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Preface

Thang-ka or sku-thang is a Tibetan art form that has its origins in the eighth century and belonged
exclusively to Tibetan Buddhism. Tibetan thang-ka is a style of scroll painting framed with colored silk. It is
distinctively ethnic and filled with spirituality. Thang-ka is highly valued by the Tibetan people. “Thang” has two
meanings in Tibetan. The first meaning is flatness and the second refers to government order. The former is an art
terminology. “Sku” can be translated as “esteem.” In short, Thang-ka is an art form presented on a flat surface and
the content of this art centers around Buddhas and deities of the Tibetan people. A completed Thang-ka piece
appears similar to a Chinese scroll painting. The rollers at the head and bottom of the painting allow Thang-Ka
to be hung or stored in rolls. Nevertheless, Thang-ka distinct from Chinese scroll painting. It is an art form
between painting and craft. There are in total six Thang-ka forms: brush painting, print, K'o-ssu, embroidery,

brocade and applique.

The making of Thang-Ka is elaborate and time consuming. The creation of some often takes up several
months or even years. A good Thang-Ka piece shows the complete devotion of its painter. It reflects religious
passion, stamina and displays the highly sophisticated techniques possessed by the crafter. Mr. Wen-Yen Liu has
been collecting Tibetan art crafts for many years. His rich collection includes sculpture, deity statues, accessories,
and in particular, hundreds of Thang-Ka pieces. These Thang-Kas, selected from Liu’s collection, are on display at
the Tibetan Thang-Ka exhibition co-hosted by National Museum of History and Taichung County Seaport Art

Center. Prior to the exhibition, a set of books were published with this preface.

T A

Huang Yung-Chuan
Director, National Museum of History
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Preface

Tibetan Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism and Theravada are the three major schools of Buddhism. Tibetan
Buddhism, or Lamaism is the branch of Buddhism found in the Tibetan area. Tibetan Buddhism focuses on
Mahayana and is further divided into Exoteric and Esoteric Buddhism.

At the beginning of the seventh century, the Tibetan Emperor, Songtsin Gampo, introduces Buddhism to
Tibet. Around the eighth century, the Tibetan Emperor, Khri-Srong |De-bTsan, invites Santaraksita and
Padmasambhava to Tibet to repress Bon and establish Tibetan Buddhism as the main religion. This period is
called Snga dar. Langdarma tries to banish Buddhism from the country in the ninth century but during the
eleventh century, the Guge Emperor invites Atisha to Tibet to facilitate the development and growth of
Buddhism. Buddhist schools, including the Nyingma, Kagyu, Bkah-gdam, Sakya, Gelug and Jo-nan, gradually
form. During this time, Buddhism thrives and firmly establishes its presence in Tibet. This period is known as
Phyi dar. After Je Tsong Khap founded the Gelug, which later became the mainstream form of Buddhism in
Tibet, Tibet achieves Caesaropapism. In recent years, Tibetan Buddhism has transcended Tibet and has spread
across the globe.

Tibetan Buddhism originates in India and incorporates the old snow land religion Bon. After more than
thirteen hundred years of deyelopment, in which Tibetan Buddhism clashes with Bén and is threatened by
abolishment, it finally reaches a stage of prosperity, becoming a distinguished individual Buddhist school. Tibetan
Buddhism spreads into Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, Inner Mongolia, Yunnan and Mongolia during Phyi dar. In the
thirteenth century, Tibetan Buddhism is introduced to the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties and has certain
influence on their religious and political aspects. Tibetan Buddhism also incorporates Buddhist thought from
neighboring countries such as Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and Ladakh. At the beginning of the twentieth century,
Tibetan Buddhism makes its way to the West. Religious centers and research institutions of Tibetan Buddhism
are established accordingly. Now, Tibetan Buddhism has become an influential international religion.

