, where traditional Buddhist material met a different
production environment. The result was neither conventional
world music nor untouched liturgical recording; it occupied an in-

between space.

That space created both opportunity and responsibility. Sacred

music can be flattened when exported as exotic atmosphere for

global consumers, especially when listeners do not understand the

language or ritual context. Ani Choying’s career depended on
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allowing the sound to travel without pretending its spiritual

origins were merely decorative.

Global Audiences Without Translation

One of the striking qualities of her singing is how often listeners
respond without understanding the words. Melody, breath and
timbre can communicate emotional atmosphere before language
becomes fully legible. For international audiences, this allowed the
voice to function almost instrumentally while still carrying

religious meaning for practitioners familiar with the chants.

The same recording could therefore be experienced in several
ways at once: as spiritual practice, contemplative music, cultural
encounter or simply a beautiful voice. That multiplicity expanded
her audience while also making interpretation less controllable.
Once music travels, the artist cannot decide exactly what every

listener will hear in it.

Phoolko Aankhama

In Nepal, Ani Choying’s fame widened dramatically through
“Phoolko Aankhama,” based on lyrics by poet Durga Lal Shrestha.
The song’s central idea—that the world appears according to the
quality of the eyes through which one looks—aligned naturally
with the public philosophy audiences associated with her. It

moved her beyond the category of religious performer into the
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country’s wider cultural mainstream.

The song also demonstrated that a nun in robes with a shaved
head could occupy national popular culture without adopting the
conventional visual grammar of female celebrity. She did not need
glamour in the usual commercial sense because the
distinctiveness of the voice and persona created another kind of
magnetism. This expanded the image of who could become a

nationally recognised musician.

Sacred and Secular

Ani Choying’s repertoire eventually moved between chants,
spiritual songs and broader Nepali musical material. This blurred
line between sacred and secular performance could have created
tension, yet it became one of the defining strengths of the career.
Listeners who first discovered her through a popular Nepali song
could later encounter Buddhist chanting, while those drawn to
spiritual music could discover a public figure deeply involved in

social institutions.

The crossings made the career more culturally significant than a
niche religious practice or a conventional pop career alone. Her
music became an entry point into questions of spirituality, gender
and public service without requiring every performance to

function as explicit advocacy.
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Fame Creates Resources

International touring and recording generated something
monastic life itself rarely provides at scale: money, networks and
public attention. Ani Choying chose to redirect a meaningful share
of that capital toward educational and humanitarian work in
Nepal. This is where the singing career becomes inseparable from

institution-building.

Many artists speak about giving back once fame arrives; fewer
build formal structures capable of continuing beyond one donation
or event. Ani Choying’s work increasingly moved in that direction,
using recognition not only to fund immediate needs but to create
educational pathways for girls and young nuns whose

opportunities had historically been limited.

The Nuns Welfare Foundation

She founded the Nuns Welfare Foundation of Nepal to improve
educational and practical opportunities for Buddhist nuns.
Traditional monastic education could provide deep religious
knowledge while offering less access to languages, mathematics,
health education or other subjects useful for navigating modern
society. Ani Choying’s own experience made that imbalance

visible.
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The Foundation’s approach treated spiritual vocation and modern
education as compatible rather than mutually exclusive. A nun
could remain committed to religious life while also gaining
literacy, language skills and practical confidence. This is a
significant idea because institutions often restrict women most
effectively by narrowing what kinds of knowledge they are allowed

to access.

Arya Tara School

The educational work developed further through the Arya Tara
School, created to provide young nuns with a broader curriculum
alongside Buddhist studies. The school became one of the most
concrete expressions of Ani Choying’s belief that religious women
should not have to choose between spiritual commitment and
intellectual opportunity. Education could strengthen monastic life

rather than threaten it.

This model also challenges the stereotype of nuns as passive
recipients of charity. Young women receiving stronger education
can become teachers, administrators, translators, community
leaders and informed practitioners in their own right. The purpose

is not simply protection; it is agency.
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Why Girls’ Education Matters to Her

Ani Choying’s concern with girls’ education is inseparable from
gender. In many traditional settings, boys historically received
greater encouragement to study, travel or enter public life, while
girls were expected to accept narrower roles. Religious
institutions could reproduce the same hierarchy even when they

offered safety and discipline.

Her educational work addresses that contradiction directly. A
monastery may protect a girl from one kind of vulnerability while
still limiting her future if she lacks access to broader learning.

Safety is necessary, but it is not sufficient.

