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The Development and Perfection of
Tibetan Buddhist Pantheon

WENHUA Luo

1. Emergence of Mahayana Deities
in India(circa the 1"~ 6" Century A.D.)

In Hinayana there was no pantheon to which worship
was offered by any Buddhist. As a initiator, Sakyamuni did
not believe in gods or worship. In Buddhist art also Buddha
images are not met with in the earlier schools such as Sanchi,
Bharhut and Amaravati. Buddha like the Bodhi Tree, his head-
dress, his foot-prints and the rest used to be freely represented,
but this actual likeness was regarded as too scared to admit
of representation. Bedsides the sacred symbols connected
with Buddha'’s life and teachings, worship was offered by
the Buddhists to numerous other objects. One of the most
important among these objects is the stiipa which is regarded as
the embodiment of the Buddhist Universe with all the heavens
as conceived in Buddhism. Buddha was deified in Mahayana
which considered him to be Lokottara. In the Graeco-
Buddhists of Gandhara and Mathiira school of sculpture his
image was carved out in stone nearly at the same time (at the
beginning of the first century). Later, a number of gods and
goddesses are described in Prajiiaparamita, Sukhavativitha,
Saddharmapundartka, Avatamsaka. As were well known, two
chinese monks, the great pilgrims Fa-Xian (394~414 A.D.) and
Xuan-Zang (629~645 A.D.) mentioned many names of gods
and goddesses, such as Avalokitesvara, Manjusri, Maitreya,
Vaisravana and so on. The characteristics of immature
Bodhisattvas found at Ajanta, Elora, Kanher? and the cave

temples of Western India show that it does not seem clear the
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Buddhism at this time had any conception of a well-defined and

well-calssified pantheon.

2. Boom of Tantric Deities in India and Nepal
(circa the 7"~13" centuries A.D. )

The Maiijusrimiilakalpa and the Guhyasamajatantra which
are accepted as the very first works of the Vajrayana school and
are put down in circa 2 or 3 century A.D. by Indian scholar are
deemed much later than the 7" century by Japanese. Even so, it
is believed that the Guhyasamdajatantra first set up the system
of Five Tathagatas and has exerted immeasurable influence on
the subsequent development of Buddhist pantheon. Here for
the first time are found the descriptions of Five Tathagata, their
mantras, their mandalas and their Saktis. These Tathagatas are
described as the “fathers” of five kulas of gods and goddesses.
It is in this way that nearly all the gods and goddesses are
classified into the kulas and accordingly bear the characteristics
of their own “fathers”.

Many a god and goddess in Hinduism and Jainism
were introduced into Buddhist pantheon, whilst letters
of mantras, ritual instruments and processes of mandala
practices and its meditation image and philosophic terms
were deified. Along with the popularity of sadhanas, more
and more new deities were produced and incorporated
into the Buddhist pantheon. The two significant
works, Sadhanamala(incluing 312 Sadhanas) and

Nispannayogavalt (including 26 mandalas in total ) show a



great deal of light on this obscure path of Buddhism which
was current in India from 7" to the 13" century A.D.

In Nepal the tradition of iconography and pantheon
from India succeed to the development and flourish. Plenty
of elaborate sculptures on temples and exquisite paintings
and manuscripts still remain available for scholars to study

the transformation of the Buddhist pantheon after the 13"

century when Buddhism was annihilated in India.

3. The Further Development of Pantheon in
Tibet ( circa the 8"~19" century A.D.)

The Tibetan Buddhist schools constituted their own
systems of Pantheon after the idea of Bu ton’s the History
of Buddhism. The gaps among their pantheons, However,
seem not to be so serious as they stressed.

Many sadhana collections translated from Indian
Sanskrit into Tibetan occur in Tibetan Tanjur and devided
into four sections according to the autherships, viz. Pa
tshab sgrub thabs brgya rtsa, Ba ri sgrub thabs brgya rtsa,
sGrub thabs kun las btus pa, Lha so so sna tshogs kyi sgrub
thabs, among which sGrub thabs kun las btus pa (Sadhana-
Samuccaya) is the most famous.