Tisarana (The Three Refuges) in Buddhism means surrendering to the ideals of the Buddha, Dhamma and
Sangha. Tibetan Buddhism, on the other hand, has Four Refuges. Apart from the three in Buddhism, Tibetan
Buddhism includes surrendering to the ideals of spiritual directors. Under the instruction of spiritual directors,
one receives discipline and Abhiseka step by step and complies with the rituals of the Deity (called Yidam in
Tibet). The Deity is often depicted as wrathful and to possess two bodies, multiple heads, arms, and feet. The
Deity has an open blood-red mouth and holds many different religious instruments. The frightening
characteristic of images of the Deity is most distinctive in Tibetan Buddhism.

The three fundamental deities in Tibetan Buddhism are Lama, the Yidam and Dakini. Singhamukha is the
manifestation of all the deities, religious thinking, and the source of prajna wisdom and private practices of
Tibetan Buddhism. Singhamukha originated in India but because of its importance in Esoteric Buddhism, its
presence is more prominent in Tibetan Buddhism.

What are Dharmapalas? Although the Tibetan Dharmapalas deities are still trapped in the transmigration
of the Six Realms, they possess individual powers. These deities later joined the Dharmapalas of the Tibetan
Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhism has many Dharmapalas. Many of them have their roots in ancient India but later
became members of the snow highland Buddhism. Some of the old Bén deities who were suppressed by
Padmasambhava in the struggle between Bon and Tibetan Buddhism also became Dharmapalas of Tibetan
Buddhism. The Dharmapalas of Esoteric Buddhism are mostly depicted as wrathful deities, some of whom ride
birds or animals and have very conspicuous characteristics.

Tibetan Buddhism consists of Lamas, Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Yidams, Dharmapalas and Dakinis, etc.
Tibetan Buddhist images originally served as religious teaching tools but they also evolved into a sophisticated
and rich symbolic art form. The range of these cultural artifacts is wide and diverse. The presentational forms, for
example, employed include Thang-ka, murals, Buddhaist sculptures in gold or copper, sculptures made of clay,
Tibetan clay molded Buddhist images known as “Tsha Tsha”, images made of butter, stone sculptures, wood
sculptures, chia chu (pressed cloth) images, masks, printing boards of sutras, etc. Thus, Tibetan Buddhist artifacts
are the treasure of Buddhist art and attract much public attention. Today, these have become items of great
interest for collectors of Buddhist art.

Thang-ka works can be roughly divided into three schools of style: Bkah-gdam-pa, menbris and Karma
Gadri. The first was popular during the Song and Yuan dynasties. Bkah-gdam-pa paintings are compact and full
with fairly narrow white margins. The latter two schools were popular during the Ming and Qing dynasties. They
are greatly influenced by the Chinese art style and have the Han style of landscape painting and an emphasis on
white margins. This exhibition is mostly composed of menbris and Karma Gadri painting.

We are grateful to the Nation Museum of History for this opportunity to hold the Tibet Thang-Ka
exhibition. This set of books was published concurrently with the exhibition in order to offer more insight on the
richness of Tibetan Buddhism.

Yow-Cherng Liu
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Legends and Schools of Thang-Ka

Dr. Jiunn-Yih Chang

Legends related to Thang-Ka

Every race has a memorable prime era. To the Tibetan people, it is the era of Songtsin Gampo, the great
emperor of the Zanpu Empire who unified Tibet in the early seventh century. According to historical records,
Songtsin Gampo painted Palden Lhamo with blood from his own nose. This is the very first religious painting in
Tibetan history. Legend has it that all schools of Thang-ka were related to Songtsin Gampo one way or another.
For example, the wife of Songgsin Gampo, Princess Wencheng of the Tang Dynasty, brought Han painters to
Tibet and inspired the first Thangka painting. Another wife of Songtsin Gampo, a Nepalese princess, introduced
The sMan Thang. Therefore, the Nepalese style had a strong influence on the painting. The Karma Gadri school,
which was founded later, incorporated the Han and the Nepalese style and added Tibetan aesthetic and
techniques into the paintings. This legend has a similar ring to the establishment of the first monastery — The
Samye Monastery in Tibet. The monastery integrated Tibetan, Han and Indian styles of architecture. It is
certainly true that discrepancies may exist between facts and personal perspectives regarding the history of Thang-

ka.

