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Introduction

Spiritual Window Shopping

These spiritual window shoppers, who idly ask.

“How much is that?” — “Oh, I was only looking”.

They handle a hundred items, and put them down again,
shadows with no capital.

What is spent is love, and two eyes wet with weeping.

But these walk into a shop, and their whole lives pass suddenly,
in that moment, in that shop.

“Where did you go?” — “Nowhere”.

“What did you have to eat?” — “Nothing much”.

Even if you don’t know what you want, buy something,
to be part of the exchanging flow.

Start a huge foolish project, like Noah.

It makes absolutely no difference what people think of you.

Jalaal’'uddin Rumi (translated by Coleman Barks)

Like Noah, I began a huge foolish project. Ark building has never been easy, especially
when you have to do it alone, and when the summer days are long and the seasons
appear to be in order. When questioned by consensus reality as to why one has under-
taken such a seemingly endless task, Noah knew well the only answer. Vision is some-
times a terrible thing.

Ideas are easy to come by, they spring effortlessly out of the vacuity of the mind and
cost nothing. When they are held and projected onto one’s self or others they become a
project. When the project is enacted it becomes the work, and when the work is completed
it appears to be self-existent. Creation is the process of form manifesting from emptiness,
where that which arises from the mind comes into existence. Yet the distance between
conception and realisation may be enormous, as vast as the distance between stars.

The drawings contained within this book took almost eight years to complete, and
form part of a larger series of drawings that span eighteen years of my life. One has to
be very careful about what one chooses to trade one’s life for, and there were many
times when I doubted my own sanity in having undertaken this work. For me the price
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was high, it wasn’t bought cheaply. There was no short cut, no-one to assist, and no-one
to refer to. Solitude and despair are close emotional companions, and for me there was
much despair in the process. Solitude and joy are close spiritual companions, and si-
multaneously there were prolonged periods of inspiration, intuition and ecstatic love.
Both states — of the most intense visionary luminosity and its absence — are difficult to
live with, and always cause insomnia. Like pearls of joy and despair, the necklace of
creativity was strung on the continuous thread of perseverance. I was driven by the
strength of passion, the work came through me, not of me, like the clear piercing thread
of tradition.

Having spent the last thirty years painting, drawing and studying Tibetan art, I am
invariably asked the same group of questions:- “How long have you been doing this?
How did you first get interested? Where did you learn? How do you manage to make a
living? Are you a Buddhist, and do you practice meditation? What does it all mean?”

The first of these questions is easily answered above in a few words, and the last
question is perhaps partially answered in the long text of this book. As to the second
question, personal history is something that tends to become erased as one focuses upon
the aspiration of the present moment. It is inevitably too long a story, and it is only
another lifetime. Ultimately anyone’s life story is a mythology of dreamlike experiences
in time, they have a beginning and an end, but the colour in between is modal. It was
my destiny to become involved in Tibetan art, in retrospect I can modally see that the
entire universe conspired to make it so. There are meetings, omens, events in each indi-
vidual's life that clearly point towards the direction in which one’s destiny unfolds. We
have a choice, we can either follow or ignore them.

But for me personally one specific experience that occurred in time marked a dis-
tinct point of change, where there really was no choice. In 1969 and at the age of twenty-
one I had already developed an understanding of both Eastern and Western esoteric
traditions, and was already painting oriental style imagery. In the autumn of that year I
underwent a full blown ‘Kundalini crisis’ and was catapulted into another reality. This
was the end of life as I had previously known it. I spent a large part of the next decade
trying to survive the psychic onslaught that spontaneously arises when one loses that
seemingly solid sense of self-identity called ‘me’. For several years it was relentless,
with every aspect of the personality continually disintegrating. There is no language to
describe this reality, and the threshold of fear that it evoked was far beyond any existen-
tial state of being that I could previously have conceived of. To me, at this point in time,
the wrathful deities of Tibetan art were the closest mirror to my internal process. The
destruction that these deities inflicted upon the ego was exactly what I was undergoing
in my ‘divided self’. They automatically became a vehicle of self-expression. The deci-
sion to begin to paint them was not academic or philosophical, it was instinctive, intui-
tive and primordial. This is a short mythology of ‘how it all began’, the rest is internal.

The answer to the third question — “Where did you learn?” — is that I am essentially
self taught. As a child growing up after the second world war my prized possession was
a sketch book entitled ‘“Tanks and How to Draw Them'. From repeatedly copying these
drawings until they had been committed to memory the qualities of patience, a sense of
perspective, and a meticulous attention to detail began to develop. At sixteen and living
‘on the road’ I applied to enter art college, but was refused admission because I was red-
green colour blind. At this point destiny conspired to introduce me to my first and
greatest artistic mentor, John EB. Miles. John’s best friend had committed suicide the
week before we met, and I looked just like him. Thus was our destiny sealed. Without
doubt, John was the greatest living artist that I ever met. With a passion that transcended
insanity, he lived, loved and died for art, leaving behind an as yet unrecognised legacy
of the most potent visionary art. The inspirational reality we shared was extreme. John
was far larger than life, and he knew it. Until his death in 1997 at the age of 52, we
remained the closest of artistic allies.

In 1970 I travelled to India and spent the next five years living there, with a year in
Nepal. At Dharamsala in the Himalayan foothills, I lived initially for a year in the same
compound as the artist Jampa from Lhasa, painter to H.H. the Dalai Lama. From Jampa's
sketches I first learned the iconographical rudiments of the Central Tibetan style. But

xiii
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these were mere preliminaries that I would have to penetrate to a far deeper extent in
later years. It wasn’t what Jampa did that impressed me, it was who he was. In the early
hours of the morning, whilst dogs barked at the moon, ours were the only windows
illuminated in the whole valley. Jampa died from cancer and overwork in 1987, but his
beaming smile and glowing heart live on with the bodhisattvas.

In Nepal I studied the iconographical grid structures (Tib: thig tshad) of the major dei-
ties, as compiled by the yogin artist, Gomchen Oleshe of Sola Khumbu. Although I never
actually met Oleshe his artistic precision essentially defined my style, and with his death
in the late "70’s I felt that  had to take on his artistic baton and continue the drawings that
he had begun. My last year in India was spent living in the Tibetan Craft Community of
Tashi Jong in the Kangra valley. Here I was adopted by my main Tibetan teacher, Khamtrul
Rinpoche, and worked for him for a year creating an extensive series of small paintings
known as tsakali, and used for initiations. Khamtrul Rinpoche was the personification of
what many people conceive of as a ‘Tibetan Master’, except he was the genuine article,
and as always truth was far more vivid than fiction. A master of all the Tibetan arts —
thangka painting, sculpture, sacred dance, architecture, etc. — Rinpoche was first and fore-
most a highly realised being, an embodiment of wisdom and compassion. Although
Rinpoche had few Western students, amongst them were four ordained nuns; Ani Jampa,
Ani Tenzing Palmo, Ani Lodro Palmo, and Ani Zimba. The very existence of these four
spiritual ladies has always been of the greatest inspiration to me, and although they
wouldn’t like to hear me say it, to me they have the purest realisation of all Western dharma
practitioners. Khamtrul Rinpoche died in 1980, but his immaculate presence and impec-
cable activity continue to blossom in my awareness and memory.

In 1976 and back in England I began incorporating airbrush technique into Tibetan
imagery. To some this innovation was untraditional, but since these images were prima-
rily created for book illustrations, their purpose was to inspire. In 1980 I began this
‘huge foolish project’ of iconographical drawings, and this is when the real work of
learning actually began. Working with a friend and Tibetan translator, Edward Henning,
we set out to produce a work entitled, ‘The Deities of the Karma Kagyu Tradition’. From
Edward'’s translations of deity practices (Skt. sadhanas) and art commentaries, we began
to illustrate and explain the descriptive symbolism of around seventy of the major dei-
ties. After two year’s work with no funding this project had to be shelved. This pattern
of working on various projects without financial recompense or funding was to repeat
itself over the next twelve years. Which leads into the fourth question — “How do you
manage to make a living?” - The answer is simple — “With great difficulty.”

Working independently as a committed artist often carries the stigma of financial
struggle. This is amplified a hundredfold within the field of Tibetan Buddhism, where
the main emphasis is often on fund raising, and undertaken for the benefit of all sen-
tient beings and the cause of the holy dharma. Although the motivation may be pure its
application is often hazardous, resulting in the repetitive strain injuries of exhaustion
and poverty to an individual upon whom it is continuously projected. An endless stream
of well-intentioned requests for paintings, drawings, logos, designs and information
led me to understand the plight of the fruit-laden tree which consistently receives the
stones of the passers-by. Eventually it felt like I was being continually asked for glass
trinkets, whilst inside diamonds were crystallising. It took me a long time to realise that

e,

O I'should do what I knew I had to do and not what others thought I should do. In 1991 I
‘(.L‘/;(W)g)}; applied for and received a two year scholarship from the Harold Hyam Wingate Foun-
M dation in London, which marked a distinct change in my material destiny and enabled

,/ ;T"\\\“ me to bring this work to fruition.
RGN The final question — “Are you a Buddhist, and do you practise meditation?” ~ is

perhaps best answered by silence. Things change, thoughts and appearances incessantly
arise and fade, sometimes one is wise, sometimes one is foolish. Essentially one is a
human being and aspires to open the human heart to its own infinity, and to accept
every affliction of fate as a wound rather than an insult. Geshe Wangchen once said,
“Dharma practice is not about sitting quietly on one’s bottom somewhere in a corner.
It’s about living one’s life to the full. It’s about having the courage to make mistakes and
the wisdom to learn from them.”

Xiv
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The drawings illustrated in this book attempt to cover the whole spectrum of Tibetan
Buddhist symbols and attributes. Many of the individual images I have based upon the
finest representational examples found in Tibetan art, yet each of them - being drawn
by the same hand - has undergone some degree of stylistic innovation. Much thought
went into the layout and design of these illustrations, which are drawn as full composi-
tions rather than assembled collages. The majority of the plates are reproduced in the
same size as the originals, but some of the more complex compositions in the first half
of the book were drawn slightly larger and reduced to scale. All of the illustrations were
drawn with a fine brush and Chinese ink onto art paper, a technical drawing pen was
only used for straight lines and circles. Each of the plates took between fifty and two
hundred hours to draw. The original drawings have more ‘life’ than the illustrated re-
productions, as the tonal gray or ‘soft’ lines of the original come out black in mechanical
reproduction and some dimension is lost. The ‘life’ embodied in the originals emanates
a peace and stillness which I was never able to attain, and looking at them now is like
reading one’s diaries from previous years.

The oriental technique of drawing with a line brush rather than a pen is a skill that is
virtually unknown in the world of contemporary western art, and I have only come
across a few western artists who understand the processes involved. The ‘perfect brush’
is the Tibetan artist’s most important tool, and traditionally each individual artist would
make his own brushes from selected hairs. Some people claim that oriental artists use
one-hair brushes or the single eyelash of a camel. But this is a myth, the single hair of
any animal is not porous and is incapable of holding colour or ink; the liquid pigment is
only held within the brush by the surface tension created between a converging group
of hairs. Tibetan artists use the hairs of a wild cat, marmot or sable for their brushes, and
Indian miniature painters use the curved hairs of a squirrel. The brush that I used for
these drawings was of sable hair, which had been broken down to a fraction of its origi-
nal thickness by previously being used as a shading brush for painting. By the time the
brush had been broken down to around thirty hairs at its tip it would become incapable
of retaining enough ink to create even a short line. Consequently I would have to load
the brush with ink many times to create a long curved or continuous line. To pick up a
line exactly where you left off and continue it in precisely the same curve requires much
skill and long periods of breath retention. A pen cannot be used successfully for Tibetan
art; it is too rigid, picks up the minute vibrations of the hand which the brush’s flexibil-
ity absorbs, and gives an even thickness of line. The line-weight of a brushstroke is
controlled by pressure, creating a thicker line at its curved centre and thinner lines at its
tapering ends. Although the proverb says — ‘It's a poor workman who blames his tools’
- the fluidity of a perfect brush is a delight to use, whilst the stubbornness of a bad
brush is extremely frustrating.

In contrast to the many years spent drawing the illustrations, the text for this book was
written over a much shorter period. To complicate things, destiny —as it always has in my
life — threw a hand of wild cards into the equation, and every distraction that possibly
could have arisen during this period inevitably did, usually with relentless complexity.

The text of this book is not an academic work or a thesis. I have no credentials and
no lineage of transmission from which to feel the security of traditional descent. The
text ‘just came into existence’ in the same way that the drawings had come into exist-
ence, and essentially represents my own understanding of Buddhist symbolism at this
time. Most of this information has arisen from four converging avenues of investiga-
tion. The first is the intellectual aspect of having read a large amount of often obscure
literature on the traditions, history and development of Hinduism and Buddhism. The
second is the visual aspect of having studied many thousands of Tibetan thangkas.
The third is the intuitive aspect of repeatedly drawing these symbols, where the visu-
ally impressed images ‘reveal their nature’ in the same way that an explorer begins to
map unidentified areas through his expanding familiarity with the terra incognito in
which he finds himself. The fourth is the spiritual aspect of understanding what these
symbols really mean as pure expressions of the Buddhist teachings.




Introduction

The rich assembly of Tibetan Buddhist symbols are purely an encapsulation of the
manifold qualities of the enlightened Buddha-mind, manifesting as the absolute reali-
sation of wisdom and compassion. Like a perfectly cut and many-faceted jewel that
refracts a myriad rays of light throughout the universe, the nature of the light is one,
although its aspects of illumination appear to be many. Most of the symbols that arise in
Tibetan art are of Indian Buddhist origin, and many of these symbols already existed in
ancient India prior to the advent of Buddhism itself. I have tried to explain the origin of
these ancient symbols and their incorporation into Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism,
along with the various esoteric levels of symbolic interpretation placed upon them.

The indisputable Indian origin of most of these symbols inevitably poses the ques-
tion — “What is it that distinguishes Tibetan Buddhism from early Indian Buddhism?”
In his book The Jewel in the Lotus (Wisdom Publications. London. 1987), Stephen Bach-
elor writes, “In their presentation of Buddhism, then, the Tibetans did not diverge greatly
from their Indian forerunners in terms of doctrinal content but in the ways in which
they organised this content into systematic stages leading to enlightenment. It is the
logic of the Buddhist path which is Tibetan, not the individual doctrines or insights
which are arranged in the light of this logic. What gives Tibetan Buddhism its own
peculiar flavour, therefore, is not any uniquely Tibetan ingredient, but the way in which
these common Buddhist ingredients have been blended together in the Tibetan mind.”
As a westerner practising Tibetan art another cultural ingredient has inevitably been
added to this unique blending.

Vajrayana Buddhism is one of the most complex of all metaphysical systems known
to man, and to try to explain its symbolic content with clarity and simplicity is certainly
not an easy task. There are now believed to be more than two thousand extant Tantric
Buddhist texts, which makes the Vajrayana the most voluminous of all the Buddhist
traditions in its textual source material. Although none of the Vajrayana deities are illus-
trated or described in this work, the conceptual setting in which they arise - their land-
scape environment and thrones, their gestures, ornaments, attire, attributes and offer-
ings — are all explained in detail. In essence what is presented in this work resembles a
certain kind of thangka known as ‘an assembly of offerings’ (Tib. rgyan tshogs) where
the whole spectrum of peaceful and wrathful attributes and offerings to the deities are
represented, but the images of the deities themselves are absent.

Starting with landscape elements, flora, fauna and narrative subjects, the first four
chapters begin to introduce the reader to the background composition of a Buddhist
thangka. A section at the end of Chapter Three introduces the conceptual framework of
the Five Buddha Families, an understanding of which is vital to the mandala principle
on which the foundations of Vajrayana Buddhism rests. Chapter Five concerns cosmel-
ogy, and the last section on the Buddhist channel-wheel systems — where the tantric
theories of human conception, embryonic development, maturation, the death process
and rebirth are explained in relationship to the ‘generation and completion stages’ of
the profound ‘Highest Yoga Tantra’ systems — essentially forms the key to an under-
standing of the deep inner symbolism of Vajrayana Buddhism. The complexity of this
subject — which is in practice only fully understood through experiential realisation
rather than intellectual comprehension — is extremely difficult to convey, and I have
tried to explain it in as clear and simple a manner as possible to enable the reader to
have at least some insight into the incredible beauty, richness and sophistication of these
Vajrayana practices.

Chapters Six to Nine describe hand gestures known as mudras; the possessions of
the chakravartin or ‘universal monarch’; and the various groups of auspicious symbols,
offerings and ritual implements that are generally associated with peaceful deities.

Chapter Ten, on ritual implements and weapons, is the longest chapter of this book
and is divided into three sections. The first section describes the four important ritual
objects of the vajra, crossed-vajra, ritual bell and dagger. The second section describes
the tantric yogin and yogini attributes of the tantric-staff, hand drum, thigh-bone trum-
pet, curved-knife and skull-cup. The third section describes the array of hand-held weap-
ons, beginning with the bow and arrow, and ending with certain obscure or magical
weapons of specific deities.
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The main part of Chapter Eleven describes the charnel-ground attributes, attires,
ornaments and symbolic offerings associated with wrathful deities. The following sec-
tion covers in some detail the visualisation practices, symbolic meanings and possible
sources of origin of the extremely esoteric ‘inner offering’. This chapter concludes with
the various hearth designs employed in the sacred fire rituals or homa. The final chapter
of this book consists of twenty-four full page drawings of various border patterns, de-
signs and motifs.

Throughout the text I have used the traditional English terms found in many of the
‘classical’ translations of the Buddhist scriptures to describe the various listings of en-
lightened qualities. These terms — such as wisdom and method (or skilful means); the six
perfections of generosity, morality, patience, effort, concentration and wisdom; the four
‘immeasurables’ of compassion, love, sympathetic joy and equanimity - are all ‘relative’
with no verbally definable ‘absolute’. Their meanings are essentially inspirational, and
continually deepen in interpretation to accord with the Buddhist practitioner’s emotional,
mental, psychological, philosophical and spiritual capacities. Their ‘absolute’ meaning
exists only within the enlightened mind, where they spontaneously manifest as the innate
radiance of the Buddhas’ infinite clarity and boundless love.

Most probably this book cannot be assimilated in its entirety in a single reading.
Readers with ljttle knowledge of Buddhism may find much of it complex and dense —
reflecting perhaps the commonly held perception that Tibetan Buddhism is ritually com-
plicated, too colourful a subject to be readily accessible to the western mind. It is hoped
that, for those who persevere in their personal study of Buddhism, the incredible depth
of the symbolic meanings discussed here may increasingly clarify over the course of
time. The most excellent reference source for concise explanations of Buddhist termi-
nology employed within my text is to be found within the ‘Glossary of Key Tibetan,
Buddhist and Sanskrit Terms’ in A Handbook of Tibetan Culture (Rider and Shambhala.
London and Boston. 1993), compiled by Thubten Jinpa and Gyurme Dorje. I am also
greatly indebted to Martin Willson for allowing me to use his ‘General Index and Glos-
sary’ (compiled for a forthcoming volume on a collection of tsakali paintings), which has
been of invaluable assistance in my writing of this book.

When I first began studying thangka painting in India during the early "70’s textual
information and visual reference material were not easily obtainable. The language bar-
rier was a great obstacle as few Tibetans spoke English, and many competent refugee
scholars and artists were forced to work as manual labourers on Indian road crews in
order to earn a livelihood. Over the last three decades Tibetan Buddhism — with its
infinite gradations of penetrative insight into the layers of self-centred ‘human condi-
tioning’ that veils our essential nature - has had a potent impact upon the existential
intelligence and inquisition of the western psyche. Many books have now been pub-
lished on Tibetan Buddhism and culture. In the field of Tibetan art there are now quite a
few beautifully illustrated books on Tibetan thangkas with full-page colour reproduc-
tions. Although I have many of these books in my own private collection and have
spent many hours ‘absorbing the essence’ of the finest and most favoured of these im-
ages, the text that accompanies these illustrations is often disappointing.

The trend amongst western scholars and dealers in Tibetan art has been to approach
the subject from the conventions of art history and criticism ~ where the provenance,
identification, dating, style and cultural influences are discussed, along with an often
unnecessary verbal description of the painting — but very little is written about its ico-
nography, symbolism or real meaning within a purely Buddhist context. Often these
thangkas are incorrectly identified, and where the deity’s often highly specific attributes
are listed many errors and omissions may occur. Deity identification is essentially of
little value without an understanding of the qualities of the deity, and these qualities
have everything to do with the Buddhist teachings, yet little to do with art history. ‘Nam-
ing the names’ is perhaps akin to trainspotting, or to knowing the names of everyone in
acrowded room and something of their dress sense or style —but unless one goes beyond
the superficial and gets to know these people in their full and unique individuality, they
will always remain strangers. Pablo Picasso once said, “There is no such thing as an-
cient or modern art. There is only good and bad art.” A Tibetan artist would readily
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Introduction

agree with this statement, knowing that a thangka is good when it is iconographically
correct and painted with patience and devotion, and bad when it contains iconographi-
cal errors and is poorly painted.

