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Preface

Mysterious Thangka From Tibet

Tibet has become increasingly magnetic to domestic
and international tourists and. partly as a result of this,
books on Tibetan Buddhism and Tibetan culture enjoy
better sales in and outside China. Many of these books
are reluted 1o Tibetan Thangka paintings.

Tibetan Thangka are mostly painted scrolls telling
Buddhist stories. While showing a strong interest in
Tibetan Thangka painted scrolls, readers have also
developed a strong interest in the definition of the word
“Thangka™.

In Tibetan there does exist a word which is
“Thangka™ It means “rolling up”, and Tibetologists
thercfore come to the conclusion that the Tibetan word
“Thangka™ is a general term meaning painted scrolls. As
to how the word was created, the overwhelming point
of view is that the Tibetan word was created to coincide
with @ Han Chinese word which, however, no one can
exactly tell what. And, when creating a Thangka painted
scroll in Tibet, Jarch gum is used to coat on the fabrics
on which the drawing is made. As larch gum is called
“thang™ in Tibetan, many believe the Tibetan painted
scroll is called Thangka also because of this reason. In
ancient China, the artists cherished the same tradition of
coating the fabrics on which a painting was to be drawn.

However, the above explanation is somewhat
complicated in a way as in Tibetan, thang is also an
adjective which means “plain™. “smooth™ and “unfolded™.
Just imagine: In the 8th century, when the Tubo envoys
visiting Dunhuang. Chang'an (present-day Xi'an which
was then the capital of the Tang Dynasty) or other Han
areas saw painted scrolls (painted on hemp or silk at that
time). they should react to browse their brains for a word
that could be used to describe the art and the art works.
Since they called larch gum thang. they called the painted
serolls “Thangka™.

Just as an historian says. “History sometimes calls
for imagination.” to learn the source of Thangka painted
scrolls called for imagination too. Historians found the
oldest Thangka extant today were found in the Dunhuang
Literature Cave of the Dunhuang Grottos in the 9th
century. Painted on silk fabrics, they describe stories
related to Chinese and Indian Buddhism. This testifies to

the truth that Tibetan Thangka is highly like to be created
under the influence ol the Chinese Central Plains. With
the clapse of time. Tibetan Thangka gradually refers to
paintings portraying things related to India and Nepal.

Now let’s discuss such topics as the real meaning of
Thangka, its color, its content and its mounting methods.

Those who see Thangka for the first time must be
attracted by its colors. Of the Thangkas belore the 15th
century. most were predominated by brilliant yellow, deep
blue and bright red. and simply painted in large blocks of
color. The sharp contrast between these colors produced
a strong visual impact which directly stimulated the
viewer’s senses while providing a mysterious religious
atmosphere. Alter the 15th century, Tibetan paintings
received more and more influence from the Han Region
and developed a lighter style by adding some transition
colors. such as green. white and pink. as well as the
depiction of natural landscapes such as mountains
and waters. However. its simple layout and still-sharp
contrast ol colors continued to provide a strong visual
impact. After the inception of the Gama Gazhi School
ol Painting. however, more and more aesthetic elements
of the Han Region were absorbed. Large areas were now
occupied by natural landscapes and the tone tended to
be simpler, consequently providing insufficient visual
stimulus and producing an impact even less than that of
the New Year Pictures painted by Yang Liuging. Shall
we still call it Thangka? There were also embroidered
Thangkas., Kesi Thangkas and barbola Thangkas. which
are but limited to fabric materials, They exhibit a weak
contrast of colors. Can we call these Thangka, either?