Thang-ka

Thang-ka is a Tibetan word. There is no need to explore the original meaning of “Thang” or “ka”. Over
the centuries, the word, “Thang-ka,” has always referred to Tibetan scroll paintings with traditional framing. A
Thang-ka is usually of religious nature.

Although Tibert is situated at the roof of the world, the Tibetan people made early contact with
neighboring tribes according to historical and archacological records. For example, the formation of Nyingma was
closely related to Indian Buddhism. Religious art was also introduced to Tibet along with Buddhism. Therefore,
the foundation of the Buddhist art of image making undoubtedly came from the southern foot of the Himalayas.
Later, even the image-making arts in India, Nepal and Kashmir left strong imprints on the Tibetan religious art
development. To be more precise, after the eleventh century and before Tibet was under Chinese influence, the
Nepalese image making schools dominated the Tibet art world. The main reason was that Buddhism thrived over
a period of two hundred years and during this time, religious schools developed rapidly and monasteries were
established one after another. During this period, Nepalese painters and architects traveled back and forth
frequently between Nepal and Tibet . The images of Buddhas in Gyantse Kumbum Stupa of Pelkhor Chode
Monastery were considered to be the first paintings of Tibetan religious art and was called the Gyantse style;
however, these paintings still showed strong influences from Newar. Many scholars believe Thang-kas to be a
form of religious art based on murals. Aside from the religious nature of the paintings, Thang-ka was born and
widely accepted in Tibet probably because the Thang-ka scrolls were easy to transport for the nomadic people.

According to Han records, Tibetans have interacted regularly with Han Chinese since the Sui Dynasty.
Both sides had an even closer relationship during the Tang Dynasty. Princess Wencheng and Princess Jincheng
were both married to Tibetan emperors under the Emperors Taizong and Zhongzong of Tang. Marriages between
two sides not only brought friendship and peace but also cultural interaction. Records showed that Princess
Wencheng brought with her to Tibet all kinds of decrees and regulations, books on medicine and agriculture, the
calendar, painters and chefs, etc. Tibetan literature documented that the long-lost Han silk Thang-kas were once
popular in Tibet in the eighth century, and these silk Thang-kas provided some clues to the art interaction
between the two peoples. Most researches in Tibetan art stated the fact that the Han landscape paintings began

affecting Tibetan religious art forms as early as the Tang Dynasty.

The Han influence on Thang-ka can be roughly divided into three stages:

The first stage was during the Yuan Dynasty. Khubilai Khan, who founded the Yuan Dynasty, held Sakya
in high esteem. He named Drogdn Chogyal Phagpa the guru and spiritual advisor to the emperor. It was trendy

el |
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to support lamas within the royalty and the officials. Historical records indicated frequent interactions between
Tibetan monks and Yuan aristocrats. Gold, silver, textiles, butter tea and all kinds of goods and gifts were offered
to Tibetan monks. They also received statues of Buddhas made of gold and copper, Thang-kas made of K'o-ssu,
scroll paintings and religious instruments from the Yuan Dynasty. This explains how the Han art style may have
directly influenced Tibetan artists and craftsmen.

The second stage was during the Ming Dynasty, especially under the rule of Ming Chengzu. The Han
landscape paintings influenced the background formation, composition and brush stokes of Thang-kas to a
certain extent. The main source of this influence was still the paintings awarded by the emperors to the Tibetans
as well as the frequent traveling and exchanges made by lamas, painters and craftsmen.

The third stage occurred during the Qing Dynasty, or more precisely, during the fifth Dalai Lama of
Gelug-pa. The first generation of Tibetan art researchers in the early 1940s thought that Tibetan religious art was
greatly influenced by the Han art style since the empowerment of the fifth Dalai Lama. In other words, the
growing Han influence in Tibetan art went hand in hand with the empowerment process of the fifth Dalai Lama.