Vajrayana Buddhism is little understood in the West, yet there is hope for the future.
The transmission of the teachings is still in its infancy, but many seeds of wisdom and
compassion have germinated, taken root and begun to blossom into maturity. Tantra is
even more misunderstood, often being equated in the Western World with hedonistic
sexuality and the dynamics of interpersonal relationships. One of the meanings of the
word tantra is ‘weaving’, and one of the meanings of the word sutra is ‘thread’. This
implies that the ‘expansion’ (Skt. tan) of weaving depends upon the establishment of a
continuous thread. Without a deep and firm grounding of the Buddha’s spoken dis-
courses or sutra teachings as the ‘thread’, one may easily end up weaving a veil of illu-
sions as insubstantial as the fabled ‘Emperor’s new clothes’.

It must be emphasised again that the understanding presented in this book is my
own understanding at this time of my life, and is in no respect a ‘definitive truth’. In
many sections of the texts I have thrown caution to the wind and gone out on a limb in
introducing certain controversial theories. In all humility I accept full responsibility for
these theories, which are based upon an extensive network of tangential information
which is only briefly alluded to in the text. At the worst these tangents may be ridiculed,
at their best they may inspire further research.

The possession of an extensive knowledge of Vajrayana Buddhism is commonly held
in awe by a newcomer to the Tibetan teachings. Yet the difference between an accumu-
lation of knowledge and the development of wisdom may be enormous - ‘there are the
learners and there are the learned; memory maketh the one, philosophy the other’.
Knowledge is communicable, wisdom is not. The content of this book represents a body
of knowledge that can lead to the development of wisdom. Yet paradoxically, although
it has been my destiny to live within and explore this knowledge, I am strangely de-
tached from it. Much speech leads inevitably to silence, and when I repeatedly pen-
etrate to the depths of these symbols and the truths that they point to, I feel that in front
of all this divine beauty I really understand nothing.

Robert Beer

Oxford
Midsummer’s Night 1999



Too much good luck no less than misery
May kill a man condemned to mortal pain,
If, lost to hope and chilled in every vein,

A sudden pardon comes to set him free.

Beauteous art, which, brought with us from heaven,
Will conquer nature; so divine a power

Belongs to him who strives with every nerve.

If I was made for art, from childhood given

A prey for burning beauty to devour,

I blame the mistress 1 was born to serve.

Attributed to Michelangelo (1475-1564).
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Chapter One
Landscape Elements

The drawings on Plates 1 to 24 illustrate examples of the five
great elements: earth, water, fire, air, and space, as they are
represented in the landscape of Tibetan art. The element earth
is depicted by rock formations, caves, meadows, mountains,
and simulacra in landscape; water by lakes, rivers, and wa-
terfalls; fire by flame motifs and aureole flames; air by cloud
formations; space by sky, aura lines, and rainbows.

Plate 1 depicts an abstract composition of these land-
scape elements, with turbulent water in the foreground; rock
formations, water, trees, and waterfalls in the middle
ground; clouds and mountain peaks in the far ground; and
the sun, moon, stars, and entwining rainbows in the sky.
Although such an abstract and dense composition would
never be compounded within the spacious landscape of
Tibean art, all of the individual elements are drawn in a con-
ventional Sino-Tibetan style.

Anatomically earth represents the skeletal body of na-
ture, water its life veins, fire its warmth and complexion, air
its breath, and space its consciousness. As pure symbols
earth is represented by a yellow square, water by a white
circle, fire by a red triangle, air by a green semi-circle or
crescent, and space by a dissolving blue drop (Tib. thig le).
Three-dimensionally the elements are represented by a yel-
low cube (earth), a white sphere (water), a red conical pyra-
mid (fire), a green hemisphere (air), and an ethereal dissolv-
ing drop or vanishing point (space). Esoterically earth is
represented by the yellow Sanskrit syllable Lam, water by
the white syllable Vam, fire by the red syllable Ram, air by
the green syllable Yam, and space by the blue syllable Ham.

There are few rules that govern the painting of land-
scapes. Other than the fact that the landscape should be
beautiful, pleasing; inspiring, and in accord with its
compositional subject, the artist is given free rein to express
his vision.

The simplest rendition of a landscape may consist only
of a tonally shaded background, from green at the bottom
through to the deep blue of the sky at the top. This gives the
impression that the deities in the composition float in space.
Mandalas, too, may be painted against such a gradated back-
ground, and above a low horizon; this creates the impres-
sion of the mandala appearing in the clear space of the sky.

A common rendition of a landscape usually places the
horizon roughly in the centre of the painting, with a subtly
gradated sky ornamented with cloud formations rising to a
deep blue at the top. The lower foreground consists of slop-
ing green meadows or hills, often with grassy tufts along
their ridges, and lakes, low clouds, rocks, flowers, and of-
ferings strategically placed amidst the shaded meadows. The
hills on the horizon are sharply defined against the pale-
ness of the low sky; clouds and snow peaks may rise be-
hind the hilly meadows.

Paintings depicting biographical subjects, such as events
in the lives of lamas or yogins, will usually have recognis-
able sites or buildings painted in a stylised form. In the case
of wandering ascetics, who travelled widely through the
Himalayan areas, these representations could be purely
imaginative as the artist would rarely have visited or re-

- corded these places. The very fact of the artist’s geographi-

cal confinement within the Tibetan plateau gave Tibetan art
its unique and specific visionary quality. In a landscape
dominated by vast empty spaces, under a deep azure
cloudscaped sky, with the contrasting terrain of deep val-
leys and high mountain peaks, with lakes, waterfalls, cliff
and rock outcrops, the soul of the landscape itself became
the essence of the artist’s inner vision.

As breathtakingly majestic as the external world ap-
peared, it was still but a pale reflection of the internally visu-
alised worlds of the deities’ paradise realms. Descriptions
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of dimensions which were permeated with rainbow light,
iridescent colour, divine perfume, and heavenly music, only
served to heighten the perceptions of an artist’s visionary
reality. Here, in a landscape which was lit up from within,
perspective, scale and shadow lost their logical solidity. A
distant mountain peak possessed the same clarity and im-
portance as a foreground flower. Nothing was hinted at or
alluded to: everything in a composition existed in a state of
independent ‘Is-ness’ and the same meticulous detail and
clarity was applied to each component. Yet the whole is al-
ways more than the sum of its parts.

Visualised descriptions amplify nature’s creations by
enhancing the intensity of colours. Objects appear as self-
illuminated and composed of the five precious substances
of gold, silver, coral, pearl and gemstones. Gemstone com-
parisons include emerald, bery], crystal, diamond, sapphire,
lapis lazuli, amber, turquoise, and ruby. “A glint of red ap-
pears in the rock face, and suddenly the whole cliff is lit up
with ruby” (Rumi).

The most finely painted thangkas display much of these
other worldly qualities, the whole composition possessing
ahighly integrated structure and sublime grace. Such works
are described as ‘divinely inspired’; they radiate an innate
tranquility where the deities’ qualities shine through. In this
respect they may also be classified as the ‘self-consecrated’
works of a divine artist, yet in reality they are essentially a
product of much time, patience, and attention to detail.

Paintings of the Sixteen Arhats made in the ‘Chinese
style’ are prime examples of such visionary works. The cho-
reography of movement and of spatial relationships between
the figures, landscape, flowers, trees, wildlife, and offerings,
exhibit a fluent vocabulary in the language of line. The col-
ours are exquisitely shaded, rocks glow with an inner
warmth, a flower radiates an inner purity, an image of di-
vine grace has been captured and held in a stolen or frozen
moment of time.

Wrathful forms similarly exhibit such refined qualities.
The dynamic movement of a wrathful deity’s body is ech-
oed in its flowing hair and the twisting mass of flames which
engulfs its form. Mountains, clouds, rocks, and water may
be more angular, billowing, convulsed or turbulent, yet their
expression reveals an equally infused grace. Whether dy-
namic or static, visions of the divine are infinite, reflecting
that pure, still moment of ‘seeing’.

ROCK FORMATIONS

The depiction of rock formations and landscape elements
in Tibetan painting reveals a strong influence from Chinese
art. During the fifteenth century an artist named Menla
Dondrup from Eastern Tibet developed a painting style
known as the Menri, which emphasised a far more realistic
treatment of landscape than the previously ornate styles
from Nepal, Kashmir, central and Western Tibet. During the
sixteenth century three further styles developed in Eastern
Tibet, known as the Mensar or ‘New Menri’, the Khyenri,
and the Karma Gadri. Each of these styles incorporated

Landscape Elements

elements of Chinese Ming style painting with its spacious-
ness and natural depiction of landscape elements. From the
late seventeenth century cultural ties with China brought a
stronger parallel between Eastern Tibetan and Chinese ar-
tistic influences.

Under these influences landscape composition moved
from a static ornate tranquility into a dynamic vehicle of
poetic expression, through the medium of line and form.
The most potent representation of this dynamism is found
in the depiction of rock formations, outcrops, and cliff faces.
The most favoured colour scheme for shading these rocks
was with blue and green. Azurite blue and malachite green,
the two mineral pigments derived from natural stone de-
posits, were symbiotically suited to rock shading. Each of
these mineral pigments produced three colour grades in
their grinding process —a light, middle, and dark hue. Rocks
were predominantly shaded in dark blue tones on their ex-
tremities, fading to a light blue or green tone in their inte-
rior. The rock outlines and inner striations would be defined
in a dark indigo outline, using bold, angular, and tapering
brushstrokes. Individual striations could be shaded with
colour dyes, or alternated blue'and green, to produce a jewel-
like glowing texture. Brown, ochre, or grey rock-shading
could complement the blue-green shading of rock areas to
create a spectrum of various hues, the hard edges of the rocks
seeming to solidify as they emerged from their amorphous
light interiors. The outline brushstrokes of the rock striations
revealed the bold thrusting tectonic movements within the
rock faces. Gold highlight lines, running parallel and inside
of the dark indigo outlines, gave the rocks a luminosity, en-
hancing their appearance as precious stones.

<

Plates 2 and 3

Hlustrated here are examples of rock formations drawn
mainly in the Karma Gadri style. Fantastic rock shapes have
always held a fascination for the human imagination, their
sculptural forms evoking mythological legends or episodes
in local folklore. Ornamental rocks are a feature of oriental
gardens, such as Japanese Zen gardens or miniature bonsai
tree arrangements.

Natural spiral structures in rocks, such as those which
resemble the twist of a conch shell and especially those
which spiral to the right, are regarded as being highly aus-
picious. Caves that bear a resemblance to the opening or
lip of a conch shell, or the marks of some other auspicious
sign, are regarded as highly sacred. The sanctuary of a
cave’s orifice symbolised the womb of earth, and the pres-
ence of a freshwater source nearby rendered it fertile. The
location and naming of caves by their natural signs, his-
torical or legendary occupants, and their affiliation with
local animal or spirit entities, were usually firmly estab-
lished. Many caves were famous, particularly those asso-
ciated with great masters such as Guru Rinpoche, Yeshe
Tsogyel, or Milarepa, and became places of pilgrimage.
Sometimes paintings of rock orifices or fissures reveal hid-
den treasures in their interiors, such as texts, vases or jewels;
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Plate 2: Rock formations



Plate 3: Rock formations
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Plate 4: Vajra-rock promontories, rock stacks and Mt Meru
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Plate 5: Vajra-rock promontories and cliff faces
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Plate 7: Foliage around rock formations



Simulacra in Landscape

these often allude to the ‘concealed treasure’ traditions (Tib.
gter ma) of Tibetan Buddhism.

The interior lines in the drawings are the rock striations,
which would be both shaded and outlined in gold and dark
indigo. The tops of cliff or mountain buttresses could be
capped with snow or grass turf.

Plates 4 and 5

These drawings illustrate examples of ‘vajra-rock’ forma-
tions. These are the rocky islands or promontories on which
rest deities and their lotus seats. Wrathful deities in particu-
lar are usually depicted on vajra-rock islands or cliffs. The
visualisation practice (sadhana) of Vajrakilaya describes the
vajra-rock as the seat of all wrathful deities, composed of all
kinds of precious substances. In the sadhanas of wrathful
deities such as Vajrakilaya, Mahakala, and Ekajati, the tri-
angular vajra-rock — shaped like the wrathful element of fire
— arises as the ‘reality source’ (Skt. dharmodaya; Tib. chos
‘byung) from the syllable E, which arises out of emptiness
(see page 348). The syllable E forms the first letter of the
Sanskrit word Evam, which appears in the opening stanza
" of many early Buddhist scriptures: “Evam [thus], have I
heard”. The dharmodaya emerges from the syllable E in the
empty expanse of space as a vast inverted pyramid - like
the triangular blade of a ritual dagger (Tib. phur bu) or the
tapering expanse of Mt Meru - indicating the pinning down
and stabilising of the earth element.

At the top of Plate 4 are representations of Mt Meru, the
axis-mundi of the universe. Below on either side are pro-
truding cliff buttresses. The complex vajra-rock at the bot-
tom has many orifices with springs from which water pours.
Water often surrounds these vajra-rock formations, creating
an island.

In the upper area of Plate 5 are examples of snow or
grass-covered hills with tapering cliffs. The sharply pointed
mountain ranges in the upper background are characteris-
tic of wrathful-deity landscapes. The irregularly formed is-
land rocks in the lower half are typical of the elevated rock
formations on which siddhas, arhats, guardian kings, peace-
ful, and wrathful forms may appear. Occasionally the top
surface of such rocks may be painted in a light tone with
cloud-shaped marbling decoration; this indicates that the
rock is formed of an opaque or translucent precious min-
eral, such as crystal, agate, ruby, or turquoise.
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Plate 6

Illustrated in these drawings are some specific aspects of
landscape illustration. At the top of the left-hand column a
mythical white snow-lion makes an auspicious appearance
amongst snow-capped peaks. Below this are two represen-
tations of Mt Himavat, the personification of the Himalayan
mountain ranges. The four snow-melt rivers which ema-
nate from the snow peaks are symbolic of the four rivers
which spiral around Mt Meru. Below this are a glacial

crevasse on the left, and Mt Kailash on the right. Four great
rivers which encompass the Indian subcontinent emanate
from the Kailash and Lake Manasarovar region. The
striations on its southern face form the arms of a natural
swastika. Mt Kailash in western Tibet is sacred to both Hin-
dus and Buddhists, who consider it the abode of Shiva and
Chakrasamvara respectively. Since Chakrasamvara tramples
on the Hindu god Shiva, any site or shrine sacred to Shiva
is also sacred to Chakrasamvara. Below this are three exam-
ples of auspiciously spiralling conch-shaped rocks, and be-
low this again are interpenetrated horizontal and vertical
rock formations. At the bottom is a fourfold triangular vajra-
rock on which very wrathful forms, such as Mahakala, stand.

At the top of the right-hand column are sharply pointed
mountain peaks which make up the encircling horizon in
certain wrathful images, where they form an impenetrable
‘iron-wall’ of razor-sharp spikes. Below this are a square-
topped rock pile with conch-like formations, and a protrud-
ing cliff face with multiple buttresses. Below are two hill
escarpments with examples of tufted vegetation along their
ridges. In the bottom three rows are examples of conifer tree
plantations growing along hilltops.
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Plate 7

This page of drawings illustrates some examples of the
plants, flowers and shrubs that grow around rock forma-
tions. Foliated rocks are commonly placed in the foreground
of thangkas, particularly in the lower corners, to create vi-
tality, beauty and perspective in the composition. These
small rock outcrops are most expressively painted in the
Karma Gadri style, with curving or angulated striations.
Leaves usually emerge from behind the rock edges, giving
the illusion of depth to the meadows in the foreground. Vi-
brant flowers may also be depicted amongst the foliage,
adding grace, harmony, and light to the composition. Where
these rock formations appear in the low or mid horizon their
bases are usually flat or merge into the meadows. Rolling
clouds along low foreground hills are also a favourite em-
bellishment. Small mosses or lichens are sometimes placed
along rock edges or cave entrances; these may be depicted
as a single, triple, or multiple cluster of dots.

SIMULACRA IN LANDSCAPE

Many of Tibet’s sacred sites are geomantic power places
endowed with strange landscape, rock, and cave formations.
Siddhas who practised at such often remote places would
leave evidence of their miraculous accomplishments: im-
prints of their hands, feet, or ritual objects can be found
impressed into rocks or cave walls. Often these imprints
appear as if they were virtually fused into the rock whilst it
was in a plastic state. There are a large number of such sa-
cred places scattered throughout Tibet and the Himalayan
foothills. Many of these sacred sites are attributed to Guru
Rinpoche and his consort Yeshe Tsogyel, who performed



Plate 8: Simulacra forms in landscape



Water

miraculous acts across these regions. Caves, grottoes, hot
springs, oracle lakes, hidden valleys, and places with
fantastic natural geological anomalies are often identified
with miraculous activities. ‘Self-generating’ images also
occur at such places.

At Parping, in the Kathmandu valley, are several caves
which bear miraculous handprints, bodyprints, and the im-
prints of Guru Rinpoche’s ritual implements. Also to be seen
here are a self-manifesting rock image of Ganesh, and two
small images of Tara which emerge in clear relief from the
rock formation. These Taras appear in reverse as mirror im-
ages, their clarity of detail changing perceptibly over the
years. At a temple set in a surreal landscape nearby, a large
right-spiralling conch shell thrusts itself from a small rock
formation. The strange rock formation behind this knuck-
led white conch is hollow, and the conch can be blown eas-
ily. Mt Kailash in western Tibet is endowed with a large
number of impressed footprints (Tib. zhabs rjes), handprints,
and other miraculous signs. In certain areas of this moun-
tain it almost appears as if every other rock is impregnated
with some enigmatic quality or simulacra, the surrounding
cliffs assuming the forms of temples, forts, or deities. Such
imprints have also been left in the Western World. At a site
in Scotland clear footprints of the Sixteenth Gyalwa
Karmapa have been left on a boulder. These imprints did
not manifest immediately but appeared slowly, year by year,
on a rock where he had been light-heartedly requested to
leave such a sign.
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Plate 8

Illustrated here are some examples of simulacra forms
which occasionally appear in paintings, especially those
depicting the life stories of various siddhas. At the top is a
cloud formation which is copied from a thangka depicting
the wrathful mandala palace of the goddess Palden Lhamo.
The billowing clouds assume the form of caricature spirit
faces, representing the ethereal presences which emanate
from her domain. In the central cloud are two specific cloud
faces, the kirtimukha or ‘face of majesty’ above, and the
simhamukha or ‘lion face’ below. On either side dragons
descend from the clouds causing a storm of hail, lightning
and thunderbolts.

Below this are illustrated three auspicious cloud forma-
tions of a parasol and two conch shells. Cloud simulacra of
auspicious symbols, or ‘seed-syllables’ in Tibetan script, are
familiar occurrences in miraculous Buddhist legends. Across
the middle row are knot, cloth, and flower simulacra in rock
formations. Below these, on the lower left, are three exam-
ples of conch-shaped rock formations. The conch-shaped
rock is considered a highly auspicious natural geomantic
sign; monasteries, stupas, and temples are often established
in the vicinity of this natural phenomena. Next are a self-
manifested vajra, vajra and bell, bell, ritual dagger and ban-
ner, all formed or fashioned from rock. In the lower left cor-
ner are two animal-head rock formations, from which ema-
nate springs or rivers. These originate in the sources of the
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four great rivers — the Sutlej, Indus, Brahmaputra, and
Karnali — which arise in the Mt Kailash area. The sources of
these four rivers were believed to issue from rock forma-
tions resembling the heads of an elephant, lion, horse, and
peacock respectively. At Gangotri, the source of the River
Ganges in northern India, the river emerges from a glacial
outcrop known as Gomukh - the ‘cow’s head’. This glacial
formation, which collapsed several decades ago, took on
the simulacra of a cow’s head. To the right of these rock
faces are the two syllables Hum and A fashioned out of folded
rock. Syllabic rock simulacra are preserved at several tem-
ples in Tibet. They usually take the form of the mani mantra
Om Mani Padme Hum, and are composed of two very dis-
tinct minerals, such as white quartz in a black granite stone.
In the bottom right is a bear-like creature which represents
the mineral magnetite, magnetic iron oxide. Since magnet-
ite attracts other ferrous-based ores, the creature is depicted
in the act of devouring rocks. The mysterious properties of
magnetic iron, especially meteorite iron, have always been
regarded as a magical phenomena.