Humanitarian Work

As her public profile expanded, Ani Choying became involved in
wider humanitarian efforts beyond monastic education. Her name
helped raise funds and attention for communities affected by
poverty, disaster and weak access to services. Music became a
platform through which public trust could be redirected toward

material needs.

This is an important form of celebrity influence because the artist
is not claiming technical expertise in every issue. The useful
contribution is attention, fundraising and the ability to connect

institutions that already know how to deliver services with
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audiences willing to support them.

UNICEF National Ambassador

In 2014, UNICEF appointed Ani Choying Drolma as a National
Ambassador for Nepal. The role brought her into child-rights and
humanitarian communication at a more formal level. UNICEF
could use a familiar national figure to reach communities and
amplify messages, while Ani Choying gained access to a large
international institution with established programmes and

expertise.

The partnership illustrates the productive version of celebrity
advocacy. A public figure supplies recognition and trust; the
institution supplies technical systems and implementation. Neither

role is sufficient alone.

The 2015 Earthquake

The April 2015 earthquake transformed humanitarian need across
Nepal. Ani Choying participated in relief and recovery efforts and
used her public platform to support affected communities. The

disaster made the connection between cultural visibility and civic

responsibility particularly clear.

For public figures, crises create pressure to respond quickly, but

useful response requires coordination rather than symbolic
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presence alone. The strongest contribution often involves helping
trusted organisations mobilise resources, communicate needs and
sustain attention after the first wave of media coverage

disappears.

After the Emergency

Disaster response becomes much harder once the visible
emergency ends. Rebuilding homes, schools and livelihoods can
take years, while donor attention declines rapidly. Public figures
who remain engaged beyond the initial moment can help keep

longer recovery needs visible.

This mirrors the logic of Ani Choying’s educational work more
broadly. Meaningful service is rarely one dramatic intervention; it
is the maintenance of systems over time. Her public identity

gradually became associated with that continuity.

The Problem With Inspiration

Ani Choying’s biography is often framed as an inspirational arc: a
girl escapes domestic violence, becomes a nun, gains global
recognition and uses fame for good. The sequence is real, but the
inspirational framing can hide the structures that made the
suffering possible in the first place. Domestic violence, limited
educational access and unequal expectations for girls are social

conditions, not merely obstacles one extraordinary person
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happened to overcome.

The more useful interpretation asks what institutions can learn
from her response. A society should not depend on exceptional
resilience to rescue people from preventable harm. Inspiration
becomes valuable when it turns into systems that reduce the need

for heroism.

Domestic Violence and Public Meaning

Her willingness to discuss violence in the home gave public
visibility to an issue many families prefer to keep private.
Domestic violence thrives partly on silence because social
respectability can matter more than the safety of women and
children. A nationally respected religious figure speaking openly

disrupts that silence.

The message becomes especially powerful because Ani Choying’s
later life complicates the idea that surviving violence permanently
defines a person through victimhood. The childhood experience
remains part of the biography without becoming the only identity

available to her.

Monastic Identity and Celebrity

Celebrity culture rewards self-promotion, while Buddhist monastic
identity places value on detachment and discipline. Ani Choying

has spent decades inside that contradiction. Concerts, interviews
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and international tours inevitably create a personal brand even

when the spiritual tradition discourages attachment to ego.

The tension cannot be eliminated completely; it has to be
managed. Her career remains interesting partly because she
never abandoned the visible monastic identity that shaped the
voice in the first place. The robes did not become costume for the

stage; they remained part of a continuing life.

The Risk of Exoticisation

International audiences often approach Himalayan Buddhism
through romantic ideas of serenity and spiritual purity. A singing
nun from Nepal can easily be absorbed into that fantasy. This risks
reducing a complex person to an exotic symbol designed for

outsiders seeking calm.

Ani Choying’s broader public work complicates that image. She is
not merely a vessel for soothing chants; she is an institution-
builder, advocate and public figure engaging with education,
gender and disaster. The fuller biography resists the decorative

version of spirituality.

Music as Diplomacy

Her concerts also function as a form of cultural diplomacy.
Audiences who know little about Nepal may encounter the country

first through a voice, a Buddhist chant or a Nepali song. The
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emotional encounter arrives before political or historical

explanation.

This kind of soft cultural presence can shape perception more
powerfully than formal promotion. Ani Choying represents a Nepal
connected to Buddhism, music, humanitarian work and female

leadership rather than only mountains and trekking.

Women in Religious Institutions

Her work also raises wider questions about gender inside religious
life. Women can occupy revered spiritual roles while still receiving
fewer educational or institutional opportunities than male

counterparts. Respect and equality are not automatically the same

thing.