Although Buddhist art emerged early in Tibet, the content, technique, composition and color showed
foreign influences. The Tibetan art style developed after the appearance of Buddhist art. Many scholars believed
that the rise of the Tibetan art style occurred around the mid fifteenth century and ripened during the late Ming
Dynasty to early Qing Dynasty period.

The seventeenth century is a key period in Tibetan history. During this time, the Qing Dynasty valued
Gelug-pa highly and bestowed upon it favour, fortune and goods. More importantly, the fifth Dalai Lama and
Sangs-rgyas-rgya-mtsho also contributed greatly to cultural and religious development in Tibet. They were
patrons of art who allowed art forms such as Thang-kas, Tibetan plays and music to flourish under their

influence.

Schools of Thang-ka

Various schools of Tibetan religious art emerged and developed after the eleventh century, but it was not
until the mid fifteenth century that the Tibetan religious art gained its own style. The religious paintings from
different geographic areas and art schools possessed distinctive traits even though they did have elements in
common. Religious paintings, or to be more exact, paintings of deities existed without a particular style or form
for a long time. After the sixteenth century, several maestros with many apprentices cultivated individual styles.
Exactly how many schools existed, however, was still controversial until the 1990s. For example, the Tibetan
scholar, Queyang Zhongba, claimed that there were only three Thang-ka schools: the first one was the classic
school Bkah-gdam-pa. The second was the post-classic school — sMan Thang, and the third was Karma Gadri.
Not all scholars agreed with this point of view. Some believed that a small number of big schools alone could not
represent the entire spectrum of Thang-ka art or reveal the full beauty of Thang-ka. Some other scholars took
small branches of the main schools and interpreted them as independent schools of Thang-ka art. Others
categorized Thang-ka schools by religion or by region. To this day, the issue regarding Thang-ka schools remains
in question. Therefore, this paper will only introduce schools that are commonly recognized by most scholars in
recent years.

1) The sMan Thang

The sMan Thang is the style created by painter Menla Dhondrup. Legend has it that he was the
reincarnation of Manjushri. In his previous life, Menla Dhondrup was a Han painter who worked with K'o-ssu.
In this life, he was born in the southern part of Dbus and later studied and worked in Gtsang. At that time the
Yuan dynasty supported the Sakya school in Gtsang and gave the school the largest number of art crafts as gifts.
As a result, the early Yuan K'o-ssu paintings heavily impacted the sMan Thang established in the early fifteenth
century, although it maintained the original Nepalese style. The sMan Thang was still popular in the Gtsang area
long after the Yuan rule. Later it spread to Dbus and received support from Gelug-pa. For political reasons, the
number of Gelug-pa monasties increased drastically when the fifth Daila Lama ruled. The sMan Thang thus
prospered at the core of Tibet. Until the late seventeenth century, the murals in the Zhaibung Monastery and the
Potala Palace were still mostly sMan Thang.

The highlights of sMan Thang were the liveliness and richness of its color with the dominance of orange
yellow, orange red and cyan. The colors indicated power and life. The background of the painting was filled with
slate-blue sky and bronze earth. Gold and light blue were used for outlining. The main contribution of sMan
Thang was adding landscape to the background.

2) The mkhyen bris

The mkhyen bris style had its chief influence in the painter Mkhyen rtse chen mo. This school was

established in the Ming Dynasty. The Ming Dynasty did not rule Tibet directly but maintained relationships with
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Tibetan monks and religious groups. Art works were given to monasteries as gifts by the Ming emperor.
Therefore, the mkhyen bris was, to a certain degree, influenced by Han paintings. Some scholars even thought
the Han influence grew with time. The major works of mkhyen bris were murals in the Sa-Skya Monastery and
the Ngor Monastery. Starting from the nineteenth century, the mkhyen bris style spread through the entire
Tibetan land. It employed ink-painting techniques and had some success in the images of the turning wheel of
dharma. However, it was most famous for its depiction of Virup?ksha with fierce appearances, dominating air and

overwhelming effects.