WATER

Pure water is said to possess eight qualities: it is clear, cool,
healing, soothing, odourless, delicious, light, and soft. Riv-
ers, streams, waterfalls, and lakes invariably occur within a
landscape composition. The simplest form of representing
water consists in painting downward-pointing triangular
lakes or pools, which are formed by the intersection of two
sloping hills. Such lakes are usually shaded in several hori-
zontal layers, from dark blue at the base into middle blue at
the top. These layers display waves, eddies, and small wave
crests along their tops. The linear shading of these small
waves is from dark blue into light; white highlights may be
emphasised on the wave tops. The deep blue of these lakes
naturally accords with the reflection of the sky on its calm,
mirror-like surface.

Shallower moving waters, such as streams and water-
falls, are usually painted in a lighter blue tonality. Fast-mov-
ing streams, descending through mountainous terrain, are
often formed of a series of small arcs with light wave crests
at their tops. Rivers exhibit a slower motion, often with long
wave-formations interrupted by swirling eddies and crests
where the river bed is shallower. Waterfalls consist of slightly
curving parallel lines, which descend like a curtain from
the precipice above, their parallel lines straightening as they
fall vertically. At the base of a waterfall is usually a seething
mass of wave crests.

Turbulent waters, with long, twisting, or spiralling wave
motions and complex wave crests, are extremely difficult to
draw. Their colour shading requires much patience. The de-
piction of turbulent water in Tibetan art is quite realistic.
Minute observation of the natural movement of water de-
scending or cascading reveals a complex interplay of chang-
ing forms. Wave crests are thrown up by the force of the water
and curve into scythe-like shapes, which fall back upon them-
selves by their own weight and loss of momentum. Little
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Plate 9: Stylistic representations of water



Plate 10:Turbulent water
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Plate | 1:Waterfalls



Fire (Flames)

spheres of water are thrown out by these crests, which for
an instant appear to hang in space. The subtle shapes of
wave crests amidst long gracefully-curving wave lines can
be very expressive: one can almost feel the pull of the cur-
rents in the water. Wave crests which fall to the left are far
easier to draw than those which fall to the right. The tip of
each wave crest is usually white; as it recedes deeper into
the wave its shading becomes darker. In the painting of
turbulent water each individual wave form is usually
shaded separately, making the whole process very time
consuming.
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Plate 9

Illustrated here are various stylistic representations of wa-
ter. At the top of the left-hand column are details of turbu-
lent water, showing the long curving waves ending in wave
crests. Below this are various methods of depicting hori-
zontal wave formations.

A whirpool created by the impact of a descending wa-
terfall is shown at the top of the right-hand column. Below
this are details of the seething water at the base of water-
falls. Below this, curtains of mist drift across the faces of
waterfalls. The waterfall on the left shows empty spaces
across its descending parallel lines; in Chinese art this tech-
nique of illustrating empty cloudbanks in front of a water-
fall is known as ‘cloud bridge’. Below the waterfalls are riv-
ers and tumbling mountain streams. Below again is a hori-
zontally stepped waterfall or weir, its cascading overflow
creating a central dome effect. Underneath are two more
wave crest formations. At the bottom are whirlpool eddies,
and ripples emanating around a lotus stem.
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Plate 10

This drawing depicts extremely turbulent water. Billowing
wave crests are massed above the larger wave lines, the crests
appearing like clawed hands and fingers. The wave forma-
tion near the centre is an extremely graceful passage of
movements, with its eddies and whirlpools forming very
subtle curves. The billowing band of repetitive waves just
above the bottom centre shows the counter formation of
waves against the wind. The complex serpent-like waves at
the bottom cast out a multitude of water globules and bub-
bles. Such detailed methods of illustrating turbulent water
were influenced by Chinese Ming artists, who excelled at
evocative landscape painting styles.
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Plate 1|
Illustrated here is a complex abstract composition depict-
ing waterfalls cascading through rock formations. This brush
drawing was one of the most time-consuming images pro-
duced for this book, having taken at least a hundred hours
to draw.

—
FIRE (FLAMES)

The billowing mass of flames that surrounds wrathful dei-
ties is described as a ‘blaze of awareness fire’. The wisdom-
energy of wrathful forms blazes like the sun’s inexhaustible
fire. The sun, as a symbol of pure wisdom, is consumed with
fire, yet is not itself consumed. Its eternal fire is inexhaust-
ible. Like the sun, wrathful forms abide in the ultimate emp-
tiness as the immovable sphere of dharmadhatu (Skt. chos
dbyings), the expanse of absolute reality of the enlightened
Buddha mind. The wrath of these deities is not ordinary
anger, but wisdom-anger manifesting in its most indestruct-
ible or vajra nature, with the capacity of terrifying all evil
spirits such as maras and rudras.

The twisting and blazing fiery aureole of wrathful forms
is also described as kalagni, meaning ‘the fire of time’; kalagni
is literally the ‘fire at the end of time’, the ultimate confla-
gration of the universe at the end of this aeon. Each kalpa, or
cosmic cycle of the universe, is believed to end in a penulti-
mate destruction by flood, wind, or fire. Kalagni is also iden-
tified astrologically as the ‘tenth’ planet. Its yellow disc is
the uppermost of the four planetary discs on which the de-
ity Kalachakra stands, the three other discs being a black
Rahu disc (eclipse planet), a red sun disc, and a white moon
disc. In the inner yoga practices of the Kalachakra Tantra,
kalagni is identified with the central channel below the na-
vel centre, and Rahu with the central channel above. The
internal fire below the navel centre, awakened in the yoga
of ‘inner heat’, is known as chandali (Tib. gtum mo), meaning
the ‘fierce woman’.

Like water, flames are also depicted in a realistic man-
ner in Tibetan art, the twisting tongues of fire rising to a
point and reddening at their tips as they cool. Aureole flames
can be drawn with much grace and expression of move-
ment, the flames curling to one side and leaping out at the
other. This transverse movement of the flames usually en-
hances the dynamic body posture of the wrathful deity at
its centre. The flames may also emanate from the deity’s
heart, with the tongues of fire reaching out towards the ten
directions. Inverted horseshoe-shaped auras of flames can
also encircle wrathful forms, but are more common with
semi-wrathful or tutelary deities (Tib. yi dam), such as He-
vajra, Kalachakra, or Chakrasamvara.

In the painting of flames a base of minium orange is usu-
ally applied, then each individual flame is shaded with ver-
milion or red towards its tip. U-shaped folds occur where
several flame-tips emanate from the same bank of flames;
the tear-shaped centres of these folds are painted in a dark
tone to give body to the flame mass. The curling roots of the
flames are also shaded into red, as are the inner areas of the
U-folds. The outlines of the flames are decorated with matt
gold lines, which enhances their luminosity and fiery qual-
ity. Thangkas painted on a black background either have
vermilion-shaded flames with a gold outline, or gold-shaded
flames with a gold outline.

Certain deities, such as Palden Lhamo, are encircled by
a mass of wind rather than flames. Wind is coloured and
shaded in green, this being the colour of the element air.



Plate |12: Flame formations

Wind is very much like fire in shape and formation, but it
has thicker billows than fire and less slender tongues. Con-
sequently it is usually painted with more density and less
complexity than flames. Amongst the swirling green winds
there usually appear friction sparks, like the lightning pro-
duced by crashing thunderclouds. These sparks, often de-
scribed as radiating in all directions, are painted as small
tongues of bright red fire which sporadically lick around
the edges of the green winds. On less wrathful forms the
element of air may be represented by cumulus cloudbanks
outlined with blue and indigo. Flames may also circle around
the edge of haloes, such as in paintings of the four guardian
kings; the circle of flames usually envelops an inner halo of
green, representing the element air. Without air fire would
not exist, as wind gives life to fire. The great ‘wind at the
end of time’ causes the kalagni fire to blaze ferociously.

Flames also emanate from wrathful offerings, the hot
hells, and cremation ground scenes. The sacred fire (dhuni
or agnikund), often kept perpetually alight by ascetics who
practise fire rituals, is believed to ‘speak’ with six or eight
voices, the crackling, roaring, snapping flames revealing the
prophetic voice of the fire god, Agni.

-
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Plates 12 and |3
Illustrated in these two drawings are examples of flame for-
mations. Sparks are illustrated in the lower left and centre

of Plate 13, where they appear as thin tapering tongues of
fire. Flames are not difficult to draw and shade. As with
clouds, the curving base lines of flames should always have
arounded edge and not come to a sharp point. Flames grace-
fully drawn with long slender tips are believed to increase
the wisdom of the artist, a belief inspired by the sharp, flam-
ing tip of Manjushri’s sword. A stylistic innovation, present
in both my flame and cloud drawings, is the addition of an
inner crescent-shaped line to the ‘U-shapes’ in flames, and
the ‘comma-shapes’ in clouds. These inner lines are never
illustrated in painting, as the colour contrast between the
dark nucleus of the flame or cloud interior and its lighter
surrounding areas creates the requisite harmony and depth.
I habitually use these inner crescent lines in drawing, as I
find they increase perspective, gravity, and complexity, giv-
ing a sharper definition to flame and cloud designs.

<

Plate 14

Nlustrated in this drawing is a composition of various flame
elements. At the top centre are double-outline flames. These
are time-consuming to shade, as their thin outer bands are
vermilion-shaded whilst their inner areas are red-shaded,
the duo-tone shading blending together at their tips. Their
visual effects are both elegant and complex. Across the cen-
tre of Plate 14 are examples of the aureole flames which
encircle semi-wrathful deities. In the lower area are long
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Plate |15: Flame aureoles and haloes
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Plate |6: Symmetrical flame aureoles as ‘mountains of fire'

serpent-like flames, which are commonly painted around  protective deities (dharmapalas) or guardian kings. Inter-
wrathful offerings. In the bottom centre are circulatinghalo ~ spersed throughout these illustrations are individual ex-
flames. amples of flame motifs.

Plate 15 Plate 16

Shown here are examples of flaming aureole and halo de-  Shown here is a detail of a symmetrical flame aureole on
signs. At the top are two complex masses of ‘blazing aware-  the right and left sides. These aureoles often consist of re-
ness fires’, symbolic of the kalagni aspect of extremely wrath-  peat pattern flame sections. They are quite difficult to draw,
ful forms. At the centre are two inverted horseshoe-shaped  especially as their sections frequently taper progressively
flame aureoles, which predominantly surround semi-wrath- ~ from the apex to the base. Back-tracing or a pinhole pounce
ful deities. Usually the broad inner area of the aura is painted  (stencil) are commonly used to create symmetry between
dark blue, or sometimes dark maroon, depending on the  the two sides. At the top centre is a detail of a complex
textual description (sadhana) and colour of the deity depicted. ~ flame aureole, showing how the two symmetrical sides
Radiating gold aura lines emanate from the deity’s heart  meet in a single ‘S-shaped’ flame crest at their apex. The
centre, terminating just inside of the outer flame aureole. ~ two lower central drawings illustrate the meeting of two
Illustrated here are two rare methods of decorating the in-  continuous, yet separated, flame friezes at their apex.

ner aura. The drawing on the left shows small, golden, ser-

pent-like tongues of flame radiating from the deity’s cen- L

tral or ‘brahma axis”: these represent tiny wisdom flames

emanating from the pores of the deity’s skin. The symmetri- ~ Plate /7

cal golden dot pattern on the right represents emanating  Illustrated in this drawing are some complex examples of
sparks of wisdom. At the bottom are various examples of  highly ornate flame aureoles, known as ‘makara-tail’ designs.
the flaming haloes which surround the heads of certain = The makara or crocodile is a mythological sea-monster with
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Plate |17: Makara-tail aureoles as ‘rosaries of light’

an elaborate scrolling tail. These makara-tail patterns invari-
ably consist of angled segments which form a repetitive de-
sign around the aureole. Commonly there are between eight
and twelve segments on each side of the aureole of a stand-
ing deity. For seated deities the number is usually between
five and eight. There are several methods of colouring the
segments. One method consists of shading the makara-tail
segments with vermilion against an inner background of dark
red, as if they were flames. The vermilion can be shaded
evenly from a darker tone on the aura’s inside to a lighter
tone on the periphery. This can be simply achieved by apply-
ing a light shading over the whole aureole, whilst ensuring
that the original drawing can still be seen through the shad-
ing (see Plate 25). The inner background areas can then be
painted in dark red, the design lines outlined, and finally fili-
gree gold lines applied decoratively over the vermilion. A
more common and lavish method consists in painting the
makara-tails in pure gold against a vermilion or red back-
ground. The gold is then outlined in vermilion and finally
skilfully burnished with filigree lines, which follow the curves
of the makara-tail designs.

Since the aureole represents the wisdom energy of the
deity it is frequently specified with deities of the Highest
Yoga Tantras (anuttarayoga tantra), such as Kalachakra or

23

Chakrasamvara, that the segments are coloured to repre-
sent the wisdoms of the Buddha Families. In the case of
Kalachakra, each of the Five Buddha wisdoms is repre-
sented, the ascending colour sequence of the segments be-
ing yellow, white, green, red and blue. In other tantric tra-
ditions the central deity itself may embody one of the Five
Buddha wisdoms, resulting in only four colours being de-
picted in the aureole segments.

The same system of coloured wisdom-fire energies is also
employed in mandalas. The outer protective circle of most
mandalas, known as the ‘mountain of fire’ (Tib. me ri), con-
sists of a similar series of coloured angular fire segments.
According to the description of the mandala they can either
incline towards the right or left in a clockwise or anticlock-
wise motion, and usually twenty-four or thirty-two seg-
ments are counted. In a four-colour ‘mountain of fire’ circle
the sequence is usually yellow, blue, red, and green. The
separate colour segments in both the deity’s aureole and
mandala circle are shaded in a darker colour tone on their
inside, fading to a light tone at their periphery. The deity’s
aureole is outlined in a darker-tone colour, whilst the
mandala is commonly outlined against a very dark back-
ground. Inner gold lines are finally painted, which follow
the curves of the makara-tail swirls.
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AIR (CLOUDS)

Tibet is a high altitude mountainous plateau with most of its
land over 12,000 feet above sea level. With such rarified air
and thin atmosphere, the sky appears a very deep azure blue,
and the sun blazes with a searing white intensity. The clarity
of distant vision and the sharp contrast of light and shadow
light up the landscape, lending much magical enchantment
to the view. Colours are very intense in such a light, haloes
may appear around the sun, a distant mountain range ap-
pears in pristine detail, the proverbial silver lining of clouds
may suddenly refract all the colours of the rainbow.

All forms of magical cloud formations are to be found in
Tibetan art. They are never heavy or sombre, but always full
of light, colour, form, and movement. Clouds wreathe them-
selves around the high peaks, veiling them in mystery. The
convection caused by dramatic mountain rifts results in rapid
air currents producing an ever changing cloudscape. Lenticu-
lar wave clouds (Altocumulus lenticularis), formed by the
wave motion of rising and falling air pockets over mountain-
ous terrain, create strange flying saucer or lens-shaped cloud
patterns. Wispy streaks of cirrus clouds create ‘mare’s tail’
streamers, and banks of long stratocumulus clouds produce
perspective lines or ‘streets’ of receding clouds.

Great skill is employed in the depiction of clouds in
thangka painting. Cumulus cloudbanks are drawn with a
series of stylised arcs which render each cloud as a separate
and clearly defined object. Symmetrical cumulus clouds
spiral outwards from several focuses, producing a series of
levels within each cloud. These focuses are painted as dark
‘commas’ or ‘nipples’ within the central spirals of the clouds.
This ‘nipple’, as it is described in Chinese art, is shaped like
half of a yin yang symbol, and represents the vortex or ‘seed
essence’, which nourishes the cloud and renders it fertile
with life-giving rain. Symmetrical cumulus clouds with two
or three commas are very common in Tibetan art; they are
known as simhamukha or ‘lion-faced’ clouds because of their
resemblance to lion heads.

Clouds are usually shaded from a white base-colour at
the top to a slightly toned colour at the base. Many colour
schemes are used in the depiction of clouds, and their shad-
ing as three-dimensional integrated forms can be highly
complex (see Plate 25). Flat-based cumulus clouds rest upon
a horizontal beam of cloud, which is also shaded along its
length. Truncated mare’s tails twist away below a cumulus
cloudbank, giving the illusion of the cloud moving across
the sky. The clearly defined edges of clouds contrast sharply
with the dark background of sky or landscape in which the
clouds float.

A technique of hard-edge outlining applied to certain
clouds involves painting one or more narrow bands of col-
our (usually light blue or pink) around the cloud’s edge. An
outer outline of a darker colour - such as indigo - is then
applied, often with a serrated edge. Gold is also used within
the outlining of some clouds. Gold clouds, depicted on black
or vermilion background canvases, are shaded outwards
from their interiors using a gold wash technique. The cloud
outlines are then painted in thin gold line.
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Landscape Elements

In the wrathful landscape illustration of the ‘eight great
cemeteries’ which are depicted around mandalas, eight spe-
cific storm clouds are listed. In the Vajrabhairava Tantra these
clouds are known as: the proclaiming, the moving, the
wrathful, the great proclaiming, the stable, the filling, the
effortful, and the furious. Their inner symbolism represents
the white drops of bodhichitta which descend from the crown
centre in the head.

In very finely painted thangkas the choreographic move-
ment of clouds can resemble a divine ballet of the heavens.
Dragons and gods, who glide through the clouds, entwine
in the passage of clouds across the skies. The delicacy of the
shading of clouds, sky, flowers, water, and rock formations
are often the most time-consuming aspects of thangka paint-
ing. A fine thangka, which took a year to paint, will inevita-
bly display such exquisite shading.

€

Piate 18

Shown here are complex cumulus cloud formations. At the
top are truncated mare’s tail cumulus clouds; the ends of
their tails can either blend subtly into the sky background
or be sharply truncated. Below these are a row of upward-
billowing clouds (known meteorologically as Altocumulus
castellanus, as they resemble castle walls). In the centre are
a stack of cumulus clouds bearing rainwater above their
spiral ‘nipple’ centres. In the lower area are examples of
drifting cumulus and cumulonimbus clouds.

Plate 19

Depicted here are mainly dense banks of cumulus clouds
interspersed with drifting mare’s tail designs. Mare’s tail
clouds resemble the body and swirling serpent tail of nagas.
In the upper right comer and mid lower left are examples
of Chinese-style ‘hook’ clouds, which take the form of
ghostly drifting mists. The flat-based stratocumulus clouds,
illustrated on each side of the middle section, are clouds
which are pulled or drawn out by the wind. Their horizon-
tal bases are usually shaded to resemble a rainbow. At the
bottom cumulus clouds drift amongst mountain ranges.

<

Plate 20

Depicted here are examples of swirling clouds and elongated
mare’s tail cumulus clouds. The linear passages of some of
the swirling cloud movements are similar to the drapery bil-
lows on the floating silk scarfs of deities. Their integrated
cloud components are refined to produce an evocative grace.
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Plate 21
Illustrated in this drawing are examples of horizontal
cloudbanks. The upper half of the drawing shows a variety
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Plate 19: Cumulus clouds, cloud streets and mare’s tail clouds
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Plate 2 1: Cloud formations, horizontal cloudbanks and cloud streets
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Plate 22: Cloud formations around mountainous landscapes



Plate 23: Cloud thrones



Rainbows

of flat-based stratocumulus and cirrostratus clouds, with
receding ‘streets’ of horizontal cloudbanks. The lower half
includes various examples of Chinese-style ‘hook’ mists.
Cirrocumulus or ‘mackerel sky’ patterns are shown on ei-
ther side with elongated holes. Above the mountain peak
on the right are formations of lenticular wave clouds, shaped
like long French loaves or fishes. These surreal cloud for-
mations are very rare, and only occur in the lee of mountain
valleys. At the bottom cirrostratus and stratocumulus clouds
wreathe among the mountains.
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Plate 22

Shown here is a complex composition of all the main cloud
forms swirling and penetrating mountain landscapes.
Because of the high vantage point of Tibetan uplands or
mountain passes, clouds often appear below the visible ho-
rizon, and one can essentially look down on them.

Q/f

Plate 23

Depicted here are examples of the ‘cloud thrones’ on which
deities, lamas, or gurus appear, seated and floating in the
heavens. These celestial thrones are borne aloft by billow-
ing cloudbanks. The outline of the figures’ aureoles are
shown in all the main cloud throne arrangements.

SKY

The distant planes of the blue sky and green landscape fore-
ground are always the first areas to be coloured in thangka
painting. The sky is usually gradated from a very light blue
at the horizon to a deep blue at the top. The smoothest gra-
dations are produced by fine wet-shading, where the col-
ours imperceptibly blend from light to dark tonalities. Line
shading is also commonly used to create the sky gradation.
Here a series of short darker thin lines are applied from the
top downwards, the lines becoming more widely spaced
and progressively paler as they descend towards the hori-
zon. Literally thousands of these short thin parallel lines
are applied to create the most subtle effect, and much time
is required in their rendition. Certain thangkas have skies
painted in other colours such as ochre, or with a pale green
or light yellow horizon blending into the deeper blues in
the upper area. Occasionally two levels of sky are painted
with a horizontal bank of cloud dividing them. This system
is used in paintings of ‘assembly fields’ where the paradise
realms of Maitreya and Amitabha are placed at the top.

