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Preface

'Jam dpal rgya mtsho

The thangka is a unique form of Tibetan art and usually comes in a form of painted scroll. The
subject matter of a thangka is by and large religious, but it often includes depictions of Tibetan social
history and cultural life. It can be divided into various types: gter thang, rqyal thang, zhal thang, sman
thang, rtsis thang and sgrung thang. The so-called gter thang, rqyal thang and zhal thang refer to those
thangkas that take Buddhist and Bonpo stories as their subjects. The sman thang is a thangka that has
Tibetan medicine as its main content and the rfsis thang is connected to the Tibetan astral science. The
sgrung thang has narratives from the epic of King Gesar as its main subject. The word sgrung refers to
the narratives of Gesar and thang is short for thang ka.

The Gesar epic is a great work created by Tibetan people collectively. It has a long history and is
quite voluminous; it is rich in content and has spread throughout Tibetan society for more than one
thousand years. The epic reflects important phases of Tibetan history and Tibetan social structure,
expresses the ideals of the Tibetan people, outlines a living and visual Tibetan history and represents
the highest accomplishment of ancient Tibetan folk culture. In other words, the Gesar epic is an
encyclopedia-like work for researching ancient Tibetan social history, religious beliefs, interactions
among different ethnic groups, folk culture and customs etc., and for these reasons it has very high
academic and aesthetic value. Just like Greek and Indian epics, the life of Gesar is one of the most
brilliant pearls in the treasures of the world cultural heritage.

Before the emergence of manuscript and xylographed texts, the Gesar epic spread and developed
through the songs and recitations of local bards. In order to emphasize the artistic impression and
attract more audience, some resourceful artists took Gesar as the subject for painting the epic's
narratives. When a bard was about to sing and recite, he would hang the painting and point to
the episodes that he was about to sing and recite. As time went by, this kind of thangka gradually
developed into a special kind of thangka—the so-called sgrung thang was born. At the beginning, in
general, the quality of this kind of thangka was quite low. As time went by, real artistic masterpieces

appeared.



The set of Gesar thangkas now preserved in the Sichuan Museum is a very rare treasure. This is a
complete set of Gesar paintings consisting of 11 thangkas. The magnificent life of this Tibetan cultural
hero is depicted along with his ancestors in heaven, his birth, the horse race, the subjugation of Klu
btsan, the war between Hor and Ling, his return to heaven etc. Hundreds of scenes are arranged with
remarkable ingenuity in these 11 paintings. Even more commendable is that almost each scene has an
inscription, which provides clues for the interpretation of what is being depicted. Therefore, in terms
of their contents or subject matter, artistic skill or quality, this set of Gesar thangkas is of monumental
significance. It is the only set of its kind in China, and in the world so far as we know.

I am glad that the Sichuan Museum and the Sichuan University Museum made a really wise
and far-sighted decision to form a cooperative research group to publish this set of Gesar thangkas.
The set reveals but a portion of the precious collection of thangkas that are preserved in the storage
rooms of the Sichuan Museum. The present volume provides its readers with much spiritual wealth.
It will no doubt help to promote more cultural exchanges and understandings among various peoples.
Furthermore, the publication of this book is also important for the study of thangka painting in general
and for the study of Gesar in particular. As one whose professional life has centered on the Gesar epic

for many years, | appreciate it very much.

A\’% - W:a\/

(Institute of Minorities” Literature, Chinese Academy of Social Science)
June 14th, 2011, Beijing
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Preface

Leonard W.J. van der Kuijp

The present volume represents a milestone in the study of the iconographies that are associated
with the great Tibetan culture hero, King Gesar of Ling, who is the subject of the largest epic in the
world. More than half a century ago, R.A. Stein published his seminal essay on these iconographies
by using resources from the Musée Guimet in Paris and a set of Tibetan painted scrolls (thangkas)
from an unknown source in Dar rtse mdo (Dajianlu) to which he had access when he was traveling in
Sichuan Province. Originally published in French, an English and Chinese translation of this truly path-
breaking essay is included in the present volume thanks to the foresight of Professor Zhang Changhong
of Sichuan University’s Center for Tibetan Studies, the volume’s editor-in-chief. A set of eleven Gesar
thangkas that is preserved in the Sichuan Museum was graciously made available thanks to the fruitful
cooperation between Mr. Sheng Jianwu, its director, and Professor Huo Wei, director of the Sichuan
University Museum. And an analysis of this set and the inscriptions that explain the various scenes
depicted on each individual thangka form the core of this volume. Professor Zhang marshaled the
assistance of a number of Han Chinese and ethnic Tibetan in China and foreign scholars, which in
combination made this volume what it is now, a splendid contribution to Gesar studies. Dr. Zhang
Ping, the local representative of the Zhonghua Publishing House in Chengdu, is also to be thanked for
her meticulous attention to details in the production of this volume. All those involved with the study

of Tibetan culture are indebted to the labors of these individuals.

%WL . [ v /47"’7

Professor of Tibetan and Himalayan Studies Harvard University
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