The Mask Culture of Tibet Known as the World Roof
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’ Synopsis

Mask is a worldwide plastic culture and an intergrowing phenomenon of the human
culture. It is a symbol with special meanings.As an outcome of the combination of material
and spiritual cultures, mask has been widely used in hunting, battling, sacrificing, gost-expelling,
god-welcoming, funeral, houSe-guarding, dance and opera.

’ Mask has a long hlstory in the world.Its origin may date from the old Stone Age and no
doubt from thé New Stﬁé 'Age. And it develops with the human history. Following the
emergence of nationalities; diﬁ‘erent masks have possessed the feature of different nationalities
and become colorful under the mutual influence of different cultures.

China, with a long history, is one of the four civilized ancient countries in the world.
The Chinese mask culture originated very early and has occupied an important position. In remote
antiquity of our country, mask was widely used in people”s hunting activities, totemism, tribal
battles and witcheraft ceremonies. At that time, the most popular masks were artifical heads
made of animal fur. By inference, there were two types. One was remade from ;animal head
whick was worn over one’s head or on top of his head. The other was actually a makeup by
wrapping oneself around with an entire animal fur. Artifical face is one kind of the masks which
is frequently used. It is made roughly of sackcloth, plant fibre, bamboo, wood, leather, clay,
plaited straw, tortoise-shell or the outer covering of bamboo shoot. The appearance of bronze

masks has not only promoted the mask culture, but also made the masks develop with the history.



Mask, from the very beginning, attaches itself to some cultural events and phynomena.
. For mstance, 1t became an appendage to witchcraft ceremonies, hunting activities, tribal battles

 and totermsm at first and then to sacrifices to gods, various operas and funerals.

When researchmg the masks, people will naturally associate them with witchcrafts

and sacnﬁces to gods So, to a certain extent, mask has become an important component of

i ‘»S&Cﬂﬁ(?‘l&lt culu;re. No matter Whether it is a sacrificial ceremony, dance or opera, it has a close

‘ 'relationéhip' with masks. It can be concluded that without masks there is no sacrificial culture,

- and mask is therefore a typical feature of it.Usually, attendents of sacrificial ceremonies,
dances and operas wear masks, which have a pronounced primitive culture and a meaning
of primitive consciousness.

Every nationality has its own sacrificial opera and its own mask culture as well.
Different nationalities have their different cultural characters. As for masks, they also display
their own distinctive character both on their shapes and their intensions.

Tibetan is a nationality with a long history and splendid culture in the large family
of the Chinese people. Living for centuries on the snowy plateau, the Tibetans have their own
sacrificial culture, recently paid close attention to by academic circles, and the mask has
become the most charming and mysterious moulding culture in the whole Tibetan culture.

Mask is called “Vbag” in Tibetan. It is not only widely used in monastery operas, but also
popular in dramas, folk sacrifices and folk dances. Because of Tibetan’s unique natural
environment, customs and religious belief, their mask culture shows a distictive regional
feature and the national character. It is special in the masks, manufacturing craft, cultural

function, quantity and types.
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Zhuxiade Quxiongbeilang, a general of Tribe Ling in the Tibetan opera King Gesar
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The book, The Mask Culture of Tibet, the World Roof——The Research
of the Monastery Religious Dances and the Tibetan Masks in China’ s Tibetan
Regions is gong to come out.It is a research achievement by Professor Luobu

Jiangchun, Professor Zhao Xinyu and Professor Yang Jiaming from Southwest
University for Nationalities. As this academic monograph on the Tibetan mask
culture is going to be published, I firstly extend my cordial greetings.

Tibetan, a member of the great family of the Chinese nationalities, has a
long history and a brilliant culture. In the process of the historical development,
the Tibetan people have created their own culture, which has greatly enriched
the treasure-house of the Chines cultures. In recent decades, as more and more
attention paid to the researches on the Tibetan culture by the people both at home
and abroad, the researches on the Tibetan mask culture has gradually been paid
attention to. At present, some scholars both at home and abroad have made profound
researches on it, and have achieved considerable achievements. Professor Luobu
Jiangchun, Professor Zhao Xinyu and Professor Yang Jiaming jointly wrote this
monograph which is one of the new and gratifying achievements of the researches
on the Tibetan culture.

Since 1951, the time of the founding of Southwest University for Nationalies,
the university has paid much attention to the investigations and researches on the
Tibetan history and culture. In the early founding days of the university, the
authorities dispatched groups of experts and students to different Tibetan regions
in Sichuan Province to make wide-ranging social investigations, and obtained
a lot of valuable materials. In the collected materials there were a large quantity
of materials connected with the Tibetan culture. For instance, /nvestigation
Materials on Tibetan Grassland, Investigation Materials on Rgyal-rong Tibetan
and so, were the representatives of the materials of this respect. In recent years,
Southwest University for Nationalities has quickened steps in developing some
other subjects, and paid more attention to the researches on the Tibetan culture



as well. They invested some funds in the projects of the researches on the Tibetan
history, culture and education, the economic development and the ecological
protection of the Tibetan regions. This book is based on the scientific researches
by the university, which have become a monograph with distinguishing feature
after being revised and replenished. When reading the manuscript, I found an
extraordinary character. That is, the authors had consulted historic documents
in wide range, emphasized and absorbed academic research fruits concerned
both at home and abroad, meanwhile especially focused on the on-the-spot
investigations. Many times the authors had been deep into the Tibetan villeges
and monasteries on the snowy plateau, gained a plenty of valuable first-hand
materials, in such a way, they have laid a very solid foundation for composing
this acedemic book. Owing to this, the authors can elaborate and analyze the
manufacturing crafts and processes of the Tibetan masks of different kinds,
and give their own views on different classifications, types and characteristics
of the Tibetan masks. The book has provided researches with original idea on the
relationship between the Tibetan masks Vcham (the religious dances of monasteries)
and their two carriers, the Tibetan opera, and the roles of the masks played in
Vcham and the Tibetan opera. Reading the book, the readers can further
comprehend the developing processes and the rich cultural connotations of the
Tibetan masks. In the research on the mask culture of the Tibetan nationality,
one chapter is especially designed to study the influence of the mask culture on
other nationalities, and bring this influence into an even higher academic
vision. Hence it proves the truth that the Chinese culture is commonly created
by all of the Chinese nationalities. In this monograph there are numerous special
characteristics and features, which show its academic values. I quite believe that
after reading this book, the readers will acquire their own experience. SoI needn’ t
say too much about it.

I am confident that this monograph of the research on the Tibetan mask
culture is a successful work in the field of the Tibetan science in China. The
publication of this monograph will surely promote the researches on the special
subject in the filed of the Tibetan science, and also make a considerable
contributions to inheritance and development of the splendid traditions of the
Tibetan culture. I do wish the three authors of the monograph reap more academic
fruits in succession, and wish more scholars pay attention to the researches
on the Tibetan mask culture. That is so much for the preface. :

Li Shaoming
July 18, 2008, in Chengdu
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