The pure clarity of the sky is metaphorically an illustra-
tion of Buddha Mind. Clouds may come and go across the
heavens, like the transitory thoughts or delusions which
appear to obscure the mind'’s true nature, yet the nature of
the sky remains unchanged. Like the mirror, which is al-
ways unaffected by the appearances which arise in it, the
sky is clear, transparent, infinite, and immaculate.

31

=5
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The rainbow is eternity’s expression of momentary delight.
It cannot but be auspicious, even if it portends the demise
of a great master. For such a master — now merged into the
‘clear light’ (Skt. prabhasvara; Tib. ‘od gsal) of the death proc-
ess where the most subtle level of mind is experienced as
pristine inner radiance (see page 141) — there is no sense of
‘leaving behind’, the notion of self and others having been
transcended. For the ‘others’, the disciples or students, there
is inevitably a great sense of loss and grief. Yet the miracle
of the master’s departing rainbow will always remain as a
great source of strength and inspiration for the devotees.

The vaulting arc of the rainbow is known as ‘Indra’s bow’
(Indrachapa or Indradhanus), one of the weapons of the
ancient Vedic sky god, Indra. Natural rainbows are created
by the prismatic effect of sunlight on raindrops, reflecting
and refracting the sun'’s rays into spectrums in each indi-
vidual water drop. The seven colours of the rainbow - red,
orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet — naturally
blend from red on the outside to violet on the inside. When
a double rainbow occurs, the order of colours in the second
rainbow is reversed. On rare occasions a similar rainbow
effect is created by the moon'’s light at night, producing a
silver ‘moonbow’ on the opposite side of the sky. A circular
rainbow, known as a ‘glory’, can sometimes be seen from
high vantage points, such as hazy mountain summits, form-
ing an aureole halo ring of rainbow light.

In Tibetan art the rainbow takes on a more supernatural
manifestation. Since light, colour, dimension, form. and emp-
tiness are the five aspects of visualisation, spectral light be-
comes its natural essence. The divine forms of deities mani-
fest and dissolve into emptiness, just as a rainbow appears
and vanishes into the sky. Rainbows in Tibetan art arise from
sacred places or objects, expanding outwards as they twist
and interweave with other rainbows or horizontal
cloudbanks. They originate from a point and eventually dis-
solve into space, like winding rivers of light. Multiple strands
of rainbows take on the appearance of a horse’s tail, rarely
following their natural form as arcs. They are coloured in a
red, orange, yellow, green, blue sequence, often with alter-
nating straight and wavelike threads of gold line running
through each colour.

A well known miraculous phenomena in the Tibetan tra-
dition is the taking of the ‘rainbow body’ (Tib. ‘ja’ lus) at the
time of death. This miraculous sign of realisation is known
as the ‘body of light’. When a great master has attained the
realisation of Mahamudra or Dzogchen, the world is no longer
perceived as a conceptual concrete dimension. Since all ap-
pearances have transformed into the ultimate nature of real-
ity itself — as the fully enlightened ‘body’ of the Buddha (Skt.
dharmakaya; Tib. chos sku), permeating space with a luminous
transparency, there is no solidity or separation. When the
notion of an individual self has dissolved, leaving no residue
of an intermediary ‘I’ between unmanifest consciousness and
the appearance of a physical universe as light, the physical
body is likewise perceived as merely an appearance of light.
Such a master will leave instructions that his body should
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remain undisturbed for a period of days after his death. Dur-
ing this period rainbows emanate from the place where his
body rests, as his consciousness remains absorbed in the state
of ‘clear light’. When the miraculous rainbows have ceased
all that remains of the master’s bodily form are his clothes,
his hair, his fingernails and toenails.

Rainbow phenomena are often witnessed at the crema-
tion ceremonies of highly realised lamas, along with other
miraculous sky-signs such as the appearance of eagles, or
clouds which take on the colour of rainbows or the forms of
auspicious symbols. The lama'’s cremation ashes are after-
wards sifted for relics such as small pieces of bone which
bear the images of stupas, deities, or mantras, small coloured
stones or jewels, and unburned organs or bones such as the
heart or skull.

Transubstantiation is not a phenomenon confined to the
Tibetan plateau alone. The Old Testament prophet Elijah as-
cended to heaven in a chariot of fire borne on the winds of a
storm. As an immortal Elijah remains ever present. It is his
task to announce the coming of the Messiah, and a goblet of
wine is always left for him at the Jewish Pesach or Passover.
The Biblical stories of the prophets Elisha and Ezekiel abound
with legends of transmutation and resurrection. Likewise the
resurrected Jesus ascended to heaven on the third day. The
Catholic Church has a rich tradition of the incorruptible rel-
ics or preservation of the bodies of several saints. The Indian
traditions are full of legends of the miraculous absorption at
death (mahasamadhi) of its myriad saints. Kabir, the fifteenth-
century Indian mystic and poet, transformed his body into a
bed of flowers, whilst his Hindu and Muslim devotees were
disputing over disposal by cremation or burial. The Indian
siddhas Nandanar and Manikavasagar both dissolved their
bodies into blazing light. At Virupaksha Cave on Mt
Arunachala in south India a sackcloth lingam is formed of the
compacted ashes of the saint Virupaksha. As burial on this
sacred mountain is not permitted, Virupaksha took ‘fire ab-
sorption’ (agnisamadhi), dissolving his meditating form into
sacred ash (vibhuti). Ramana Maharishi, the great Indian sage
of Arunachala, said of this occurrence, “When the mind melts
away and blazes forth as light, the body is consumed in that
process”. In the Indian tradition the strange phenomena of
‘spontaneous human combustion’ (agnisamadhi), in which a
person immolates from within the body leaving only ashes
and often unscorched clothing, is explained as the result of a
potent karmic imprint that occurred in a previous life.

Tibetan folklore ascribes various omens to the appear-
ance of rainbows. At the end of every rainbow is believed to
be a wish-fulfilling jewel. A moonbow at night is believed
to be an ominous sign. A white rainbow augers the death of
a yogin. A rainbow around the sun is usually caused by ice
crystals, but in Tibet it is seen as an omen of the birth or
death of a great teacher.

&

Plate 24
Illustrated here are various examples of rainbow phenom-
ena. In the central circle is a specific form of the Buddha,
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seated in the meditation posture of Amitabha and mani-
festing in a rainbow body, which radiates as a swirling
sphere of rainbow-coloured light. At his heart is the sylla-
ble Hum, from which the rainbow emanates. Each segment
of the radiating circle rotates clockwise in a progressive
spectrum of colour. A three, five, or six-colour sequence
may be used, a simple three-colour scheme being red, yel-
low, and blue. A five-colour scheme would rotate through
red, orange, yellow, green, and blue. Indigo could be added
as the sixth colour. Thin gold radiating lines are painted as
embellishments in each individual section. In painted de-
pictions of rainbow-form emanations, the rainbow-circle
dominates the composition, the deity’s bodily form appear-
ing almost as a faint, yet defined, silhouette behind the
rainbow.

One of the most frequently painted forms of a rainbow-
body emanation is that of Guru Rinpoche. When Guru
Rinpoche is represented as manifesting on the dharmakaya,
sambhogakaya, and nirmanakaya levels simultaneously, then
three rainbow sources emanate from his crown, throat and
heart centres respectively. These three rainbow-spirals merge
together very subtly to produce a harmonious triple whirl-
pool of blended rainbow-waves.

The outer rainbow-circle on the drawing encloses a
number of motifs. At the top and bottom straight rainbows
interpenetrate rainbow-arcs creating a woven effect. On ei-
ther side multiple suns emanate on rainbow-arcs. The mi-
raculous appearance of several suns in the sky simultane-
ously fortells a major event, such as the birth of a highly
realised being. The spheres of rainbow light positioned
around the outer circle are ‘seminal points’, known as bindu
(Tib. thig le). The three upper spheres manifest the syllable
A, the three lower spheres contain variations of the spin-
ning ‘wheel of joy’ (Tib. dga’ ‘khyil).

In the upper area various rainbows twist and entwine.
On the left, mare’s tail clouds are borne aloft by rainbow
tails. In the upper left and right are two rainbow thrones on
which deities sit.

At the top centre is a rainbow throne with a rainbow
emanating from the heart centre of the deity within. Rain-
bow thrones, which emanate from the hearts of gurus or
lamas, usually terminate in a small image of the tutelary
deity (Tib. yi dam) of that particular lama. In the mid centre
the moon and sun are encircled by rainbow aureoles. Across
the bottom from left to right are illustrated:

A treasure vase emanating rainbow light.

An example of a rainbow body (Tib. ‘ja’ lus), which pours
out of the apertures of a lama'’s robes.

. The Buddha’s cremation casket, which manifests rain-

bows from within the funeral pyre.

The hair and nails, which alone remain after the attain-
ment of the rainbow body

At the centre, rainbows emanate from within a crema-
tion stupa (high lamas are cremated in specially con-
structed stupas; the stupa’s conical spire is often
shortened or omitted to form a chimney flue for the
flames).
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On the right are three manifestations of rainbow bodies;

the central image depicts a legendary episode where
two masters took the rainbow body together.

Behind are a rainbow manifesting from a triple gem,and -

aseries of ‘drops’ (Tib. thig le) strung along rainbows
like pearls.

AURA LINES

The aureole designs on Plate 17 also depict the extremities
of the radiating aura lines which emanate from a deity’s
heart. These fine curving gold lines are applied over the
deity’s inner aura, which is usually coloured dark blue, or
occasionally dark red. These fine gold lines alternate be-
tween straight and waving. They represent the natural ra-
diance of wisdom and compassion from the deity’s body.
Just as the sun, glimpsed through a gap in a tree’s foliage,
casts a radiating network of rays into a shimmering moiré
pattern, so are the deity’s wisdom and compassion rays
made manifest. On some early thangkas the extremities of
the aura lines terminate in a curved-over hook on the straight
rays, and a small round lotus on the waved rays. The hook
represents the ‘binding of awareness’ or wisdom; and the
lotus, compassion or method. If all of the rays terminate in
small hooks it represents the deity’s ability to hook and draw
all sentient beings to its heart.

In the Indian alchemical tradition the deep blue aura of
divinities is known as the ‘mercurial body’ or body of im-
mortality. The beautiful ethereal blue of this aura emanates
as the pure consciousness of the deity abiding in the tran-
scendent state of pure compassion and spiritual incorrupt-
ibility. The fine gold lines which radiate from the heart of
the deity represent the 72,000 purified psychic nerves (Skt.
nadi) of the deity’s subtle or vajra body (see page 145).

When Buddhas or bodhisattvas appear in each of the
six realms of existence, their wisdom and compassion light-
rays emanate from the different psychic centres of their bod-
ies. Very rarely this scheme of assigning radiation aura lines
to different focii is depicted in paintings of the ‘wheel of
life’, where the Buddhas of the six realms are represented.
When Buddha manifests in the god realm his light rays
emanate from the crown centre; in the asura realm from the
throat centre; in the human realm from the heart centre; in
the animal realm from the navel centre; in the hungry ghost
realm from the sexual centre; and in the hell realms from
the soles of the feet.

Because all Buddhas and bodhisattvas manifest for us
in the human realm, then the light rays always emanate from
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their hearts. An exception to this rule is in the depiction of
certain dakinis, such as Vajrayogini, where the practice of
inner heat (Tib. gtum mo) is emphasised; here the light rays
may emanate from just below the navel centre.

Each of the six realms of existence have their ultimate
origin within the central channel of the subtle body. When
dreams arise in the dream state they are caused by the move-
ment of psychic winds around the location of the channel-
wheel centres or chakras. When these psychic winds carry
consciousness up towards the opthalmic centre and crown
of the head, dreams of the god, paradise and asura realms
occur; one ascends or flies in the dream. When the winds
radiate outwards from around the heart centre, then dreams
of the human realm occur. When the winds descend near
the navel and sexual centres, or pass down through the anus,
then dreams of the animal realm, spirit realm, and the night-
mares of the hell realms occur. One descends into the fall-
ing dreams of the three lower realms. A similar process hap-
pens during the experiences of the intermediate state (Tib.
bar do) at the time of death, where the Five Buddhas, the
peaceful knowledge-holders, and the wrathful Heruka dei-
ties emanate from the heart, throat, and crown centres within
the central channel.
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Plate 25

This illustration shows examples of the tonal shading of
flames and clouds. The twisting tongues and swirling
scrolls of the flames in the upper half of the illustration are
shaded in progressively darker tones at their extremities,
with contrasting lighter shading in their central areas. The
tips of the flames are shaded to a deep vermilion or red
against their base colour of minium orange. The techniques
of shading the U-shaped folds are shown in the upper and
lower left and on the centre right of the illustration.

The lower half of this plate depicts the tonal shading of
clouds, with the cloud edges shaded from white into their
densest colour tones at their centres. The clouds emerging
above the hill on the top left of the illustration are simply
shaded in monotone towards their centres, whilst those
above the hill on the right are also shaded around their
central spirals. The horizontally based cloud-streets below
are likewise gradated from their edges to their centres or
bases, with the horizontal cloud bases of the cloud-streets
appearing at the left also shaded. In the bottom area are
examples of the more complex shading applied to dense
and continuous cloud formations, such as mare’s tail and
cumulus clouds.



Plate 25: Shading of flames and clouds






Chapter Two
Flowers and Trees

THE LOTUS
(Skt. padma, kamala; Tib. pad ma chu skyes)

The lotus is the symbol of absolute purity; it grows from the
dark watery mire but is untainted or unstained by it. As the
seed of the lotus grows from the water and not from the
earth’s soil, it is a symbol of divine or spontaneous genera-
tion. The lotus seat or throne on which most deities sit or
stand symbolises their innate purity; they manifest into cy-
clic existence, yet they are completely free from its defile-
ments, emotional hindrances, and obscurations.

The lotus opens and closes with the sun. In ancient Egypt
the sun was conceived as rising from an eastern lotus at
dawn, and setting into a western lotus at sunset. Similarly
Surya, the Vedic sun god of India, holds a lotus blossom in
each of his hands representing the sun’s path across the heav-
ens. Brahma, the Vedic god of creation, was born from a
golden lotus which grew from the navel of Vishnu - lotus-
born from an umbilical womb. Padmasambhava, the ‘Lo-
tus-Born’ tantric master who introduced Vajrayana Bud-
dhism into Tibet, was likewise divinely born from a lotus
which miraculously blossomed from Dhanakosha Lake in
the western Indian land of Uddiyana.

Birth from a lotus implies immaculate conception and
that the being born is innately divine and uncontaminated
by karmic faults. Thus the lotus, as divine womb, becomes
a potent sexual metaphor. Padma or kamala, meaning lotus
in Sanskrit, is a synonym for the female vagina - it is soft
and open. Vajra is a synonym for the male penis — it is hard
and penetrative. The union of vgjra and lotus is a sexual
metaphor for the union of form and emptiness, compassion
and wisdom, blissfully uniting in divine embrace. The in-
ner symbolism of sexual union refers to the psychic winds
entering and ascending the central channel of the subtle

body, and piercing the ‘lotuses’ of each channel-wheel and

. causing them to open.

The alluring, wide-open eyes of goddesses and dakinis
are described as being like lotuses. The most beautiful of
female consorts are known as padmini; they possess lotus-
like fragrance, eyes, breasts, navel, and vagina.

Throughout Egypt, India, Persia, Tibet, China, and Cen-
tral Asia the lotus was adopted as a sacred symbol. The blue
lotus (Nymphaea caerulea) was especially venerated in Egypt,
its fragrant perfume and aromatic oil essence exuding the
scent of divinity. The Indian blue lotus or water lily (Skt. utpala,
nilabja, or nilakamala), is held by deities such as Green Tara,
where it represents the deity’s purity and compassion. The
Tibetan equivalent of the Sanskrit term utpala (Tib. ut pa la)
most commonly refers to the blue lotus, but it is also used to
refer to a variety of coloured lotuses. The white lotus (Skt.
pundarika, kumuda; Tib. pad ma dkar po) or edible lotus (Nymph-
aea esculenta) is held by deities such as White Tara, its sixteen
or one hundred petals symbolising her purity and the per-
fection of all her qualities. The red or pink lotus (Nelembium
speciosum), known as the kamala (Tib. pad ma dmar po), is the
most commonly depicted of hand-held lotuses and lotus seats.
The yellow utpala lotus is actually not a water lotus or lily; it
grows as a small alpine flower throughout Tibet. The black
or ‘night lotus’ is a dark indigo species of the nilakamala or
blue lotus. In Tibetan iconography the colours assigned to
lotuses are white, golden, red, blue, and black.

The lotus in all its colour variations and stylistic forms is
one of the most common sacred symbols in Tibetan art. As a
symbol of purity, perfection, compassion, and renunciation
it is without parallel. Amitabha, the red Buddha of the west,
is Lord of the Lotus or Padma family; his fiery red sunset
colour and lotus emblem represent the transmutation of pas-
sion into compassion or discriminating awareness.
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Plate 26

Depicted in this drawing are examples of lotuses and wa-
ter lilies. Many innovative liberties are taken by artists in
their portrayal of heavenly lotuses. The central section il-
lustrates typical stylisations of lotus blossoms which arise
from water. Here hybrid multifoliate leaves, derived from
the peony and chrysanthemum, replace the circular leaves
of the true lotus.

On either side of the drawing are illustrations of fully-
opened lotuses, lotus buds, and leaves. Lotus leaves are cir-
cular; veined from their centre, they often have splits, and
usually float like discs on the water’s surface. Yet stylised
leaves are often depicted rising on stems above the water,
with convoluted or folded forms.

The dark seedpods, illustrated on the middle right, con-
tain circular seeds which float on the water until they find a
place to root. Lotus seeds are used to make rosaries (mala).

LOTUS SEATS OR THRONES

Some examples of the lotus seats or thrones on which dei-
ties sit or stand are depicted in Plates 26 and 27. Viewed
from above, the lotus base forms a circular mandala of pet-
als; within this the pericarp or lotus heart rests as a slightly
domed green disc. Above this are placed discs of the sun
and moon. Seen from the front the lotus seat appears as a
slightly curved frieze, with the sun and moon discs form-
ing a cigar shape due to foreshortening.

The lotus symbolises purity and renunciation; the sun
disc, ultimate bodhichitta; and the moon disc, relative or con-
ventional bodhichitta. The Sanskrit term bodhichitta (Tib. byang
chub kyi sems) means ‘the mind of enlightenment’, which is
the foundation of the Mahayana path. Conventional bodhi-
chitta refers to the altruistic resolve to attain enlightenment
for the benefit of all beings, and ultimate bodhichitta refers
to the enlightened wisdom which directly realises empti-
ness through the perfection of this altruistic aspiration.
Within the tantras bodhichitta also refers to a subtle physi-
ological essence which permeates the body as white male
and red female ‘drops’ of seminal fluids (see page 145).

The lotus also represents the fruition of the Hinayana and
Mahayana as renunciation and stainlessness, and the sand-
wiched union of the sun and moon discs represents the
Vajrayana as symbols of conjunct wisdom and compassion.
These two discs are described as being fashioned of sun crys-
tal and moon crystal, or ‘precious water crystal’ and ‘cooling
water crystal’. The sun disc is like a fiery lens which ripens
the ‘sprout’ of enlightenment; the moon disc, like a frosted
crystal lens which cools with its white rays of compassion.

In general an upper white moon disc, either alone or
placed above a sun disc, is assigned to peaceful deities,
where the ‘father tantra’ aspect of compassion or skilful
means is emphasised. A gold or red sun disc is usually as-
signed to active or wrathful deities, where the ‘mother tantra’
aspect of wisdom or emptiness is emphasised. Certain
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traditions assert that when the moon disc is uppermost then
the petals of the lotus point upwards, since the moon'’s noc-
turnal influence is to partially open the lotus; and when the
sun disc is uppermost then the fully-opened petals point
downwards. Another tradition asserts that upward-facing
lotuses are assigned to peaceful forms, and lotuses with
downward-facing petals, to wrathful forms. As a general
rule this is somewhat applicable, yet the complexity of
Vajrayana imagery rarely accomodates rules of generality.
When a major meditational deity (Tib. yi dam) appears with
its retinue or with other deities placed in the cardinal and
intercardinal directions, it is described as being ‘in mandala’.
Deities such as Vajrasattva, Vajradhara, or Guhyasamaja
when depicted in mandala are represented on either single
or double multicoloured lotuses with upward-pointing pet-
als. Certain deities have specific lotus descriptions in their
sadhanas. White Tara, for example, sits on a simple white
utpala lotus. Deities such as Green Tara, who sit in the
lalitasana posture of ‘royal ease’ with one leg pendant over
the lotus seat, are depicted with a small lotus cushion or
pedestal to support the foot.

