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THANGKA ART GEBENSANG LIU LIZHONG

Tangka art, thangka in Tibetan language, is a kind of scrolled painting of religiousicons and images mounted in colorful
silk or satin and displayed for worship. Thangkas can be seen in all Buddhist monasteries, temples and sangharamas and in
many of the diciples’ home as well. They are taken as an emblem of one’s sarana (convertion) to Buddhism and as an object to
pay homage to. The art covers a wide field comprising all the Buddhas, Boddhisattvas, Dharmapalas and doctrines and teach-
ings of Buddhism. It also touches many other fields such as history, politics, economy, culture and social life, etc. On all these
topics and subjects, volumes of collected thangkas are here presented with vivid visual materials for the experts on Tibetan
history, the votaries and researchers in Buddhist art of Tibetan Plateau. This book will also provide a fairly complete blue-
print of paintings in both Exoteric and Esoteric schools of Buddhism, and meanwhile the sanghas can make use of these mate-

rials as texts in their propergating Buddhism.,

Categories and Contents

There are painted thangkas and woven ones. The former are in great number done on cloth while in small number, on
paper. In painting, the elaborate materialsare particularly chosen by adopting intransparent mineral based colors such as yel-
low malachite, azurite, mineral ochre, cinnibar, etc.. The latter are woven thangkas including embroidery, brocade,
tapestried—fine silks and applique. The embroidered thangkas are executed with an assortment of silk thread, in either
high—relief—like way or in flat. The high one, or the relief embroidery, standing out from the background is so rare that it has
been enlisted as one of the Ta’er Monastery’s Three Wonders of Art, while the other two are frescoes and butter—flower sculp-
ture. It was after a long and thorough searching throughout the Tibetan area that we were able to find only one thangka of
this kind in the Ta’er Monastery in Qinghai Province. This most unusual relief patch work is completed by stuffing wool or
cotton in the main features of cut—off Buddhist figures and landscape from the multi—color silk brocade and then embroi-
dering with silk thread, thus resulting in an effect of three dimensions. Against the deep colored background, the Buddha,
Boddhisattvas and arhats are so becoming in the picture that it looks just like a piece of relief sculpture. The flat relief patch
work embroidery is similar to that made in Han area, which are completely flat like a painted picture. Various shapes of
Buddhas and deities are usually so embroidered against the background of mountains, rivers, flowers, temples, pavilions, an-
imals, etc. The Brocaded thangkas are jacquard—woven on silk and satin with multi—colored thread as weft. The thangkas of
tapestried—fine silks are colorfully weft—warp knitted to the design as done in Han area, impressing just like a piece of hol-
lowed—out work stereoscopic in perspective. They are characterized by its thickness and solidness in quality, exquisiteness in
pattern design, and both elegance and magnificence in color. Appliqued thangkas, flat embroidery or cut—embroidered flower
are scrolls of mosaicaed religious images cut—off from colorful silk or satin and then sewed on the cloth.

Pearl—diamonded thangkas stand out as the most valuable one. The very example is Avalokitesvara in Meditation kept in
Changzhu Monastery, south of the Himalayas in Tibet. Five feet in height, three in breadth, it is made of 20,000 precious
pearls and turquoise stones.

In speaking of the theme of thangka art, it is mainly about religions, and partly about history, secular life, medical science
and astronomy. Thematically, thangkas may be divided into the following twelve categories.

I . Buddhas

Sakyamuni, the Jowo, holds the supremancy in the monasteries of Tebitan Buddhism and is accordingly on the focus in

thangka painting while being largestly proportioned in iconography. His Holiness is depicted on thangkas separately and in
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series as well, ranging from one to over twenty pictures. They present episodes from Jataka tal>s and legends about the
Buddha.

Buddhas in thangka painting consist of two groups: Group One includes Bhaisajyaraya, Local Sakyamuni and
Amitabha, among whom the first is the Buddha of Medicine, called meila in Tibetan and is said to be the Buddha of the East-
ern Glazed Pure Land, and the third, called ahemei in Tibetan, is the Buddha of the Western Paradise. The other group in-
cludes the Buddhas of three worlds — the Past Buddha Kasyapa, the Present Buddha Sakyamuni and the Future Buddha
Maitreya (Xianba in Tibetan). In addition, there are Mahavairocana Tathagata and Dipamkara (dambaizhuomei or mamize
in Tibetan), and the former is believed to be the identification of Sakyamuni. but has two forms: one is that ol

Mahavairocana, and the other, that of Tathagata.