Improving education for nuns therefore belongs inside a broader
conversation about who gets access to authority, interpretation
and leadership within religious communities. Ani Choying’s
projects approach the issue through institution-building rather

than public confrontation.

Teaching Practical Independence

Education matters partly because even monastic communities
operate inside practical systems involving money, healthcare,
travel, administration and technology. Nuns who can manage

these systems become less dependent on others to interpret the
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modern world for them. This increases institutional autonomy.

The goal is not to make monastic life secular. It is to ensure that
spiritual commitment does not require avoidable dependence in

every other part of life.

The Voice as an Economic Asset

One of the least romantic but most important facts about Ani
Choying’s career is that her voice became an economic asset.

Recordings, concerts and appearances generated resources

capable of financing education and humanitarian projects. Artistic

success created material capacity.

This makes the career a case study in converting cultural capital

into social capital. The challenge is ensuring that institutions built

from one person’s fame can survive when touring slows or public

attention changes.

Institutional Sustainability

Founder-led organisations always face the question of succession.

A school or foundation should not depend permanently on one
person’s energy, reputation or fundraising network. Governance,
professional leadership and diversified support become essential

as the institution matures.

16/20



Ani Choying’s strongest long-term legacy will therefore be visible
partly in how well these organisations function beyond her direct
involvement. A durable mission eventually has to become larger

than the founder’s biography.

The Next Generation of Nuns

Young nuns educated through broader programmes inherit
opportunities that Ani Choying’s own generation did not receive as
easily. Some may become teachers, translators, administrators or
public spiritual leaders. Others may remain devoted practitioners

with stronger practical independence.

This is how one biography becomes structural change. The
founder’s success matters less than whether future women begin

from a better starting point.

The Music After Fame

Ani Choying’s music remains the public doorway into the larger
story. Audiences still encounter the voice first, often without
knowing the institutions behind it. This is not a problem; art does

not have to become an advertisement for social work.

The value lies in what happens after attention arrives. A beautiful
performance can remain beautiful while also supporting a mission

larger than the stage.
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A Voice Used Twice

There are effectively two public uses of Ani Choying Drolma’s
voice. One is musical: chants, melodies and poetry carried across
languages and borders. The other is civic: attention directed

toward children, girls, nuns and communities under pressure.

Both depend on trust. Listeners first trusted the voice enough to
hear it; over time, that attention made them willing to hear what

else she considered important.

What Fame Was For

Many artists spend years answering the question of what fame is
for after it arrives. Ani Choying appears to have resolved that
question comparatively early. Public recognition was useful
because it could finance schools, amplify humanitarian work and

widen conversations around women’s lives.

This does not make every artistic choice philanthropic. It simply

gives the larger career a direction beyond personal recognition.

The Singing Nun, Reconsidered

The label “singing nun” remains catchy because it contains a
surprising contrast. But after decades of work, the surprise is no
longer sufficient to describe her. She is also an educator,

fundraiser, humanitarian ambassador and institution-builder

18/20



whose monastic identity shaped rather than restricted public life.

The Measure of a Public Mission

The strongest way to judge Ani Choying’s public work is not
through the number of concerts, awards or photographs attached
to her name, but through whether the institutions built around
that visibility continue creating opportunity. A school that
educates another generation of nuns matters long after one
performance ends, while a humanitarian partnership becomes
valuable only when it reaches people beyond the celebrity

associated with it.

This is the difference between using fame and being used by fame.
Public attention is temporary by nature; institutional impact
requires converting that attention into structures capable of

surviving quieter years.

Ani Choying’s career has increasingly moved toward that second
measure. The voice remains the doorway, but the work behind it

has become the longer story.

The career also shows that spiritual life and public engagement do
not have to be opposites. Her example widened the idea of what
monastic leadership could look like in contemporary Nepal,
combining practice with education, travel, fundraising and civic
responsibility while keeping the religious identity visible rather

than hidden.
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The public mission continues through the institutions built around
that trust. Nepal Digest also profiles Jhamak Ghimire’s literary
journey and Pushpa Basnet’s work with children affected by
imprisonment, two other stories of public influence growing from

individual experience.

Ani Choying Drolma’s voice first carried her beyond the
monastery, but it never became an escape from the world
that formed her. Instead, the recognition it created became
another route back into Nepal’s public life—funding
education, supporting vulnerable communities and
expanding what a Buddhist nun could be seen doing in

modern society.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/ani-choying-drolma-singing-nun-nepal/
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