The number of petals on a lotus seat mirrors the number
of petals which arise on the internal ‘lotuses’ of the chakras:
four, eight, sixteen, twenty-four, thirty-two, sixty-four, and
one thousand. Although descriptions allude to the deity’s
seat as the eight-petalled lotus of the heart chakra, lotus seats
are most commonly illustrated with sixteen petals. On seated
figures usually five full petals are shown at the front, with
two or four turning petals on each end. With standing fig-
ures, where often the legs are spread and consequently the
sun and moon discs elongated, seven or nine full petals are
usually depicted, with again two or four turning petals at
the edges.

The simplest form of lotus depiction is the downward-
pointing monochromatic lotus. These are usually shaded with
pink, either as individual petals shaded from their centres
outwards, or as a simple continuous band of shading from
the top downwards, with their individual petals outlined in
a dark red line. Monochromatic lotuses are commonly painted
on the small figures which surround a central image.

Multicoloured lotuses represent the wisdom aspects of
the Five Enlightened Buddha Families. Generally four col-
ours are depicted on the lotus petals — red, blue, orange,
and green - but white may be applied to the inner lotus
petals behind the main petals. The petal colours of a multi-
coloured lotus alternate. The double central petal is usually
painted red on its inside and blue on its outside. On either
side of the central petal are double petals coloured orange
on their inside and green on their outside. The next two
petals on either side would be red and blue again. These
colours can interchange, with the central petal being red and
green, or orange and green. The inner petals are shaded from
their centres to give them form; their central curving creases
are also delicately shaded. The outer blue and green petals
are shaded with indigo, either from their inner or outer
edges. A second row of petal tips appear behind the main
petals; these are usually softly shaded from a white base to
a red, orange, yellow, green or blue tip. Upward-pointing



PN NPT e PRy
fznn"nm' ﬂnn qrqpnnwnnr AR

2 : &
‘,"’ ~ — “'o' >
L7 F-.",..."’.--."'...."-..'---"'--““‘-I“““““-“' ‘
@
SOZ P S =

\\”llllnr ‘nrumvnnn" wnn”vnnnnm J.,.mnnv““nnv wn“wmmw wn“\\\\’I’

e A e e )

Ay ’h

AN /D
',,//I / \ ‘\\\\‘
l‘»’/[l/’ll"”wuy w"'@"'"‘"...“"‘0'“'“”..““w“““\‘““"
QA

T

/

AN D
VRS : —
\ %’I/[/t" "nnﬂﬂ[@”mnnﬂhﬂnnm@rmnm‘ﬁ@nnmnn“'lnnm@nnm—v 'ﬂ\\‘. I

Plate 27: Lotus thrones
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Plate 28: Lotus thrones and their shading
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multicoloured lotuses often have a symmetrical row of
leaves at their base, which are painted in an alternating green
and blue sequence. Surrounding all of the outer and inner
petals is a thin band of gold, ornamented with small ‘cloud’
or ‘vine’ scrolls at the sides and top. Simpler multicoloured
lotuses are outlined with a plain gold line. The double mul-
ticoloured lotus (vishvapadma) has two rows of double pet-
als; the main petals face upwards and the smaller lower
petals face downwards.

The pericarp of the lotus, which rises behind the lotus
petals, is usually painted in green with many parallel sta-
mens painted in dark vertical lines. Lighter tonal lines of
white or gold are usually painted between these stamen
lines. The pericarp is frequently divided into sections, with
the bow-shaped bulges of its seed-head appearing under
the sun or moon discs.

Elaborate lotus thrones with multicoloured or multi-pet-
alled lotus designs are very difficult to draw symmetrically.
Techniques of back-tracing or pinhole charcoal pouncing —
using a pinhole stencil — are used to draw them precisely.
The thousand-petalled lotus is particularly hard to draw.
The delicate shading of the lotus petals also requires much
time and patience.
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Plate 27
From the top downwards are illustrated:

A simple double-petalled multicolour lotus design.

A monochromatic lotus with curved over petals and lower
petal formation.

A monochromatic lotus with downward-facing petals.

An upward-pointing, wide-base, multicoloured lotus, on
which standing figures are depicted.

A multicoloured lotus with lower leaves on which seated
figures are depicted.

A simple upward-facing multicoloured lotus.
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Plate 28
The upper half of this illustration depicts three examples of
multicoloured lotus thrones with their respective shading
techniques depicted below. From the top downwards are
drawn:

Asimple, downward-facing, multicoloured lotus, on which
standing deities may be depicted.

A more complex form of the above, with gold cloud or leaf-
scroll ornamentation around the petals.

An upward-pointing multicoloured lotus, ornamented with
cloud-scrolls on its petals and lower leaves.

The shading applied to the first lotus throne alternates
between a red and orange sequence on its inner petals,
which are shaded darker at their bulbous centres. The outer
petals are gradually shaded towards their centres in a blue
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and green sequence. The small base petals behind are
shaded darker towards their centres, and may be shaded
in any colour of the artist’s choice. The second lotus throne
shows the alternating red and orange sequence of the in-
ner petals shaded towards their edges, with the blue and
green sequence of the outer petals similarly shaded. The
gold cloud or leaf-scroll ornamentation is shown around
the outer edges of the petals. The third lotus throne at the
bottom is shaded in the same manner of the petals on the
previous lotus, but with alternating green and blue hori-
zontally shaded leaves at its base. Ornamental golden cloud
or leaf-scrolls are depicted around each petal and lower
leaf, and the bulges on the central dais or pericarp and its
vertical stamen lines are shown.

FLOWERS, FLOWER BUDS, AND LEAVES

Flowers (Skt. pushpa; Tib. me tog) are a universal symbol of
love, compassion, and beauty. They are open, giving of their
glory and fragrance, they attract and nourish bees to produce
the nectar of honey. Essentially they are the sexual organs of
plants and their short season of love produces an abundance
of fruit which sustains the cycle of nature. Flowers abound in
Tibetan art. As symbols of the paradise realms they surround
deities and blossom profusely in the landscape.

Chinese art distinguishes four flowers to represent the
seasons: the peony for spring, the lotus for summer, the chry-
santhemum for autumn, and the plum blossom for winter.
Tibetan art employs stylisations of these four flower forms,
which are essentially modelled on the peony and chrysan-
themum. Various hybrid forms of leaves and flowers are
thus combined, more as flowers of the imagination than as
true botanical representations. Other popular flowers which
inspire visionary creation are: the five varieties of lotus, the
flax lily, the daisy, magnolia, hollyhock, jasmine, poppy,
gardenia, wild rose, saffron crocus, peach, plum, and pome-
granate flower, and species of exotic Indian flowers such as
the wild orchid, ashoka, coral, white and yellow champaka or
frangipani. Small Tibetan alpine flowers, such as the blue
Himalayan poppy, safflower, and ‘flower of Tara’, are also
painted as meadow flowers.

Certain deities have affiliations with specific flowers. The
goddess Vajravarahi, for example, wears a neck garland of
red karavira (oleander) flowers, which in ancient India
adorned the corpse of a person slain by a king. Flowers of
the white champaka or naga (nagakesara) tree are an attribute
of Maitreya. The delicate flowers of the udumbara or
glomerous fig tree, and the blue utpala lotus, are attributes
of many deities such as Tara and Avalokiteshvara. Poison-
ous flowers, such as datura, wolfsbane, aconite, and the flow-
ers of the Upas or ‘poison tree’ (Skt. vishavriksha) — whose
sap is used to poison arrow-tips —may be presented as flower
offerings to certain wrathful deities.

Hand-held lotuses are usually described as having eight
or sixteen petals, and are painted in a naturalistic form. The
pink lotus (padma) is the most common hand-held lotus, but
the red lotus (kamala), the white lotus (pundarika), or blue



Plate 29:The shading of flowers, buds and leaves

lotus (utpala), may be specified. Hand-held lotuses are sup-
ported by a single, leafed stem held between the fingers of a
deity or lama. This single stem branches into three just be-
low the lotus base. The central stem bears the fully opened
lotus, the right stem carries a fruit with discarded leaves,
and the left stem bears an unopened bud. These three stems
represent the Buddhas of the three times: the fruit of the
past (Dipankara), the open blossom of the present (Shakya-
muni), and the potential bud of the future (Maitreya).

In painting, white usually forms the base colour of flow-
ers, although a light blue, pink, or yellow undercoat may
also be applied. Blue flowers are often shaded with indigo
dye, pink flowers with lac dye or red sandalwood, and yel-
low flowers with saffron, wild yellow rose, or yellow utpala
dyes. The use of plant and flower petal dyes is appropriate
in the shading of flowers. Each individual petal on the flower
is shaded separately, progressively blending the deeper
tones from the petal’s centre to the white outer edges. Shad-
ing around the central crease of each petal is also sharply
delineated in light and dark shading. After shading, white
highlights are applied to the central creases of petals, and
the white petal edges are retouched with white to give a
clear and sharp definition.

Meticulous gradations on the shading of flowers,
clouds, water, rocks, and sky are invariably the hallmark
of a finely painted thangka. The most delicate shading of

42

these components take long periods of time to accomplish.
A painted flower is believed to be perfect if it has received a
hundred shading applications. As the visionary poet William
Blake observed, “A little flower is the product of ages, and
eternity is in love with the products of time”.
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Plate 29

Illustrated are examples of tonal shading applied to flow-
ers, buds, and leaves. The upper three illustrations show
round peony or chrysanthemum blossoms. The lower three
illustrations depict two angular flower blossoms to the left
and right, and the middle one depicts three buds.
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Plate 30

Illustrated are examples of fully opened flower blossoms.
Flowers are usually depicted with a dense central heart sur-
rounded by a circle of fully opened petals. Often there is a
gap in the petals at the flower’s base where the stem ap-
pears. Usually petals are drawn with rounded edges like
clouds, or with many points like leaves. The various flow-
ers illustrated here are mainly modelled on peony and chry-
santhemum designs.



Plate 30: Stylised peony and chrysanthemum flower blossoms



Plate 3!: Flowers, buds and leaves
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Plate 32: Compostion of lotuses, flowers, buds, fruit and leaves
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Plate 31

This drawing shows a composition of foliated flowers, buds
and leaves. The flower arrangements in the upper area are
typical of those placed behind the auras of deities. Buds and
leaves are illustrated in the two bottom rows.

£
N—

Plate 32
Depicted here is an abstract composition of lotuses, flow-
ers, buds, leaves, and fruit.

Plate 33

Ilustrated here are many divergent methods of drawing buds
and budding flowers. Buds are a symbol of potential, of
growth, of the future. The compact grace of their forms and
bulbous weight emphasises the subtle curves of the stems
which bear them. As with flowers their base colour is white,
which is then delicately shaded in blue, pink, mauve, red,
orange, or yellow. The shading emphasises their roundness
and the compactness of their folded secret petal interiors.
When the heart of the bud is revealed through a gap in the
petals, a darker colour tone indicates its density. In buds this
is often represented as a small, dark, jewel-shaped recess. Buds
arerarely outlined, their sharp, shaded edges contrast strongly
with the background tones of sky, rocks, leaves, or ground.
Occasionally gold highlights are applied to buds.

The stem of the bud is often crowned by a darker seed
box where the base of the petals join. The casings which
enclose buds before they burst open are frequently shown;
these are usually painted in a darker tone of red, blue, vio-
let, or green. The small petals that begin to unfold around
the bud'’s base are shaded like flower petals. In early Tibetan
art flowers, buds, and leaves were highly stylised and or-
nate, and the employment of conch-like spirals in these or-
nate floral designs was common. Two examples of buds with
spiral centres are shown in the lower left. To the right of
these is a convoluted ‘vulva’ shaped design.
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Plate 34

Illustrated in this drawing are many of the leaf forms that
appear in Tibetan painting, although their scale may vary.
Leaves are usually painted in medium or dark malachite
green on their upper front surfaces, with a light green on
their under or folded surfaces. Their upper surfaces are usu-
ally shaded across half the leaf with a gradated indigo dye,
blending from the central stem to the upper or lower edges.
This creates the effect of a natural indentation along the leaf’s
central stem. Ribbed veins may also be painted in dark in-
digo lines, which gives texture to the leaf. These veins ei-
ther emanate from the central stem like ribs, or run parallel
to the central stem. Gold line is applied along the central
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stem and all around the outer edges of the leaf, which gives
it life and luminosity. Often gold is wash-shaded into the
green at the tips, which produces in it a bright lustre. Fi-
nally the central stem and edges are outlined in dark indigo
line, which gives it definition. The stems that support leaves
and flowers are usually painted in a lighter green, which
blends into the leaf’s base. Stems are also outlined in gold
and a lighter indigo. Leaves may also be painted in a vari-
ety of green tones by adding yellow to the green pigment,
or over-glazing with a yellow dye. Blue leaves may also al-
ternate with the greens.

The top three rows of the drawing show a variety of
mainly single foliate leaves with veins, such as are found
on a wide variety of Indian trees. The middle five rows de-
pict the multi-foliate leaves which surround open peony-
chrysanthemum style flower heads, typically those around
a deity’s aura. The more convoluted of these leaf designs
are common in Eastern Tibetan painting, having been influ-
enced by Chinese art. Stylisations of such multi-foliate leaves
in both Chinese and Tibetan art are derived from the shapes
of chrysanthemum and peony leaves, their lilting graceful
forms echoing their delicate movement.

The bottom two rows illustrate long composite leaves,
and varieties with serrated edges. These particularly occur
as decorative shrubbery around rock outcrops. In the bot-
tom row are several stylised leaf tendrils, which are more
evocative of crests or floral patterns.

TREES, LEAVES, AND FRUIT ROUNDELS

Many ancient cultures worshipped trees as manifestations
or abodes of the divine. The Druids devised a sacred ‘tree
alphabet’, and the Egyptian, Christian, Hebrew, Kabbalist,
Zoroastrian, and Taoist traditions based many of their mys-
tical teachings around the central ‘tree of life’. From the
dualistic ‘tree of knowledge’ in Genesis, to Islam'’s ‘tree of
blessings’, the great ‘world tree’ was seen to ascend like a
pillar from earth to heaven.

In ancient India the sacred qualities of trees were recog-
nised long before the advent of Buddhism. Shrines were built
at the bases of certain trees to honour the tree spirits — the
nagas, yakshas, and yakshinis which inhabited them. In every
Indian village the shade of a large central tree provides a
focus or meeting place, where people and animals can find
respite from the heat of the blazing sun. The bodhi tree,
which is sacred to both Vishnu and the Buddha, is also
known as the ashvattha tree — meaning the tree under which
horses stand.

The universal motif of a great ‘world tree’ ascending
from a sacred mountain finds its expression in Buddhist cos-
mology as the famous ‘wish-fulfilling tree’. The Chitraratha
Grove, the central of the five great paradise gardens of the
god Indra, is described as having an arboretum of heavenly
trees with parijata, the ‘wish-fulfilling tree’, at its centre.
These celestial trees change their appearance in each sea-
son, are laden with beautiful blossoms and fruit, radiate
divine perfumes, and are as brilliant as precious jewels.



Trees, Leaves and Fruit Roundels

Parijata, the ‘wish-fulfilling tree’, is identified as the beau-
tiful Indian coral tree which was produced at the ‘churning
of the ocean’ (see page 109). Yet in Tibetan art it is usually
painted in the form of a white magnolia or champaka tree,
with its trunk and roots in the jealous god (asura) realm,
and its fruit- and flower-laden branches in the god realm.
The asuras and gods continually wage war over the posses-
sion of this tree, the ambitious asuras always being jealous
of the delicious fruit and fragrant flowers which the gods
enjoy. For this reason the asuras are known as the ‘jealous
gods’, and their eternal battle against the gods is depicted
in paintings of the ‘wheel of life’. The central wish-fulfilling
tree grows from the top of Mt Meru, with its axial trunk
being the central pillar of the universe. Our world system is
placed on the southern side of Mt Meru, on the great ‘conti-
nent’ known as Jambudvipa, the ‘land of the rose-apple tree’
(Eugenia jambolana).

Five of the Six Universal Buddhas (Skt. Manushi Bud-
dhas) of the previous epochs preceding Shakyamuni are be-
lieved to have attained enlightenment under different trees.
The Buddhas and their trees of enlightenment are as follows:

1. Vipashyin, who attained enlightenment under the red-
flowered ashoka tree (Saraca indica).

. Shikhin, who attained enlightenment whilst sitting be-
fore a pundarika or edible white lotus tree.

. Vishvabhu, who attained enlightenment under the sal
or sala tree (Vatica robusta, Shorea robusta).

. Krakuchandra, who attained enlightenment under the
shirisha tree (Acacia sirissa).

. Kanakamuni, who attained enlightenment under the
glomerous fig tree or udumbara (Ficus glomerata).

. Kashyapa, who attained enlightenment under the banyan
tree (Ficus indica), a very well known tree across tropical
Asia. The banyan puts down many aerial roots which
grow into separate trunks; its labyrinth of roots often
forms a virtual forest of intertwined trunks and branches.
Maitreya, the Buddha of the next era, is destined to at-
tain enlightenment under the white flower canopy of
the naga or champaka tree (Michelia champaka). One of
Maitreya’s attributes is a sprig of the naga tree.

Shakyamuni, the Buddha of the present era, attained
enlightenment under the famous bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya.
The bodhi tree (Skt. ashvattha) is also known as the pippala
or ‘religious fig’ tree (Ficus religiosa). Shakyamuni symboli-
cally described the bodhi tree as his ‘permanent abode’, and
the ‘cult’ of the bodhi tree was firmly enshrined in early
Buddhism. Cuttings and seeds from the original bodhi tree
were planted in all the regions to which Buddhism spread.
Early representations of Shakyamuni Buddha depict not his
human form, but that of a bodhi tree ascending from a
throne. The bodhi tree has pointed heart-shaped leaves, and
early figurative representations of the Buddha often repre-
sent his halo in a heart-shaped bodhi leaf design.

When Shakyamuni Buddha was conceived, his mother,
Mayadevi, retired to a grove of ashoka trees in the royal gar-
dens of Lumbini. The tall slender ashoka tree is a very com-
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mon tree in India. It has long fluted leaves which hang down-
wards, and produces an abundance of bright orange or red
flowers in April and May. Ashoka means ‘without grief or
sadness’. As a symbol of love it is sacred to Kama, the god
of love. The tree is believed to be so sensitive in nature that
it bursts into blossom when touched by a beautiful or virtu-
ous woman.

Mayadevi gave birth to the Buddha ten months later
from the right side of her body, whilst holding on to the
branch of a flowering tree in the Lumbini gardens. In the
Burmese Buddhist tradition this tree is believed to have been
the red flowering ashoka tree, whilst certain other traditions
favour the sal tree. The sal tree (Shorea robusta) is a teak-like
hardwood tree, which yields dammar resin - from which
wood varnish is manufactured. Since the ashoka tree has a
tall cedar-like trunk and does not produce lower branches,
the tree underneath which Shakyamuni was born is more
likely to have been a sal tree.

Shakyamuni first practised meditation under the rose-
apple or jambu tree. He attained realisation at Bodh Gaya
(Vajrasana) under the tanopy of the sacred pippala or bodhi
tree, and he passed into Parinirvana between the trunks of
two sal trees at Kushinagara.

Two other trees which were popular in early Buddhism
are the champavidala (Bauhinia variegata), which appears on
early Buddhist carvings, and the rare white coral tree
(Erythrina indica alba), which graced the courtyards of mon-
asteries or viharas. The common red coral tree (Erythrina
indica), with its bright scarlet flowers, is one of the most beau-
tiful of India’s trees. The tree is a natural haven for all kinds
of birds, and it is virtually alive with birdsong through all
the seasons. It is one of the trees which grows in Indra’s
paradise gardens, and its three-stemmed leaf symbolises the
Hindu trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva.

In the Hindu tradition specific trees and plants are con-
sidered sacred to certain deities. The banyan, pippala, and
neem trees, along with the sacred basil or tulsi bush, are sa-
cred to Vishnu. The bilva or wood-apple and the rudraksha
tree are both sacred to Shiva. In the Shaivite tantric tradi-
tion any wood which produces a white sap is sacred to Shiva,
and any wood which produces a red sap is sacred to his
consort Parvati. The white sap symbolises the semen of
Shiva, and the red sap Parvati’s menstrual blood.