In the sixteenth century the Yi dam rgya mtshovi
sgrub thabs rin chen vbyungs gnas was compiled by the
polygraphist Taranatha (born 1575) by supplementing
some new translated sadhanas. This work was again
complemented successively by the 7" incarnation of

Panchen Lama bsTan pavi nyi ma and Cin siijiigtii gayan

Blo bzang nor bu shes rab, a disciple of Jebcundampa I
(1635~1723 A.D.), in four volumes under the title: Rin
lhan. This work was illustrated by Mongol artists entitled
Rin vbyung snar thang brgya rtsa rdor vphreng bcas nas
gsungs pavi bris sku: mthong pa don ldan bzhugs so with
three marginal subtitles Ring vbyung, snar thang, rdor
vphreng in the 15" year of Emperor Jia Qing(1810). This is
the well-known 500 Icons.

300 Icons under the Tibetan title Bla ma yi dam mchog
gsum bkav sdod dang bcas pavi tshogs zhing gi sku brnyan
sum brgyavi grangs tshang ba is definitely xylographed
in Beijing during 1738~1757. Its preface, written by the
famous [Cang skya Huthugtu Rol pavi rdor rje, informs us
that this collection describes seven groups of deities. 300
Icons shows a new idea of compilation of pantheon other

than the Idian tradion based on Sadhanas like 500 Icons.

4. The Materials of Tibetan Pantheon in the
Forbidden city ( the 19" cetury )

Two of the significant materials of Tibetan Pantheon
which were compiled in Qing court are Zhu-Fo-Pu-Sa-
Sheng-Xiang-Zan and the 788 bronze statuettes in Bao-
Xiang-Lou and Fan-Hua-Lou.

The compiler of the Zhu-Fo-Pu-Sa-Sheng-Xiang-Zan
is ascribed to an unnamed [Cang-skya Huthugtu, whom
the new archives of Qing court confirm to be Rol-pavi
rdor rje and the Zhuang-Qin-Wang (Yunli), the uncle of

Emperor Qianlong, had the illustrations painted around

The Development and Perfection of Tibetan Buddhist Pantheon



1757 according to a set of plaques which are bestowed by
Emperor Qianlong. It contains 360 figures accompanied
by 360 eulogies in Chinese. All the figures are classed into
23 divisions with the Tibetan, Chinese names of the deities
given below and above amd the Mongolian and Manchu
names at the two sides. It appears that the refined chinese
names of deities are popular only in Qing court. So it was

just practical edition for the emperial temples.

Such kind of buildings with 786 bronze statuettes
(such as Bao-Xiang-Lou, Fan-Hua-Lou and other resemble
six ones) entilted Phun sum tshogs pavi gtsug lag kang in
Tibetan inscriptions and Liu-Pin-Fo-Lou (the Building of
Six classes of Mahayana) in Qing archives. Hereblow is
the centre deities of Six classes of Mahdydana on the first

and the second floor:

Chapels 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Anuttara- Anuttara-
Paramita yogatantra yogatantra Centre Yogatantra Caryatantra Kriyatantra
storeys (pha rgyud) (ma rgyud)
2 c Gul dja- Vai 7-
tiiettes) Sakyamuni " IZZ;;[;Z ;Iéa Cakrasamvara | bTsong kha pa Sarvavid b IZ;’:;;::IIM Amitayus
1 Sadbhuja- ; . Rakta- Simhavaha-
Sita- Mahakal T Gur Mahakal Sa 1 Tdevt
(thankas) | Mahasly | O WANGkEE | aakyamas ST Mahakala | na-Mahakala
1 Guhya: qja- Bhaisa-
B ke e Cakrasamvara Sev'e " DR Marict Usnisavijaya
(stapas) Aksobhya Jyagurus

The bronze statuettes are believed to be the illuminations

of many important three-dimensional Mandalas although
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some questions still remains to be solved.