In Tibet, people have always believed that these
works are indeed Thangka because Thangka has a
subject besides its colors. Certainly. Thangka is not an
ordinary scroll painting. Scrolls include paintings of -~
mountains, waters and figures in the Han Region but they
were never regarded as true Thangka. They are different
in essence. They have different contents. Thangkas
are themed by Buddhism. No matter what it intends to
describe, a master, Buddha, a god. Bodhisattva. female
deity or guardian. it is a painting used to present a topic
of Tibetan Buddhism. Instead of an artistic work. it is
always regarded a sacred article. Today, we look at them



from an artistic perspective, which is additional function
we have attached to them. It is neither a Buddhist
perspective nor a perspective taken by Tibetan people.
The smooth streamlines, the bright colors, the exquisite
brushwork and the simple classics are all observed from
the sidelines. Tibetan people see from Thangkas the
generosity of Buddha. the mercy of Bodhisattva, the rage
of a male deity, the affection of a female deity and the
power of a guardian. In this respect, Thangka is itself a
deity with power when it is hung in a tent, monastery or
household. In the house of a common Tibetan or Lama, if
you want to see a covered Thangka, you must be careful
and ask for permission of the host. otherwise you would
be considered disrespectful to the deity (especially a
Buddhist guardian) and make the host unhappy. Buddhist
guardians are all covered with a thick sutra curtain in a
monastery. If you happen to unveil it. the lama beside you
will cry out anxiously, “The guardian will be angry!”
These are the two contemporary worlds of Thangka.
with or without religious sentiment. In this respect.
Tibetan painting should be called Thangka instead of
scroll painting. But it is not always correct. Recently. a
Tibetan painter of Kham, Sichuan Province, painted an
epic Thangka Gesar. By using the painting style of the
Gama Gazhi School, he described the legendary Tibetan
figure King Gesar. Though it contains some Buddhist
elements, it is dominated, generally speaking. by natural
Jandscapes. figures and epic stories instead of a Buddhist
subject. Should such a painting be called Thangka?
Some may hold the point that these Thangkas are at
least paintings based on Tibetan stories and they could
therefore be regarded as Thangka. However, the picture
of Sal Tree Inscribed by Emperor Qianlong. which is
collected in Section V of this book. is totally in a style
of the Han Region and irrelevant to Tibetan Buddhism.
Shall it be called Thangka? It is Thangka when enshrined
in the Potala Palace and the Tashilhungpo Monastery. In
this case. we can plainly see that content is not the only
standard by which to measure Thangka.

Mounting is also an important precondition. Thangka
and the Han Region's scroll painting are very close in
respect of their mounting. For instance, they are similarly
mounted with upper bar, lower bar, decorative ribbons
and pendent string. But Thangka has certain unique
aspects. For instance, colorful satin strips are added by

sewing between the picture and its mounting edge. The
result is called “rainbow™ because these strips have colors
based on the spectrum. In the Han Region the mounting
edge is usually single-color thin silk or satin, which
reinforces the elegance of the painting. But violet satin.
deep blue satin or golden-line weaved satin is generally
used to make Thangka's mounting edge. The brighter
and the more expensive the fabric, the more obvious it
demonstrates the almsgiver’s wealth and status. Such
mounting has identical color to the tone of Thangka. The
top and bottom of Thangka is also sewn with a piece of
cloth as decoration. These pieces are called Thang Gates.
Each Thangka is finally equipped with a Buddhist curtain,
also known as a Thang curtain. This curtain covers the
picture to protect it against contamination and prevent
the Buddhist guardian from being seen freely. It can also
protect the pigments of the picture against being damaged
when it is rolled up. But the mounting process of Thangka
is very complicated. The a.m. introduction tells mainly
about painted Thangka. Mounting edges are seldom used
for embroidered Thangkas, Kesi Thangkas and barbola
Thangkas. Obviously. therefore, a mounting edge is not
a must, Moreover, some modern Tibetan painters often
put their works in a mirror frame and hang them up in a
Buddhist hall. Such a picture is widely accepted. Lama
monks never say it is not Thangka. Their easy attitude
astonished us. Recalling this, we felt awkward, as though
standing on the limitation of a concept.

The concept, color. content, mounting and related
questions of Thangka have been introduced above. If you
reflect on the questions carefully. you will find that they
are conflicted and none of them is clear. If you can get
out of these difficulties and make a thorough analysis of
the questions we have proposed. you may find that these
questions are not really questions at all. In a history of
more than 1200 years. either the intension or extension
of Thangka was forever changing. It is hard to give a
satisfactory explanation by defining Thangka in only one
way or from only one perspective. But comprehensively
speaking, it is vague in sensation. In this case, we have
to rely on an ancient dictum it is folly to be wise™
It is enough to know what Thangka is. Why should
we impose upon it a rigid concept? This might be the
Thangka we have mentioned. It is as mysterious as the
Buddhism itself.