I . Bodhisvattvas
Buddhists hold the following Eight Great Bodhisattvas in reverence: Manjusri, Akasagarbha, Avalokitesvara, Judda,
Bhadra, Mahasthamaprapta and Later Mahasthamaprapta, etc. In Tibetan communities the following five Buddhisattvas are

held in worship:

1. Wenshu Pusa, Manjusri in full name, miaojixiang in Tibetan

2. Guanyin Pusa or Guanshiyin, Avalokitesvara in full name, and jiaresei in Tibetan

According to Mahacintamanisutra (Upadesasutra), there are eight different forms of this Bodhisattva.

They are: All-wish—fulfilling—Brightness King, Avalokitesvara in white and the four—faced. the hair—coiled, the
four—faced, the horse—headed, Raksasa the Bhrukuti, the Mahasthamapratra and the Dhuta Avalokitesvara, On thangkas,
there are other forms of Avalokitesvara such as the four—armed. the thousand—armed—thousand—eyed, the six—bodied and
the thirty—three—bodied. In addition to all the above mentioned Bodhisattvas, some others like Smantabhadra, Ksitigarbha,

Vajradhara, Mahasthamaprapta, Akasasamskrta, Kasyapa and Ananda can also be found on thangkas.

Ill. Female Aryas

Thangka paintings also depict some female figures of Buddhist aryas, among whom Tara is most common and has been
accepted as the sole godess in Tibetan Buddhism. Tara, also named saviouress. is addressed by Tibetan people as zhuoma, and
is said to be the emanation of Avalokitessara. capable of saving the masses of people from sorrow, fear, woe and other count-
less troubles. There are twenty—one appearances of Tara, different from each other only insuch colors as white, green red, yel-
low, etc. Among them, White Tara and Green Tara are depicted in great number. People of devout faith take the Nepali Prin-
cess Bhrikuti Devi as an emanation of white Tara whereas Tang Princess Wencheng, that of Green Tara. Besides, there are va-
rious forms of the Paramita goddess such as Vajrayogini, kajuma in Tibetan; Enlightening Goddess, lamurixiema in Tibetan;

White-Umbrellaed Goddess, dege in Tibetan: and the Honored—goddess, nanjuma in Tibetan.

IV. Arhats

Sakyamuni is said to have sixteen disciples and sixteen aryas and the later sixteen known as arhats were sent by him to the
mundane world to lead the masses of the people out of suffering and afflication and then onto the path to enlightenment.
Tibetan people call the sixteen arhats nidun Juzhou—Nidun stands for arhat, and Juzhou, for sixteen. Buddhists in Han com

munities add another two arhats to make up eighteen in all. The added ones vary in names from place to place and for differ



ent performances. Among Hans. the examples found are Kandimitra and Pindolabharadvaja——a duplicate of the Ist arhat of

the sixteen—-or Kasya and the Cloth—Bag Monk. However, in Tibetan communities, the people make up the eighteen arhats
by adding Mahamaya and Maitreya. And in this thangka series, the added two arhats are the Dragon—subduing Arhat and
Tiger—subduing Arhat,

V', Tutelary Deities of Esoteric Buddhism

Thangka art adopts many tutelary deities of Esoteric Buddhism in Tibetan communities as its thematic objects of which
Buddhism among Hans offers very few, All the deities are said to be converted warrior attendants accepted by the Sakyamuni
Buddha himself and Padmasambhava, the founder of Nyingmapa (Red—hat Sect). The major ones of the deities are as the fol-

lowing:

. Dharma King, which Tibetans call qujia:

. Horse—headed Avalokitesvara, which Tibetans call danzeng:
. Lion—headed Holy Mother, which Tibetans call sangduoma:
. Vajradhara, which Tibetans call duojigiang;

. Mahatejas, which Tibetans call jiuxi;

. Mahayanadharavajra, which Tibetans call xieheduo:

. Samvara, which Tibetans call danque;

. Guhyapada, which Tibetans call sangde:
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. Kakravajra, which Tibetans call dingke:

10. The Lord upon whom all beings rely, which Tibetans call gengzou:
11. Shri Devi (Mule Devi), which Tibetans call huadanlamu:

12. Burial Deva, which Tibetans call bucuoyarong:

13, Mahakala, which Tibetans call gongbao:

14, Vajrasadhu, which Tibetans call jieduo:

15. The Four—Heavenly Kings:

(1) Dhrtarastra—East, protecting the land, which Tibetans call yinguosang while Han—Chinese name it the Land Protec-
tor

(2) Virudhaka--South, protecting living things, which Tibetans call bojiwu while Han—~Chinese name it the Growth Help-
er

(3) Virupaksa—West, having ugly eyes, which Tibetans call jlamuyang while Han—Chinese name it the Broad—eyed King

(4) Dhanda—North, protecting wealth, which Tibetans call nanser while Han—Chinese name it the Best—informed king.