Myrobalam, the healing panacea derived from the fruit
of the cherry-plum tree (Terminalia chebula), is sacred to both
the Hindu ‘Lord of Physicians’, Dhanvantari, and to the
Buddhist ‘Lord of Physicians’, the Medicine Buddha. Some
other flowering trees which share a common symbolism in
both the Hindu and Buddhist traditions are listed below.

The ‘flame of the forest’ tree (Butea monosperma), whose Latin
name means ‘one-seeded’, produces a lavish display of
bright orange flowers in March and April, with few early
leaves to obscure their flame-like effect. The tree is be-
lieved to have originated from an amrita-laden feather
that fell from Garuda’s plumage. Its wood is used for
making sacred utensils, the staff of a brahmin, and for
sacred fires. Three of its large oval leaves are pinned to-
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gether with thorns to produce the eating plates used in
temple feasts; here they again symbolise the trinity of
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. The rare white ‘flame of the
forest’ tree has very specific sacred qualities which are
‘tapped’ in Hindu tantric rituals.

Four separate species of Indian trees which produce highly
scented flowers are commonly known as the champa or
champaka tree. The first of these is the frangipani (Plu-
meria acutifolia) also known as the ‘temple tree’, pagoda
tree, or white champa tree — which has beautiful yellow
and white waxy flowers that are extracted to produce
perfumes and incense. The second is the scented frangi-
pani (Plumeria rubra) — also known as the nosegay fran-
gipani or jasmine tree - which has yellow and white flow-
ers tinged with pink. As the scented frangipani exudes
its fragrance mostly at night, its perfume is known ‘night
queen’. The third variety of champa tree is the yellow
champa (Michelia champaka), which belongs to the mag-
nolia family. Its fragrant yellow flowers are used both
for perfume and cloth dyes. The fourth variety of champa
is the nagchampa (Mesua ferrea) or nagkesar, meaning
‘snake hair’. The white flowers of the nagkesar are an
attribute of the bodhisattva Maitreya, and they are used
to produce the famous Indian incense known as
nagchampa.

The gardenia (Gardenia resinifera), the white jasmine, the
yellow silk-cotton tree (Cochlospermum religiosum), and
the gul mohur (Delonix regia) or peacock-rose tree, are all
commonly grown to decorate temple grounds and pro-
vide flowers for deity offerings. In India the red hibis-
cus flower is sacred to the goddess Kali.

The indigenous magic traditions of India embodied in their
lore beliefs that potent properties were instilled in plants at
particular astrological configurations. Talismans and ritual
objects fashioned at midnight under a particular lunar or stel-
lar influence, and in a haunted place such as a crossroad or
cemetery, could be used for magical rites of subjugation or
destruction. Ritual daggers (Tib. phur bu), for example, carved
from the heart wood of acacia or from acacia thorns, or forged
from meteoric iron, were thus astrologically and
geomantically empowered. Different woods are prescribed
for the four tantric rituals or activities (karmas): for pacifying
rites sappy wood should be used; for enriching rites the woods
of the shrivriksha or shirisha are employed; khadira (acacia) is
used for subduing; and the metal iron for destructive rites.

Eight species of trees are listed in the landscape descrip-
tion of the eight great cemeteries of early Indian Buddhist
texts. These are: nagkesar (east); karaya (south-east); mango
tree (south); bataki (south-west); banana tree (west); arjuna
(north-west); bodhi tree (north); and walnut tree (north-east).
Other Indian trees which are specified by name are: shami,
madhuka, tinduka, karnikara, badara, devadaru, and shishum. A
great problem in identifying Indian trees from their origi-
nal Sanskrit names arises in the vast number of names (San-
skrit and colloquial) these trees are given.

Buddhist deities such as Mahakala and Khadiravani Tara
are associated with specific trees. Six-armed Mahakala,

Flowers and Trees

whose abode is the Cool Sandalwood Grove (Sitavana) at
Rajghir — one of the eight great cemeteries, is described as
having a sandalwood tree (Tib. tsan dan) supporting his back.
Khadiravani Tara (Tara of the Khadira Forest) is described
with khadira trees (Acacia catechu) surrounding her, along
with other fragrant trees, such as the nutmeg, sandalwood,
and frangipani. ‘Refuge’ or ‘assembly tree’ thangkas depict
a vast assembly of deities grouped in rows to form the heart
or jewel shape of a giant tree. The thick golden trunk of this
tree arises from a lake, and symbolically divides into three
or five branches at its foliage base. A tree such as this is
mythologically described as emerging from the centre of
Lake Manasarovar in western Tibet.

Trees in Tibetan art are highly stylised, often bearing lit-
tle resemblance to their true botanical appearance. As in
Indra’s Chitraratha Grove they take on the qualities of heav-
enly trees of paradise. Leaf clusters or roundels are a com-
mon way of depicting foliage, particularly of trees belong-
ing to the fig family, peach, mango, magnolia, and evergreen
trees. Other trees, such as the cherry blossom, citrus, pome-
granate, myrobalam, fir, and pine, usually have more real-
istically painted individual leaves.

A simple way of painting leaf clusters is to outline in
dark indigo each individual leaf against a solid green back-
ground. An inner gold outline and central stem enhances
the tree’s beauty. The most satisfying results, however, are
obtained by shading each leaf, roundel or cluster separately.
The Chinese-style depiction of trees is very graceful and
aesthetically expressive, the subtle movements in its com-
position often reveal the hand and eye of a master artist.

The drawings on Plates 35 to 40 are abstract composi-
tions depicting a variety of identifiable and stylised trees.

N—
Plate 35
In the upper left corner are the hanging branches of the
weeping willow tree. The willow is a symbol of gentleness,
its pliant branches are used for basket-weaving, and wil-
low stems are used in the ritual sprinkling of consecrated
water.

On the upper right are shown two trees with auspicious
intermingling branches: the mango tree with its fruit cen-

tred in a large leaf cluster, and behind a stylised fruit tree
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with dense leaf clusters. At the centre of each leaf cluster
are three small round fruits from which the leaves emanate.
Fruit trees with an upward-pointing triangle of three small
fruits are common in Tibetan tree illustration. Hanging be-
low the mango fruits are the leafy fronds of the aloewood
or eaglewood tree, which is also known as the incense tree.

On the left side below the willow branches, are exam-
ples of fir or pine trees showing several different pine-nee-
dle designs. The evergreen pine is a symbol of longevity,
and amber is obtained from its fossilised resin.

On the right side, below the mango tree, is an entwining
flowering tree with a double trunk. This stylised tree with
trifoliate, peony-like leaves bears a resemblance to the silk-
cotton tree or rhododendron.



“Z

SN\ ES = A S-S X

AN A

NN el
NN 189

,_, ,,uvwwwmuw:wWﬂ. §
N e \\«%«!
Qo._wm%? /Vwrrﬁm \k N -

MR

=7

[z

\W /‘) R ;‘/

—S e W
2\ W

)\ iﬂ\\.\h\’)«\vﬁ@u

AW A

= 2w

INIA \ A\ ,«,,, S

2 5SN éw\&

2525352,
SDTDIDIIS2S
33555355520

7l
q, 33355
PSR D
C R
SSS3DII5>
23 Dao,
25
DA
S0= 2
B

\

= a0

Plate 35:Various trees (willow, mango, aloewood, fir, rhododendron, banana, bamboos and grasses)
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Plate 36:Various trees (fig, peach, sandalwood, cypress, gardenia, mulberry, oak, banana, vine, wish-fulfilling tree)
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Plate 37:Various trees (cypress, fig, peony, bamboo, banana, plantain etc)
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Plate 38:Various trees (palm, banana, plantain, peony, persimmon, etc)

At the bottom, emerging from behind the rock, are the ~ majesty and strength. Its acorns are used medicinally, and
large, long, convoluted leaves of the banana plant. One of its leaves provide nourishment for the wild uncultivated
the meanings of the word ‘banana’ is finger, and the fruit  silkworm. In the lower left corner, banana plant or plan-
grows in clusters known as ‘hands’. Appearing above the  tain leaves curve from behind a rock outcrop. In the lower
banana leaves are three pink banana flowers. These large  right corner a twisting floral vine winds around the trunk
tulip-like flowers actually hang downwards from the up-  of a peach tree.
per foliage of the banana plant, the bananas growing up- In the bottom centre are two drawings of the wish-
wards from their long stems. Sprouting from the left-hand fulfilling tree, also known as the kalpataru or kalpavriksha.
corner on long slender stems are heads of knotgrass. Within ~ Indra is said to have five such wish-fulfilling trees growing
the rock formation are some species of bamboo to the left,  in his paradise groves. This miraculous tree was believed to

and tubers of cane sugar to the right. bear spontaneously an abundant supply of any kind of fruit
that one desired. The contemporary Indian saint, Sathya Sai

43':// Baba, miraculously endowed a tamarind tree near his

ashram with the status of a kalpataru tree, from which any

Plate 36 desired species of fruit would instantaneously appear,
In tue upper left is a stylised example of a fig tree with ~ whether in or out of season. The Tibetan wish-fulfilling tree
large composite clusters bearing fruit, flower and seed si-  is decorated with silk scarfs and golden, jewelled pendants,

multaneously, and symbolising the three times of past, = which hang in strands from its foliage.
present, and future. On the upper left, two birds of para-

dise perch and peck in a peach tree. On the upper right are

peach trees, with sandalwood and cypress trees growing —-@“/
behind them. A small pine-needle branch is to the left of

these peach trees. Below this and in the upper centre,isa  Plate 37

flowering peony or gardenia bush. To the lower right of At the top are many stylised pear-shaped leaf clusters of ce-
this is a dense mulberry bush, the leaves of which are used ~ dar-like trees such as the cypress, ashoka, or evergreen bushes,
in the cultivation of silkworms. On the mid-left side are = where the leaf cluster itself forms a leaf shape. Below and to
leaves and branches of the Chinese oak tree, a symbol of  the left, is the auspicious entwining of a sacred fig tree with a

o
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Plate 39:Various trees (mango, sandalwood, fig, pine, etc)

flowering peony-style tree. Behind their trunks are star-  right corner. At the centre are three sandalwood trees, with
shaped bamboo leaves. In the lower left corner splitbanana  the stylised appearance of drooping ‘yaktail’ foliage. San-
leaves mingle with plantain leaves and small shrubs. In the ~ dalwood is defined by the colour of its fragrant wood into
lower right is an elaborate flowering bush with lotusor peony- ~ two species: white and red sandalwood. Fragrant red san-
style flowers. Profusely flowering bushes of thiskind canrep- ~ dalwood produces a red dye which is used in thangka
resent stylised hybrids of the peony, gardenia, rhododendron,  painting. Because of its fragrant and auspicious quality red
azalea, or chrysanthemum blossoms. In the mid rightisatri-  sandalwood has always been highly esteemed in the East.
ple fruited cluster with long overlapping leaflets. Intheback- ~ Sacred images are carved from it, and it furnishes the wood

ground are several trees with detailed leaf formations. for many ritual implements and weapons. On the lower left
is a fig tree, and on the lower right a spring blossom tree

4 with flowers of the prunus or citrus families. In the bottom

centre is a Chinese pine with a twisted trunk. In Chinese art

Plate 38 _ the trunk of the pine or peach tree, both symbols of longev-

On the left hand side the waving fronds of a palm tree rise ity, are sometimes calligraphically twisted to form the char-
behind banana or plantain leaves. In the centre are peony  acter ‘shou’, the Chinese symbol of longevity.

blossoms and buds, which are depicted against a dense small

leafed tree. In the upper right is a fruit-laden persimmon

tree (Diospyros kaki), an evergreen bearing yellow or orange : {*ﬁ
fruits which look like tomatoes. At the bottom right are long
sword-like leaves, similar to the iris or sweetflag. Plate 40
Interlocking trees, small trees, and leaf roundels are illus-
—@\‘//“ trated here. In the upper area are drawings of stylised trees
entwined by the ‘wish-fulfilling vine’ (kalpalata or kalpavalli).
Plate 39 - Like kalpavriksha, the wish-fulfilling tree, this legendary vine

In the upper left a sprouting creeper entwines with the  or creeper is ever blossoming with leaf, flower, and fruit.
branches of a mango tree. Highly stylised fruit, flower,seed,  The depiction of trees embraced by vines is an auspicious
and leaf roundels dominate the four fig trees in the upper  configuration, representing the union of male and female
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Plate 40: Entwining trees, leaf and flower roundels



Plate 41: Stylised leaf and fruit clusters



&

as method and wisdom. Trees with an entwining vine motif
are commonly depicted in Tibetan art.

In the central area are stylised examples of small bushy
trees; a sandalwood tree is on the far right. The two small
flowering trees are ashoka trees, whose vivid red flowers are
one of the attributes of the goddess Marichi. )

In the lower area are complex examples of leaf, fruit,
flower, and seed roundels. Beneath these are leaflet style
clusters of mosses, with beard-like hanging tendrils. In the
lower centre are three sugar cane tubers. Along the bottom
are rock foliage, flowers, and mosses. At the bottom centre
are three stylised juniper trees. Juniper produces a very fra-
grant odour when burned. In Tibet it is widely used as an
incense (Tib. bsang). Juniper is burned in large urn-shaped
incense burners (Tib. bsang khung) which are commonly con-
structed on the flat roofs of Tibetan houses or in the court-
yards of monasteries or temples. Cedar wood also produces
a fragrant incense, and its branches are often used as kin-
dling for powdered incense.

g~

Plate 41

Some complex examples of leaf and fruit clusters are de-
picted here. In the top row are ornate fig-style clusters dis-
playing leaf, flower, fruit and seed simultaneously. Above
these are two bunches of hanging berries or grapes. Along
the central axis are complex radiating leaf clusters, which
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are commonly depicted as the foliage of wish-fulfilling trees.
On either side of these are various examples of leaf, flower,
and fruit compositions.

In the lower area are stylised examples of fruit. Fruits
are usually painted in a triangular group of three, repre-
senting the Three Jewels of Buddha, dharma, and sangha.
The fruit of the ‘tree of plenty’ symbolises abundance, ma-
turity, and ripeness. Plums, apples, oranges, apricots, and
persimmons are depicted as round fruits; peaches and gua-
vas, as oval fruits; mangoes, lemons, and figs, as pear-shaped
fruit; and bilva fruit, pomegranate and myrobalam, as bul-
bous formations.

The pomegranate is illustrated on the lower left. Its bright
red colour and bursting seeds are symbols of happiness,
passion, and fertility. The peaches, illustrated in the lower
left corner, are symbols of longevity and immortality. The
citron or lemon (jambhara), depicted third up from the bot-
tom right corner, is a symbol of prosperity and is held by
some wealth deities, such as Jambhala. In Chinese Buddhism
these three fruits — the pomegranate, peach and citron - are
known as the ‘three fruits of blessings’, symbolising happi-
ness, longevity, and wealth.

The bilva or bel fruit (Bengal quince or wood-apple), is
depicted in the second row above the bottom right. The bilva
and the peach are probably the most common offerings
placed before deities. They usually appear in a triple fruit
formation connected by one branch, symbolising the three
jewels and the united fruition of the ‘three vehicles’.



Chapter Three
Animals

ANIMALS MYTHOLOGICAL AND REAL

As Mark Twain humourously reasoned, Noah's ark must
have been quite immense, dwarfing even the Titanic in its
capacity to accommodate the millions of species of animals,
birds and insects that populated the globe, there being ten
thousand species of roundworm alone. The flies were Noah's
biggest problem.

In an even more remote beginning than Noah’s even-
tual arrival on dry land, the agriculturalist Cain slew his
nomadic brother, Abel. Ancestral hunter-gatherers were dis-
placed by settlers; the cultivation of land gave credence to
the notion of ownership. Private property gave birth to se-
curity, protection, and greed, and greed to the sense of power
—aravenous mental hunger which swallows whole cultures
and rainforests in its search for an imagined satisfaction.
The meek may inherit the earth but never its mineral rights
- as John Paul Getty once prophesised. Jesus’s parable of
the lilies of the field and the birds of the air was doomed
forever to fall on deaf ears, as somewhere along the line civi-
lised man lost sight of the simple wisdom that even a mil-
lionaire can only eat a bellyful. Animals and their natural
habitat have always been the losers in mankind’s eternal
war of acquisition.

The ancient world teemed with wildlife. Populations
were smaller then; mankind’s needs and desires, fewer. Yet
even as Shakyamuni Buddha walked the jungle pathways
of forested India, the elephant was nearing the brink of ex-
tinction in nearby China. Species extinction is not only a
modern phenomena; the dodo had many distant ancestors
- unknown, uncatalogued, unidentified.

In days of yore there was certainly a far deeper instinc-
tive rapport between man and the animal realm. Vedic Hin-
duism held a deep respect for the sanctity of animal life,

even though blood sacrifice was a scriptural necessity.
Within the Hindu theological framework Shakyamuni Bud-
dha is popularly recognised as the ninth of Vishnu's ten in-
carnations (avataras), whose divine mission was to delude
the demons and dispel the ritual of animal sacrifice. Bud-
dhism, with its karmic conclusion that everything that lives
is holy, had an enormous impact on the preservation of the
natural world. Weaving legends of the Buddha's previous
lives, the Jataka tales revealed a deep compassion for ani-
mal welfare.

India was the cradle of vegetarianism. Tibet, paradoxi-
cally, was not. Tibet’s sparse agricultural landscape ensured
that animal products were a necessary part of the national
diet. Yet respect for the slaughtered was of the highest or-
der: the skulls of yaks and sheep were inscribed with
mantras and placed high amidst carved mani-stone cairns
as an act of prayer for the auspicious future rebirth of the
slain. The hunt of the wild yak was a challenge to life and
limb, where cowardice and not slaughter was the real trans-
gression.

An enormous variety of actual, mythical, magical, and
hybrid animals are to be found in Tibetan art. The mounts
(vahanas) or animal vehicles of the deities, particularly wrath-
ful protective deities, create an elaborate pantheon in them-
selves. Ferocious deities often possess vast retinues of ani-
mal-headed gods, local gods, demons, spirits, emissaries,
and animal messengers. Virtually every common species of
animal, bird, and reptile is adopted as the mount of one of
these deities. When colour variations and zoological muta-
tions are included, the pantheon becomes seemingly end-
less, ranging from a vixen or black bear cub to a seven-
headed iron wolf, a nine-headed turquoise dragon, or a
meteoric scorpion with nine eyes, stings and claws. Sita-
tapatra, one of the most complex Vajrayana goddesses,



tramples on a thousand specified animals and minor gods.
There are also creatures with magical powers that can render
themselves invisible, read the hearts of all beings, and speak
in the tongues of men.

The most important mythological Buddhist animals are
described and illustrated here. These comprise the
windhorse, dragon, garuda, makara, naga, unicorn, magical
deer, the feng huang or Chinese phoenix, the kirtimukha, and
the three victorious creatures of harmony. Other Indian
mythological animals which occur rarely in early Buddhist
art include the griffin, chimaera, virali, sardul, and yali. These
hybrid creatures, mostly formed from the various unions of
the horse, elephant, lion, eagle, serpent, boar, ram, and deer,
are usually grouped under the name of vyala.

Many of these mythical creatures occur in the mytholo-
gies of the whole of the pan-Asian and European continents,
their ancient origins and meanings shrouded in the mists of
antiquity of vanished civilisations. Any symbolic or adopted
representational meanings that a succeeding culture im-
plants upon them inevitably leads to dilution. It is remark-
able that the highly developed cultures of India and China
were able to maintain an almost consistent artistic and icono-
graphic tradition over millenia. The kirtimukha, for exam-
ple, due to its pre-eminence in Newari art is believed by
some to have originated in the Pala art of India. Yet its Chi-
nese equivalent, the ‘monster mask’, can be found on exca-
vated Chinese bronze vessels dating back to the sixteenth
century BC.

When these images are transposed to foreign cultures
a process of change may occur and the imagery may de-
velop. Roman coins, bearing Caesar’s profile, were minted
in various parts of the Roman Empire, and Caesar’s image
became progressively more unrecognisable the further the
mint was stationed from Rome. By way of contrast, the
first listing of the twelve Chinese astrological animals and
the twelve ornaments of the imperial emperor’s robes are
believed to have originated in the Shun dynasty, circa 2250
BC; both animals and ornaments remained unchanged un-
til the present culture adopted the ‘foreign’ iconoclastic
culture of communism.

THE WINDHORSE AND THE FOUR
SUPERNATURAL ANIMAL GUARDIANS OF THE
FOUR DIRECTIONS

The Horse (Tib. rta)

Before the development of the steam and internal combus-
tion engines, the horse was universally relied upon as the
swiftest means of transport. To pre-industrial man the quali-
ties of a horse were esteemed as much as those of the mod-
ern motor car. Native American Indians recognised the
steam train of the prairies as an ‘iron horse’, and the capac-
ity of all motorised engines is still measured in horsepower.
Communities were separated by vast distances and diffi-
cult terrain and depended upon equestrian livestock which
possessed endurance, strength, swiftness, and obedience.
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Competitive horse-racing developed thoroughbred strains
which were light, fast, and beautifully elegant, and just as
enlightened beings were endowed with the thirty-two ma-
jor signs of divinity, so were horses assigned the thirty-two
marks of perfection.