3) Karma gar bris

Some Tibetan scholars traced the origin of karma gar bris to the time of Princess Wencheng. Most thought
it branched from the sMan Thang in the second half of the sixteenth century. Others thought Karma gar bris was
established by the eighth Karmapa and spread by guru Si-tu chos-kyi 'byung-gnas. This school was popular in the
Amdo County (Qinghai) and Sichuan (Kang district). The paintings of this school intergrated the Han style.
This was due to its location near the Ming Dynasty. Painter, Kathup, visited the Ming palace several times and
later worked with Han painters in Lhasa. Apart from following the rules written in the “Utterances on Image-
making, Iconometry,” landscape, composition and color of the Karma gar bris, paintings showed Han influence.

The entire Tibetan murdffor Thang-ka was filled with color. In Karma gar bris paintings, part of the
background remained white like the traditional ink-painting of the Han. This is the major influence Han
paintings had on the Karma gar bris. The Karma gar bris paintings were elaborate and tried to present even the
smallest details on a Thang-ka. Therefore, the paintings were full and intricate. The composition of landscape
painting had its root in ink painting although it sometimes lacked creativity.

It is worth mentioning that Si-tu chos-kyi 'byung-gnas traveled to Nepal in the mid-eighteenth century.
There, he witnessed the beauty of Nepalese paintings. After his return to his monastery, he started to add
Nepalese flavor to the Karma gar bris paintings and established a new painting style.

4) sMan gSar

The sMan gSar was founded by Choying gyatsho. He was favored by the first Panchen Lama of the
Tashilhunpo Monastery and became a private painter to the Panchen Lama. Starting from 1648, he was called to
Lhasa and began painting murals in the Potala Palace and was posted as the private painter of the fifth Dalai
Lama. The name sMan gSar indicated that the school of style was related to sMan Thang. Historians, however,
did not look upon the sMan gSar style with a favorable eye. They thought that the sMan gSar paintings were
overly ornate. For example, sMan gSar not only used gold outlining but also employed many different types of
color painting techniques to create new forms of clouds or flowers. Even though its critics do not like this style,
the delicate brushstrokes and warm colors of these elaborate and detailed paintings were solemn and lively.

After the eighteenth century, Tibetan Buddhism blossomed and quickly spread to neighboring areas. The
number of monasteries increased. Art schools and monasteries also started to own private painters. The style of
these religious paintings varied depending on the geographical location and the level of influence from foreign

cultures.

The Iconometry of Thang-Ka

The main function of a Thang-ka is to assist religious advancement. From an aesthetic point of view,
Thang-ka is undoubtedly the treasure of Tibetan art. The conscientious and exact lifestyle of the painters,
however, indicated that the paintings were not made for the sake of pure art but due to the devotion to the
religion. Traditionally, Thang-ka painters did not sign their paintings even though the paintings were of high
artistic value. Furthermore, many of the outstanding painters were lamas. This made the nature of Thang-kas
more religious than art.

The title Banzhidais was only rewarded to monks that excel in Pancavidya — the five studies of India. These
five were: Hetu, logic and epistemology; Adhyatuma, philosophy; Sabdavidya, linguistics; Cikitsa, medicine; and
Silpa, arts and mathematics. Silpa referred to in-depth knowledge and expert skills in religious art applications.
The Tibetan Thang-ka art was divided into different schools of style due to geographic and religious divergence
developed over centuries. However, there was an overall conformity due to regulations written for image-making
and iconometry. All the schools had their own rules, templates and related sutras. Books, such as “Utterances on
Image-making and Iconometry” and “The Iconometry of Tath?gata” etc, greatly affected image-making. “The
Iconometry of Tath?gata” was the most influential because it was written by the founder of the sMan Thang.
“Utterances on Image-making and Iconometry” was more popular among the Han people because the Tibetan
version was translated into Han Chinese by a Mongolian noble during the rule of theY?ng zh?ng Emperor.

The regulations on image-making and iconometry were of three categories. The first category concerned

the principles of iconometry and proportion in depicting deities like Bodhisattvas and protector deities. For
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