A% TN | Lrews o | ssure
Contents ) (— Guru's Wisdom e I The Power of Mercy

08 54

e, T B SE BEPDRTE T M) 0 www. ertong}book. com



o\

94

AR
Wrathful Mercy

148

fh B 85
World of Deities

f\
<N

Pl
Qi s

2 Feildn
Royal Gifts



EUn

¢

S e e D P P N S S R e 1

o 1% B 25T T LU 52 FEAL ) e LA STt 3l ob. A e, fn BLIE R — b
@i, EWRR R S| SR s Gl B R e, U AT R
VERTRE ; U Sk SRR 00 20, 1k R £ 2100 B8, #6493 L, {€
O R 0 s I 3 ) 0 B 1 8 A TE IS 4, K )L 4R
ARICER, AR, LR RS, B & e mwt it % UAheE2 it
PYRH o5 P AIRSE Yo . IR T b Wit WL i i g & b, K% 1 i
F U 4 AT TUIE R T O PR, & T, L P T TR Al BE. W AERR TN
AfREM:,

L ALSUE G TR BT SR 211 9 N U o8 O o B T
VRUIT, 555 7 e 7 A TR A SO AR ) 2T AR AR U, 9 A 0 R
8 SR FRF ViR R, ity P . 8 5 S AL 4 B e R T
iy Rl (BT IR 00 i) | v i, SR, WM LR §R S R fi
BE, AMXERWACHEC, BRHETT AR BTLLH P Lm0 mE
%, R MRS O MR, H W R A AR R i
PEX A, EWECTB . B E HSET L0, fF o S0 02 i,
LG E U R AFEN L0 it o -4 5 %8, moor i ik
i,

(E G e AR 2 (22 F S b, SRS L mife ks, S el — e, {E
UL (EDE.Z b SRR 2 R f SR L & b AR L,



_EimegEr
Gurn‘ s Wisdom



. l‘d -..L.“ **1; __..IJ-...._.i;I‘l.._i .

_._.....;.. ..l.:.._..._..




Guru's Wisdom

ettt

Worship of gurus has reached an extreme level in Tibetan Buddhism, They
say if Dharma is a golden mountain, the guru is the guide who leads you there;
if Tantra is a treasure house, the guru is its key: if Buddhist docirine is the holy
land on the opposite side of a river. the guru is the bridge. Without a guru, in the
sca of dharma. an ordinary Buddhist follower would act like an innocent child,
always at a loss, finding no true way and getting no treasure. The meditation
of Tibetan Tantrism is especially focused on the discussion of theory. In most
cases, the master tells his disciples how 1o act, but the disciples have to learn by
themselves for most of the time. Besides reading 2 little of the sutra classics, a
guru’s instruction, mantra and timely warning are necessury. Without these, it is

impossible to meditate Tantra and succeed in it.

In Tibetan Buddhism, gurus include Mahayana guru, Tantric guru, Tibetan
guru and important lotsawas (translators). Each religious sect of Tibet may have
different gurus according to different doctrines, but all religious sects require
that any disciple must treat his guru like he does Buddha. His body. his language
and his thought must be given completely to his guru without question. which
is known as the three refuges. He shall totally trust, rely on and obey his guru.
Any hesitation would impair his faith and be unfavorable for his meditation.
So it is important for the disciple to have faith in the capability of s guru.
Vice versa, the guru must also be confident in the faculty of wisdom m his
disciple. They must effectively act together like father and son to achieve the
best master-disciple relationship. However, any disciple is free to not worship a
guru blindly. Before making the decision to follow a guru, he will investigate the
guru for three years, during which time the guru will also inspect the disciple

comprehensively hefore accepting him.

Of the large number of paintings in Tibet, the guru is always arranged in
the upper part of a picture. He is at the same level as Buddha, or even higher. It

indicates the degree to which the guru is venerated in Tibetan Buddhism,