The ‘pearl’ of the horse’s eye is the chief of these thirty-
two signs. The eye should be round with a pure white col-
our, the pupil bean-shaped and of a deep colour, the iris
should have a hue of five colours. The mane should consist
of ten thousand soft hairs, and the upraised tail should flow
like a comet. The ears should be shaped like a willow leaf,
the tongue slender, pink, and clean like a two-edged sword,
the gums a light colour, and the incisor and molar teeth
spaced firmly apart. The neck, forehead, breast, bones, skull,
sinews, legs, knees, and fetlocks all bear similar signs of dis-
tinction. A particular mystique is also accorded to the col-
our marks of the forehead, hoofs, and body of a perfect thor-
oughbred steed, which though possibly highly strung is
never disturbed by sudden sounds or startling sights.

The Windhorse (Tib. rlung rta)

Wind is the natural element of the horse. As it gallops across
the plain the wind arises to meet it, its long tail and mane
flowing freely as it speeds through the stillness of the air, cre-
ating wind. The Chinese Manchu ponytail is said to have origi-
nated in honour of the flowing tails of the horses that served
them. Both the wind and the horse are natural vehicles of
movement, the horse carrying material form and the wind
ethereal form. Prayers are carried on the wind, and in Tibet
the prayer flag is known as the windhorse (Tib. rlung rta).

Prayer flags consist of auspicious mantras, designs, syl-
lables, and prayers which are woodblock-printed onto
squares of cotton cloth in each of the Five Buddha colours.
Most frequently they display the windhorse at the centre
with the four supernatural creatures at each corner along
with auspicious mantras. Also commonly printed on prayer
flags are the images of Padmasambhava; the three great
bodhisattvas — Manjushri, Avalokiteshvara, and Vajrapani;
the trinity of longevity — Amitayus, Ushnishavijaya, and
White Tara; and the syllables of the Kalachakra mantra.

The prayer flag is believed to have originated in the con-
stant struggle of the asuras against the gods. Weary of this
relentless aggression the gods petitioned the Buddha to in-
tervene, sending as their representative the goddess Gyaltsen
Tsemo. Buddha responded with the recitation of a prayer
which the gods then printed on their battle-flags; by virtue of
this prayer the gods were victorious and peace once again
prevailed. The great Indian pandit Atisha, who arrived in
Western Tibet in 1042, is believed to have introduced the In-
dian Buddhist practice of printing prayer flags into Tibet.
Prayer flags are strung in a five-colour sequence across high
auspicious places, such as temples, stupas, rooftops, moun-
tain passes and bridges. Tibetan new year (Tib. lo gsar) is the
most auspicious time for renewing faded prayer flags, the
winds of the previous year having borne the prayers across
many lands. Their flapping and cracking in the prayer-laden
wind is reminiscent of the clatter of horses hoofs.



Plate 42: The windhorse and the four supernatural creatures (garuda, dragon, tiger, snow-lion)



The windhorse gallops towards the left at the centre of
the prayer flag. His saddled back carries the auspicious
faceted jewel or wish-fulfilling gem of the chakravartin or
‘universal monarch’, radiating peace, prosperity, and har-
mony wherever it travels. The riderless horse speeds like
the wind across the heavens, its strength inexhaustible, its
hoofs like wings of the four winds. Tibet’s epic hero, Gesar
of Ling, is sometimes depicted on prayer flags riding his
heavenly white steed Kyango Karkar through the billow-
ing clouds.

The Tibetan medical and astrological systems define
four categories of personal health and harmony: life en-
ergy (Tib. srog); health (Tib. lus); personal power (Tib. dbang
thang); and success (Tib. rlung rta). The windhorse itself
symbolises the combination of these four categories as the
positive personal energy, which eliminates all hindrances
caused by illness, misfortune, demonic, and planetary in-
fluences. The energy of wind equates with the unimpeded
movement of vital airs through the channels (nadi) of the
subtle body, creating a potent current of movement on
which the mind, as windhorse, can ride. This divinely crea-
tive force corresponds to what William Blake called ‘the

body of imagination’, whose nature is energy and whose -

energy is eternal delight.

Invocation of the windhorse is performed with a ‘smoke
puja’ on the mornings of the waxing moon when juniper
incense (Tib. bsang) is burned to purify the psychic channels
and pacify the spirits of the locality.

The Supernatural Animals of the Four Directions

The four animals — garuda, dragon, lion, and tiger - that
surround the windhorse in the directional corners have their
origin in the ancient Chinese astrological and geomantic tra-
dition. In ancient China the four cardinal directions were
equated with the four seasons: the rising sun of the east sym-
bolised spring; the midday sun of the south, summer; the
setting sun of the west, autumn; and the sunless regions of
the north, winter. To each of these directions were assigned
one of the four ‘supernatural’ or ‘spiritually-endowed’ crea-
tures. The blue dragon symbolised the eastern quarter; the
red bird of the sun or phoenix, the southern quarter; the
white tiger, the western quarter; and the tortoise or ‘dark
warrior’, the northern quarter. The four colours of these
animals correspond to the Chinese geomantic mandala de-
sign of the four quadrants of heaven, with blue in the east,
red in the south, white in the west, black in the north, and
the yellow of earth at the centre. In feng shui (literally ‘wind
and water’) the four animals represent geomantic qualities
or characteristics of the landscape. These four creatures with
their different characteristics originally symbolised the four
quadrant animals of the ancient Chinese zodiac. At a later
time their number was increased to encompass all twelve
animals of the Chinese zodiacal cycle, three of which still
remain — the dragon, bird, and tiger.

In Chinese geomantic symbolism the opposition of
dragon and tiger is a familiar motif. An old tiger gazes wist-
fully upwards towards a young dragon, symbolising both
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the polarity and unity of the yin and yang principles. The
tiger, as lord of terrestrial creatures, represents the dark femi-
nine yin principle of even numbers, and the dragon, as lord
of celestial creatures, represents the light male yang princi-
ple of uneven numbers. As emblems of the life force the
dragon of spring represents birth; the red bird of summer,
youth; the white tiger of autumn, old age; and the ‘black
warrior’, death. In Buddhist symbolism the four guardian
animals symbolise overcoming of the four great fears of
birth, disease, old age, and death.

The Tibetan tradition adopted and retained three of these
four animals: the turquoise dragon, red garuda bird, and
yellow striped tiger. The tortoise or ‘black warrior’ - a na-
tional emblem of China, was replaced by the white snow-
lion — a national emblem of Tibet. This arrangement of
colours — blue, red, yellow, and white — with the green
windhorse at the centre, corresponds to the Buddhist
mandala arrangement, with Amoghasiddhi representing the
green element of air at the centre.

N

Plate 42

Here the windhorse is depicted bearing the wish-fulfilling
jewel at the centre, and the four supernatural guardian ani-
mals in the four corners. The Chinese orientated their world
axis on a north-south alignment, whilst the Tibetans adopted
the east-west alignment of Buddhist India. In the Tibetan
scheme illustrated the red garuda is in the west; the tur-
quoise dragon in the south; the yellow striped tiger in the
east; and the white snow-lion in the north. Another tradi-
tion ascribes the snow-lion to the east; the dragon to the
south; the tiger to the west; and the garuda to the north.
Often the orientations of these animals are changed, with
either the positions of the garuda and dragon being reversed
or those of the tiger and snow-lion. As the garuda and
dragon are both airborne creatures they should appear at
the top; the tiger and snow-lion, being terrestial creatures,
should be positioned at the bottom.

Geomantically these four auspicious ‘spiritually-en-
dowed’ creatures represent the harmonious configuration
of native earth spirits (Tib. gnyan) in the Tibetan landscape.
The red bird or garuda describes an area of red rock situ-
ated to the west; the turquoise dragon represents an area of
greenery, pasture, streams, and a river laying in the south;
the yellow tiger describes an incline of light earth or rock
towards the east; and the tortoise or snow-lion represents a
mountain situated towards the north. If these four earth
spirits or ‘earth pillars” are in their correct directions they
indicate the perfect landscape setting in which to construct
a monastery, stupa or temple. Milarepa’s prophetic dream
about a great mountain surrounded by four directional pil-
lars, on which stood four creatures - a snow-lion, tiger, ea-
gle, and vulture — symbolises these four supernatural crea-
tures. Marpa’s interpretation of the mountain as the
Kagyupa teachings, and the four creatures as his four great
disciples, foretold of the stability and unbroken transmis-
sion of his lineage of Mahamudra teachings.



The Dragon

THE DRAGON (Skt. vritra; Tib. ‘brug; Ch. lung)

The monotheistic religious traditions of the Middle East and
Europe have portrayed the dragon as a ferocious satanic
monster, a guardian of hidden treasure, an abductor of chil-
dren and a seducer of virgins. St Michael and St George are
the archetypal knights who destroyed the controlling pri-
mal power of the dragon, slaying that which was evil and
releasing that which was pure - in the form of childlike in-
nocence, a maiden’s chastity, or sacred treasure.

The oriental dragon is viewed in a far more positive light:
it represents the strong male yang principle of heaven,
change, energy, and creativity. The basic image of the Chi-
nese dragon first appeared in unearthed carvings from the
neolithic period, dating back to around the fifth millenium
BC. As such the dragon is one of mankind'’s earliest repre-
sentational symbols. The dragon is believed to have served
originally as a tribal totem, combining the head of a pig with
the body of the snake, and the mane of the horse. In this
aspect it is recorded that the Yellow Emperor Huang Di took
the cloud as his symbol, the Fiery Emperor Yan Di took fire
as his symbol, Emperor Gong Gang took water as his sym-
bol, Emperor Da Hao took the dragon as his symbol, and
Emperor Shao Hao took the phoenix as his symbol. Each of
these dynasties were of different tribal origins yet their sym-
bols are found to this day as emblems on Imperial insignia
and brocade designs.

The dragon and phoenix, which represented the Em-
peror and Empress of China as the union of heaven (dragon)
and earth (phoenix), are believed by archaeologists to have
their origin in the pig and pheasant. Fossil remains of dino-
saurs found in China, and very commonly in the Gobi desert,
are more likely to have provided the inspiration for the drag-
on’s gigantic serpentine form.

The earliest written description of the dragon occurs in
the I Ching (Book of Changes), where its elusive or hidden
creative nature is hinted at. The dragon is believed to be a
‘shape-shifter’ with the ability to transmute its form at will.
It can render itself invisible, decrease to the size of a silk-
worm, or expand its body to fill the skies. At the spring equi-
nox it ascends into the sky, where it remains until the au-
tumn equinox when it descends into a deep pool, encasing
itself in the mud until the next spring. As one of the four
supernatural animals of Buddhism the azure or turquoise
dragon represents the light-increasing power of springtime
and the easterly direction of the sunrise.

Like the Indian naga, the legendary dragon of China has
always had a strong association with weather prognostica-
tion; in particular it is linked to billowing thunderclouds
and electric storms. Forked lightning emanates from its
claws and fiery ball-lightning blazes from its mouth. Its voice
is the roll of thunder, sheet lightning its restless writhing
amidst the dark storm clouds, and torrential rain the down-
pour from its glistening scales. The four jewels it grasps in
its claws produce dew and a downpour of rain when it
clenches them tightly. The shell of a tortoise was used for
weather divination and a jade dragon was prayed to in times
of drought. A waterspout was known as a ‘living dragon’,
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and a tornado or whirlwind, as a ‘hanging dragon’, while
tidal waves and submarine earthquakes were viewed as the
anger of one of the four dragons of the oceans. Chinese an-
nals record several instances of famous dragon painters who
were requested to paint dragons in times of drought — usu-
ally on the four walls of a special hall erected next to a
‘dragon pool’. The painted dragons were so realistically
painted that they are said to have become living creatures,
destroying the walls of the hall in a fury of thunder and rain
as they dived into the dragon pool. Dragon painting became
a major art form in medieval China, particularly during the
period of the Five Dynasties (oD 9go7-60) and Sang Dynasty
(AD 960-1279), when individual schools of both dragon and
fish painting evolved.

There are more than seventy different Chinese characters
for writing the word dragon. It is said to occur in nine dis-
tinct sub-species: the celestial, spiritual, winged, coiled,
horned, snouted, yellow, water, and treasure-guarding drag-
ons. The typical dragon is said to possess three sections and
nine likenesses. The three sections are its head to forelegs,
forelegs to waist, and-waist to tail. The nine likenesses are as
follows: it has a head like a camel; horns like a deer; eyes like
those of a demon, rabbit, or prawn; a snake-like neck; fish
scales; the belly of a giant clam or frog; ears like a cow; the
forelegs and footpads of a tiger; and claws of an eagle. Along
its back it has a ridge of eighty-one dorsal fins like a monitor
lizard, and its coiled and flowing hair resembles a horse’s
mane. Carp-like whiskers appear above its upper lip, the eye-
brows flare upwards, a small beard hangs from the chin, it
has wild staring eyes, wrinkled creases above its frowning
snout, a flank of small pointed dorsal fins adorns its jaw, knees,
and tail, it has the cylindrical horns of a deer, and tongues of
lightning-flame emanate along the front of its legs. It writhes
in a billow of clouds with its claws grasping the four wish-
fulfilling jewels of the four limbs of magical attainments.

As an imperial emblem of the Chinese Emperor the ce-
lestial or palace dragon was represented with five claws.
Ministers of the Emperor wore an insignia of a four-clawed
dragon, and those of lower rank wore a three-clawed dragon.
The elitism of the Imperial five-clawed dragon became man-
datory in the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368), when the Emperor
issued a proclamation forbidding the depiction or wearing
of the dragon by the common people. Officially only five
claws constituted the true dragon; those with four claws
were known as pythons.

The magical number nine has a numerological affinity
with the dragon. It has nine varieties, nine likenesses, eighty-
one dorsal scales, and the yang or heavenly lines of the I
Ching formed by the number nine. Likewise the Chinese
Emperor wore nine dragons on his brocade robe, eight of
which were embroidered on the exterior with one ‘hidden
dragon’ on the inside of his robes. Yet there are only three
main species of dragons: the powerful horned lung, the deaf
thunder dragon of the skies whose roar and movement pro-
duce thunder and lightning; the hornless li of the ocean; and
the scaled chiao which dwells in mountain lakes and caves.

A separate emblem that accompanies the dragon is the
mystical flaming pearl or ‘night-shining pearl’, which is
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Garuda

depicted as a small red or white sphere surrounded by
flames. Legend relates that a certain Chinese minister of state
healed a wounded serpent, who was in actuality the son of
the dragon king. In return for this act of kindness the ser-
pent disgorged a brilliant pearl from its mouth and presented
it to the minister, who in turn gave it to the Emperor. In the
Emperor’s palace it shone with such brilliance that ‘night
became as day’. Historically the Qianlong Emperor (1735-
96) wore a rare freshwater pearl from the Songhua river as
the crowning ornament on his helmet.

In China it was believed that pearls were formed from
the mouth of the ocean dragon, whilst in India it was be-
lieved that they were produced by the fire of the sun. It was
an Indian belief that pearls protected against harm from fire.
A pair of Chinese dragons are often represented as fighting
for possession of the flaming pear], or chasing the elusive
pearl across the skies. Momentary contact of the dragon with
the flaming pearl produces the lightning flash which illu-
minates the darkness of the black clouds, revealing the bril-
liant zigzag form of the dragon as white lightning and the
rolling roar of his voice as the crashing of thunder. The flam-
ing pearl is in essence the egg of potentiality which is ferti-
lised by the dragon. As a polarity symbol it is the negative
point or seed-essence which comes into contact with a posi-
tive charge during an electrical storm. Its rapid movement
across the skies is traced in the flicker of lightning and its
forked ascent and descent to earth. One form of lightning is
actually known as ‘pearl lightning’, where the fork tip ex-
plodes into a multitude of small white spheres. The flaming
pearl has been identified as ball lightning, the sun, the moon,
the essence of dragon seed, and ‘the pearl of great price’ as
the Buddhist wish-fulfilling gem. '

In the Hindu tradition the dragon is not specifically iden-
tified; its qualities are fully expressed in the indigenous In-
dian naga. Perhaps the dragon’s closest counterpart arises
in the Vedic legend of the sky serpent Vritra, the demon of
rain and drought, against whom Indra wages a continual
campaign in order to provide rain. Another Vedic legend
concerns Meghanada, the ‘roarer of the thunderclouds’, who
was the son of the demon Ravana and once overcame Indra
by becoming invisible. The Sanskrit term megha meaning
‘thunder’ is also used loosely to refer to the dragon. The
Japanese adopted the form of the Chinese dragon, which
became known as Ryu-Jin, ‘king of the seas’.

In Buddhism the dragon is the vehicle of Vairochana,
the white Buddha of the centre or east. The blue turquoise
dragon is the vehicle of many protective deities, aquatic or
storm gods, and guardians of treasure — where it is closely
identified with the naga serpent.

The Tibetan term for the dragon (Tib. ‘brug) refers to the
sound of thunder. The Buddhist kingdom of Bhutan is
known as Druk Yul meaning ‘the land of the thunder
dragon’, and its inhabitants are known as Drukpas — named
after the Drukpa Kagyu lineage established by Tsangpa
Gyare, who had witnessed nine dragons ascending from the
ground into the sky over the site of Ralung where he estab-
lished the monastery of Ralung (circa 1180 Ap). The ascent
of a dragon or group of dragons is always an auspicious
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sign. Even in the last decade there have been several reported
sightings of dragons in Tibet, one of which is reputed to
have been filmed on video camera. The dragon is not seen
as a purely mythological creature in China or Tibet. Its ap-
pearance was too frequently recorded throughout history

to have been assigned to the mythological or extinct species
of animals.

@
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Illustrated in this drawing are seven Tibetan and Chinese
style dragons. In the upper right a four-clawed dragon de-
scends from the clouds grasping jewels in its claws. In the
upper left a five-clawed dragon splays its talon-like claws.
Across the mid centre three dragons writhe, clasping jewels
in their claws. Lightning, fireballs, and hailstones descend
from the dragon on the left. In the lower left is a water dragon
with a makara-like trunk and head. At the lower right the
head and forelegs of a four-clawed dragon emerge dynami-
cally from the clouds. Placed between the dragons are six
examples of flaming pearls, appearing as a disc, jewel, and
spiralling conch-like sphere. The scales of the dragons are
painted in two different methods, either as reptilian scales
or as rows of variably sized circles or ellipses. These meth-
ods are applied to all the amphibians, fish and reptiles de-
picted in Tibetan art: turtles, tortoises, fish, frogs, lizards,
snakes, nagas, makaras, and dragons. In the lower left corner
are two examples of dragon feet, showing the soft tiger-like
soles and the scaled talons of the eagle or hawk. At the bot-
tom centre I have included a small arched section of a scaled
dragon’s body with one scale pointing backwards in the
opposite direction. In European chivalric mythology this is
the one vulnerable point on a dragon’s body where a knight
must thrust his lance to slay the dragon.

GARUDA (Tib. khyung, mkha' Iding)

Garuda ‘the devourer’ is the mythical ‘Lord of Birds’ in both
the Hindu and Buddhist traditions. In the Hindu Puranic
legends Garuda is the son of Kashyapa and Vinata, who
after five hundred years’ incubation hatched fully-grown
from an egg, which his mother Vinata delivered at his ‘first
birth’. As soon as he emerged from the egg his vast terrify-
ing form filled the skies, the hurricane from his beating
wings shook the earth, and the unbearable luminosity ema-
nating from his golden body caused even the gods to mis-
take him for Agni, the god of fire.

Garuda’s mother Vinata had an argument with her sis-
ter Kadru concerning the colour of the tail of the horse,
Uchaishravas, which emerged from the churning of the pri-
mal ocean. Kadru was the mother of the serpents and, as an
act of vengeance, she held Vinata to ransom in her serpent-
pit prison. In order to free his mother Garuda stormed the
heaven of Indra and stole the sacred amrita as payment for
the ransom. Through subterfuge Garuda was able to liber-
ate his mother, but during the transaction a few drops of



amrita fell from his beak onto some kusha grass. The ser-
pents licked the grass and its sharp edges caused their
tongues to become forked. The gods, with great difficulty,
regained the amrita from Garuda’s beak. Such was his power
that even Indra’s mighty vajra was broken on Garuda'’s body.
Only Vishnu was capable of subduing him and, binding him
by oath, Vishnu took Garuda as his vehicle and granted him
the boon of immortality.