VI. Founders of Tibetan Buddhism and the Cream of Tibetan History

The introduction of many hierarchies of religious sects and famous historical figures into thangka art is an manifestation
of the secularization of Tibetan Buddhist art, and this in effect did open up a field for the art broader than other fields, For
this very reason, thangkas have achieved a great success in art by presenting very vivid icons as the mural painting does. Fig-

ures on thangkas from religion and history are as follows,
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1. Padmasambhava, whom Tibelans call baimajunnai, was an Indian tantric master. At the invitation of Trisong Detsen,
the Tubo King, he came 1o Tibet to build the first monastery at Samye, Tibet. There he gathered the first group of Tibetan
monks recorded as “Seven Men of Trial” and was held in high esteem as the founder of Nyingmapa——the ancient sect of
Tibetan Buddhism.

2, Atisa (982—-1054) a Kashmirian, the great Indian pandit, was once the about of Indian monasteries of Chaoyan and
Nananda respectively. He achieved great attainments in Guin—Avidyas and was invited to Ngari, Tibet from Nepal to instruct
in Buddhism. He accomplished his commission there by spreading Buddhism, evolving medicine, translating scriptures and
training followers until his death in Nyethang. He left behind over fifty treatises of Buddhist teachings including the famous
one "Lamp for the Way of Enlightenment”. Based on his doctrines, his successors later founded kadampa Sect.

3. Marpa (1012—1097), famous translator of Tibetan Buddhist texts. He was three times to India and four times to Nepal
to study Buddhism and returned with a lot of scriptures which he had translated into Tibetan. He never officially became a
monk but he gathered a great number of monastic discrples. One of the famous ones was Milarepa, who later founded
kagyupa, the White—robe Sect.

4. Milarepa (1040—1123), one of the creators of kagyupa. He evangelized by songs and poems which were collected into
the book “"Song and Poetry of Milarepa” by his followers. He went deep in the mountains to contemplate for nine years and
was cited as an example for tapas monks.

5. Puton Rinchen—rub (1290—1364), famous Buddhist scholar, was once the abbot of the Zhalu Monastery and turned
oult to be the founder of Zhalupa Sect. He left behind quite a number of works, the famous one of which is “"History of Puton
Buddhism”

6. Tsongkhapa (1357-1419), the founder of Gelugpa Sect. As the monks wear yellow hats, they are sometimes referred to
as the Yellow Sect, too. Following the basic teachings of the kadampa, he further expounded his own concept of discipline
and started a religious reformation to establish a viruous order for the New Kadampa. His works included Entrance to the
Bodhi Way and the Stages of the Path. He personally had Gandan, the first Gelugpa monastery, built up. Later, his followers
founded othe rmonasteries one after another in Tibet and Mongol to propagate Gelugpa doctrines. With the support from the
Qing Court, Gelugpa grew steadily and came in power and spread extensively in both Tibetan and Mongolian comnumities.

7. Dalai Lama and Panchen Erdeni, the two titles given to the tulkus in the system of successive reincarnations in
Gelugpa Buddhism in Tibet.

Gendun Trupa and Khedrub Je, two of Tsongkapa’s immediate disciples, were posthumously entitled as the First Dalai
Lama and the First Panchen respectively. Many thangkas have been turned out with the main characters of First and Fifth
Dalai Lamas, Gendun Trupa and Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso, and the Fouth and Nineth Panchen Lamas, Lobsang Chokyi
and Chokyi Nyima. Recently, some artisans have already accomplished a thangka of the Tenth Panchen Erdeni Chokyi
Gyaltsen, whose parinitvana was in 1989, and have had it hung up for worship in the monastery.

Other famous monasteries also have their own previous pontiffs on thangkas and hold them in high esteem as their heri-
tage. Examples can be found it the sanctuaries of Labrang in Gansu, Youning and Longwu in Qinghai and Wudang in Inner
Mongolia. All these figures in iconography vary with locations, nationalities, religious sects, personalities and costumes. How-
ever, they present all the grace and grandor in appearance and attire, making its sense of reality felt while leaving little trace of
exaggeratton,

8. Songtsen Gampo (617-650)

The founder of Tubo Dynasty has been worshiped as the national hero by generations of Tibetan people. During his re-