There were many variations of the legends of Garuda
contained in the Vishnu Puranas and Garuda Puranas, yet
many of these texts are now lost. In later mythology, Krishna,
as the eighth incarnation of Vishnu, takes Garuda as his
mount to subdue the great naga serpent Kaliya.

Garuda has always been the sworn enemy of snakes and
nagas. The archetypal legend of the enmity that exists be-
tween birds of prey and serpents occurs across a wide spec-
trum of transcultural mythologies. Such birds include the
Sumerian and Greek eagle, the poison-transmuting peacock
of Persia and India, the Chinese peng-niao, and the gigantic
snake-eating simurgh or rukh of Sinbad’s adventures in Ara-
bian Nights. Marco Polo recorded that the rukh (from Mada-
gascar) was large enough to lift an elephant in its talons, its
outspread wings measuring sixteen paces. Both snake and
bird are ‘twice-born’ from an egg, and the image of a bird of
prey seizing a snake in its talons was probably a common
sight to a falconer. Garuda is also known as Suparna (beau-
tiful wings), Garutman (the solar bird), Sarparati (enemy of
serpents), and Khageshvara or Pakshiraj (lord of birds). The
female bird is known as a Garudi.

Originally the Indian Garuda, the ‘chief of feathered crea-
tures’, was represented as a great bird. Later his form as-
sumed that of a ‘bird-man’ - a creature half eagle and half
man, combining a human body with a bird’s head, talons,
beak, and wings. Zoomorphic variations of the garuda’s
artistic representation diffused throughout India, Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and South East Asia. In Bali his
animalistic image assumed great popularity. Garuda is com-
monly evoked to ward off snakes, snakebites, and all man-
ner of animal, vegetable, and mineral poisonings. In China
the garuda is identified with the god of thunder, who car-
ries a hammer and chisel representing the roar of thunder
and flashes of lightning.

In Tibet the Indian garuda became assimilated with the
Bon khading (Tib. mkha’ lding), the golden "horned eagle’, king
of birds, and the Bon bird of fire. The white khading is iden-
tified with the swan, the king of water birds. In Tibetan,
two words are used for the transfigured Indian garuda (Tib.
khyung and mkha’ Iding).

Tibetan iconography depicts Garuda with the upper
torso and arms of a man, the head, beak and legs.of a bird,
and large wings which unfold from his back, shoulders, or
forearms. Below the waist his feathered thighs terminate
in ostrich-like lower legs, with large clawed feet ending in
sharp talons. His back is feathered, with long tail feathers
which reach to the level of his feet. His curved beak is like
that of an eagle, falcon or owl and, like his talons, has a
vajra nature comparable to indestructible meteorite iron.
No naga serpent is able to survive his iron grip or bite.
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His wings and eyes are commonly golden, the hair on his
head blazes upwards, and his eyebrows twist like fire. Be-
tween his sharp horns, a head protuberance conceals a naga-
jewel in his skull. This jewel, stolen from the king of the
nagas, is sometimes represented as a head ornament placed
above the sun and moon on his crown. An alternative leg-
end relates how he took this jewel from Mt Meru and, hav-
ing secretly swallowed it, vomited it back into existence.
The vomit of an eagle is a Tibetan folk remedy for poison-
ing. The jewel is more likely to be a naga-king treasure
which grants the possessor the power, or siddhi, of having
control over all snakes.

In his sharp beak Garuda devours a naga king. Textual
sources usually describe Garuda as biting on the head of a
serpent whilst holding its tail in his hands. However Garuda
is usually illustrated with a long snake held between both
hands and biting into it in the middle. He is also described
as wearing the eight great nagas as ornaments. One binds
his hair, two others serve as earrings, two as bracelets, two
as anklets, and one as a belt or necklace.

Garuda appears in many forms according to different
traditions and lineages, perhaps assuming greatest promi-
nence in the Dzogchen transmissions of the Nyingma and
Bon traditions. He is commonly the vehicle of Amoghasiddhi
— the green Buddha of the north, and crowns the apex of the
Buddhas’ enlightenment thrones. In the Nyingma tradition
he personifies certain wrathful forms of Padmasambhava,
and in the hidden treasure (Tib. gter ma) tradition he is often
known as a guardian of treasures. He is also strongly asso-
ciated with Vajrapani and Hayagriva; a triple sadhana of
Vajrapani, Hayagriva, and Garuda is specified in removing
obstacles and illnesses, especially naga-related afflictions
such as kidney failure, plague, and cancer. In this triple
sadhana of Vajrapani, garudas are visualised in various forms
at many different points in the body.

A group of five garudas commonly represent the
wisdoms, elements, and qualities of the Five Buddha Fami-
lies: a yellow garuda stands for earth, a white for water, a
red for fire, a black for air, and a blue or multicoloured for
space. The multicoloured garuda is yellow from the waist
downwards (earth), white from the hips to navel (water),
red from the navel to throat (fire), black from the chin to
forehead (air), and blue or green on his crown (wisdom).
The wings of the multicoloured garuda have feathers of five
colours, which symbolises the element of space scintillat-
ing rainbow light rays in all directions. Sometimes the ends
of the wing feathers are vajra-tipped. The yellow or golden
garuda is probably the most frequently represented form;
he has a yellow jewel-body that blazes like fire; he spreads
his golden wings and tramples on the eight great nagas. The
garuda can have two or three eyes, which are usually golden.
The auspicious crest of jewel, sun, and moon on his crown
symbolises the union of the solar and lunar winds dissolv-
ing into the fire of the subtle body’s central channel. His
two wings represent the union of method and wisdom. His
form symbolises the transmutation of poison into amrita.
His emergence fully-fledged from the egg symbolises the
birth of great spontaneous awareness.
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Five garudas are illustrated here, three of which are airborne
and two of which strut dynamically on the ground. Four of
the garudas devour serpents in their vajra-beaks, whilst the
fifth has transmuted the body of the serpent into a string of
jewels with a yaktail tassle for the serpent’s head.

THE MAKARA (Tib. chu srin)

The Sanskrit word makara (and the Tibetan chu srin) refer to
a water or sea-monster. Mythological sea-serpents or mon-
sters occur in the symbolism of the collective unconscious
of many ancient cultures. The makara is the vehicle of the
river goddess Ganga, and by association has sometimes been
identified with the freshwater dolphins that inhabit the river
Ganges. Varuna, the god of water and the ocean, also has a
makara as his vehicle. The tenth ‘sign’ or rasi of the Indian
zodiac is the makara, which corresponds with Capricorn the
sea-goat in the Western zodiac. The makara is also an em-
blem of Kama, the Indian god of love and desire. Kama is
also known as Makara-Ketana, the makara being a symbol
of his sensual energy. Kama has also been identified with
Aphrodite or Venus, the Greek or Roman goddess of love,
who was born of the sea and whose principal attributes are
the scallop shell and the dolphin.

The makara is an ancient Indian symbol formed of a
number of animals which together possess the nature of a
crocodile. The makara has the lower jaw of a crocodile, the
trunk of an elephant, the upper tusk and ears of a wild boar,
the wide staring eyes of a monkey, the scales and flexible
body of a fish, and the extended tail feathers of a peacock.
This composite creature personifies the ferocious nature of
the crocodile. In its stylistic evolution to its present form the
makara has gained a lion’s forepaws, a horse’s mane, the
facial gills and tendrils of a fish on its jaw and trunk, and
the horns of the deer or dragon. From its once feathered
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fish-tail there now emerges a complex spiralling endless-
knot pattern known as a ‘makara-tail’ design.

- Crocodile heads and skins were worn during ancient
warfare to instil fear in the opponents. Vestiges of animal
headdress survive in the armour depicted on warriors in
Tibetan art, such as the four great Guardian Kings ~ par-
ticularly Virudhaka, the blue Guardian King of the south,
who wears a makara or crocodile helmet. Ancient battle-
standards frequently bore the skin of a crocodile, tiger, wolf,
or bull. The makaradhvaja or crocodile-headed banner, such
as is carried by Rahula, was originally the battle standard
of Rudra or Shiva. It also formed the battle standard of
the hosts of Mara, who attacked Buddha under the bodhi
tree in the hours before his enlightenment. Militarily the
term makara also refers to a specific battle formation of
troops, which take the shape of a makara during battlefield
manoeuvres.

The makara, as an ancient Indian symbol of power, was
adopted by early Buddhism. It is commonly found on early
south Indian temples and occurs on the earliest cave pillars
at Ajanta, which date back to the second century. The makara
motif assumed wide usage in Vajrayana Buddhism. The
prongs of the vajra, the triangular blade of the ritual dagger
(Tib. phur bu), and a host of other weapons and ritual ob-
jects emerge from the decorative mouths of makaras. Here
the symbolic meaning of firmness and unshakeability are
implied, as the crocodile proverbially will not release its jaws
until its prey is dead. On temple roofs makaras form the cor-
ner projections from which rainwater descends. A makara
head, frequently with a virile ram’s head emerging from its
mouth, may form the spout of a water source or spring.
Makaras, along with nagas and the garuda, form the arching
upper torana of gateways, doorways, and the surrounding
throne of enlightened beings. Many variations of torana de-
signs are found throughout Tibet, India, and especially Ne-
pal, where it developed as a highly favoured motif amongst
Newari craftsmen. The makara as guardian of gateways is
echoed in the vajra prongs, which encircle the four gateways
of the two-dimensional mandala.

Plate 45:The makara
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Shown here are examples of makara motifs. On the left is a
typical makara with a long scrolling tail. Like the dragon he
is horned, bearded, whiskered, and has a horse’s mane. The
swirls of his tail form extremely intricate designs when the
makara is placed on either side of an upper torana. In the
centre is a makara with a short fish-tail, arching his head
backwards. On the right is a roof gable or cornice detail,
where the makara forms a decorative guardian water ani-
mal to protect from rain, hail, thunderstorms, and lightning
bolts. At the top, from left to right, are a makara headdress, a
makara headdress such as is worn by Virudhaka, and a
makara-faced shoe. At the bottom is a typical makara weapon-
head from a curved knife (Tib. gri gug). Further illustrations
of the makara are found in Plate 48.

THE FACE OF MAJESTY (Skt. kirtimukha)

The kirtimukha, or face of majesty, fame, or glory, is com-
monly known as the ‘monster mask’ or ‘the creature with-
out a name’. In China it is known as T"ao t'ieh, or ‘monster
of greed’, a hideous creature which was believed to have
actually existed. Chinese cooking vessels were often
ornamented with the ‘beast of greed’ as a caution against
rapacity and indulgence. This ancient symbol is found, as
guardian of doorways, across the whole of China, the In-
dian subcontinent, and South East Asia. The kirtimukha im-
age is extremely popular amongst Newari craftsmen of the
Kathmandu valley, its sculpted form frequently crowning
doorways and appearing over torana archways.

The ‘monster of greed’ has its origin in a Shaivite legend
from the Skandha Purana. Jalandhara, a demon created from
the blaze of Shiva'’s third eye, assumes great power and de-
sires an incestuous relationship with his adopted mother
Parvati ~ the consort of Shiva. Jalandhara persuades his
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demonic friend Rahu to demand Parvati’s favour. In an in-
fernal rage, Shiva creates from the blaze of his third eye an-
other horrific demon, which rushes to devour Rahu. Terri-
fied, Rahu begs for mercy and Shiva accepts his repentance.
Ravenously hungry and deprived of its prey, the demon
turns upon itself, and devours its own body until only the
head remains. Pleased with this manifestation of his supreme
power, Shiva names him kirtimukha — ‘the face of glory’ -
and bids him remain for all eternity as a guardian to the
threshold of his door.

In Tibetan art the kirtimukha forms an heraldic device on
armour, helmets, shields, and weapons of war. A connected
frieze of kirtimukha faces, forming a continuous net of jew-
els, is often painted across the upper beams of temple walls.
Tasselled hanging banners (Tib. ka ‘phan), which decorated

" temple pillars, are often crowned with a dome-shaped im-
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age of the kirtimukha face. Architecturally they form a famil-
iar motif on lintels, archways, and pillar cornices, echoing
their incorporation into three-dimensional mandala palaces.
As door handles or knockers, often festooned with white
scarves (Tib. kha btags), they commonly occur on temple
doors. A frieze of six, or eight, kirtimukha faces, bearing nets
of jewels in their mouths, circulates around the upper sec-
tion of the ritual hand bell (Skt. ghanta; Tib. dril bu).

Variations on the kirtimukha include the simhamukha (lion
head), garudamukha, kalamukha (the devouring head of time;
Rahu), shankhamukha (the conch, or alligator head), and the
kalamakara (the makara which devours time). The lion head,
as a symbol of Shakyamuni, is also fashioned into temple
door handles, and may easily be mistaken for the kirtimukha.
The association between Rahu and kirtimukha as disembod-
ied and voracious heads is quite apparent.

€

Plate 46
Depicted here are several variations of the kirtimukha face with
nets of jewels hanging from their mouths. The kirtimukha is
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Plate 46: Kirtimukha, the face of glory
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represented as a ferocious animal head, usually without a
lower jaw. His face bears a strong resemblance to both the
lion and dragon, with curling horns, mane, and snout. He
may also have dragon whiskers, and like Garuda may have
a head protuberance crowned by a sun and moon crest.
Usually he holds two braceleted human hands to his mouth,
whilst devouring a golden makara-tailed crest bar, or a net
of pearls and jewels. He may also be shown swallowing a
single large jewel, which fills his mouth. Only his hands and
head are illustrated.

THE NAGA (Tib. klu)

The nagas are the serpent spirits that inhabit the underworld.
They have their origin in the ancient snake cults of India,
which probably date back to the Indus valley civilisation and
were assimilated into Buddhism at an early date. In the Hindu
Puranic legends nagas were the offspring of Kadru, the sister
of Vinata who gave birth to Garuda. Both the nagas and
Garuda shared a common father, Kashyapa, but due to the
treachery of Kadru they became mortal enemies. Kadru gave
birth to a thousand many-headed snakes which populated
the region below the earth known as Patala. This subterra-
nean realm is rich in treasures, with beautiful palaces ruled
over by three great naga kings named Sesha, Vasuki, and
Takshaka, who figure prominently in several Puranic legends.
In Buddhist iconography these three nagarajas or naga kings
are usually identified as Nanda, Varuna, and Upananda.

Historically, the Nagas were an ancient Indian race, of
whom little is known other than the strong serpent-cult
legacy that they appear to have left on Indian culture. Snake-
lore, and its magical traditions of snake-charming and snake-
catching are still widely practised by itinerant sadhus and
fakirs across the Hindu and Muslim lands. The minor siddhi
of controlling snakes through the force of willpower or
‘snake-consciousness’ is said to be quite easy to attain. Vari-
ous traditions rely on written charms, talismans, and amu-
lets to empower the snake-handler’s will. The legendary
stone or ‘pearl’ obtained from the head of an old king-cobra
is probably the most potent of these talismans. A vast
number of people still die from snakebite in India every year,
and it is not difficult to understand the fear and veneration
these reptiles inspired in rural Indian village life.

The Buddhist nagas inherited much of their early Indian
symbolism. They dwell in the underworlds below land and
sea, especially in the aquatic realms of rivers, lakes, wells,
and oceans. In Buddhist cosmology they are assigned to the
lowest level of Mt Meru, with their garuda enemies placed
on the level above. Nagas are the underworld guardians of
treasures and concealed teachings, and can manifest in ser-
pent, half-serpent, or human forms. Nagarjuna, the great
first or second-century south Indian Buddhist philosopher,
received the Prajnaparamita Sutra (Sutra on the Perfection of
Wisdom) from the undersea palace of a naga king and re-
vealed it to mankind. This sutra, in both its abridged and
expanded version, was originally entrusted to the guardi-
anship of the nagas by Shakyamuni Buddha.
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Nagas can have a beneficial, neutral, or hostile influence
on human beings. Like their Chinese dragon equivalents,
the nagas are responsible for controlling the weather, caus-
ing droughts by withholding rain when they are offended,
and releasing rain when they are propitiated. Pollution of
their environment, or disrespectful acts - such as smoking
tobacco, and urinating or washing soiled clothing in a naga-
inhabited stream — can result in illnesses or naga afflictions.
Leprosy, cancer, kidney problems, and skin ailments are all
viewed as potentially naga-related diseases.

In 1974 a new ring road was being built around
Kathmandu city. At the foot of Swayambhu hill, just out-
side the city and within the ring road perimeter, there was a
swift stream where everyone would wash their clothes,
myself included. On the far bank of this stream two large
snakes, about seven feet long, could regularly be seen bask-
ing in the sun. One day, as the road construction neared
Swayambhu, these two snakes disappeared. The local peo-
ple were extremely upset, believing that as these nagas had
left, some dreadful calamity would soon occur. A few weeks
later the stream began to dry up, doubtlessly due to some
water diversion caused by the ring road construction.
Whether viewed superstitiously or scientifically, the out-
come was the same; it is all a question of belief.

Lake Yamdrok Tso in Central Tibet is believed to be the
‘life energy’ lake of the country, an abode of great naga kings.
There is an ancient belief that when this lake dries up the
whole population of Tibet will perish. At the present time
the Chinese government is constructing a huge hydroelec-
tric scheme at Yamdrok Tso, with a long drainage tunnel
descending into the Tsangpo River many miles below. By
slowly draining the lake it is estimated that this turbo-tun-
nel will provide enough electricity to supply the whole of
Central Tibet. Perhaps the endless sands of the deserts of
time will also eventually pour through the hourglass of this
tunnel.

In the Tibetan tradition there are eight classes of spirits
or demons that inhabit and interact with the human realm.
Various listings are given for these eight classes of spirits,
but three were probably most prominent from an early date:
the nagas (Tib. klu) inhabit the underworld and aquatic re-
gions; the ‘lords of the soil’ (Tib. sa bdag) inhabit the earth;
and the ‘earth spirits’ (Tib. gnyan) occupy all places upon
the earth.

Nagas are divided into a fivefold caste division based on
the Hindu caste system or social order. In the east are the
white kshatriya or warrior caste, in the south the yellow
vaishya or merchant caste, in the west the red brahmin or
priestly caste, in the north the green shudra or labourer caste,
and at the centre the blue-black chandali outcastes or
‘untouchables’. This colour placement corresponds with the
traditional directions of the Five Buddha mandala with the
blue-black Akshobhya at the centre.

These five castes of nagas with their respective colours
are important in the iconography of wrathful Heruka deities
such as Vajrapani, Vajrakila, Hayagriva, and Garuda. Here
they form one of the ‘eight attires of the charnel ground’,
known as the ‘revolting snake ornaments’ (see page 315).
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These consist of pairs or clusters of ferocious, writhing, coil-
ing and hissing snakes, which are worn as body ornaments
on these wrathful forms. At the crown of a wrathful dei-
ty’s head are the coiling, white snakes of the warrior
(kshatriya) or royal caste, which wreathe around the half-
vajra at the crown. The spherical hub of this half-vajra con-
ceals the seal or image of the parent Buddha or ‘Lord’ of
that deity’s particular Buddha Family. Clusters of yellow
snakes of the merchant (vaishya) caste hang as earrings, or
from them. The deity’s necklace is fashioned from a wreath
of red snakes of the priest (brahmin) or ‘twice-born’ caste.
As a sash or chest garland the deity wears an entwining
bunch of long green or blue snakes of the commoner
(shudra) or labourer caste. This chest garland was originally
derived from the sacred thread of the brahmins. As brace-
lets, armlets, and anklets the wrathful deity wears encir-
cling wreaths of small black snakes, representing the
outcastes or untouchables (chandalis).

These snake ornaments represent the ‘eight great nagas’
or naga kings (nagarajas), and their symbolism conceals a
multitude of meanings. Collectively the snake ornaments
symbolise the rejection or destruction of anger, their writh-
ing the ‘turning away’ of enemies, and their entwined coil-
ing the bliss of the deity and his consort’s sexual embrace.
As the ‘eight great nagas’ they symbolise control over the
eight naga realms, control over all eight classes of spirits,
elimination of the eight mundane obsessions, and attain-
ment of the eight great siddhis or psychic powers. The eight
mundane obsessions are: praise and blame, pleasure and
pain, loss and gain, infamy and fame.

The eight great nagas appear in the wrathful landscape
of the eight great cemeteries or charnel grounds. Here they
are depicted arising, waist upwards, from the waters of the
eight great rivers or lakes, with hands folded in supplica-
tion (namaskar) mudra, holding a precious naga-jewel between
their palms. The lakes symbolise compassion or ‘conven-
tional bodhichitta’, the nagas symbolise the six or ten great
perfections (paramitas), and the jewels symbolise the four
modes of gathering disciples.

The names and listings of the eight great naga kings vary
according to different deity sadhanas or traditions. One such
list assigns Vasuki and Shankhapala as the yellow vaishya
snake ornaments at the crown, Nanda and Upananda as the
red brahmin earrings, Padma and Varuna as the white
kshatriya armlets and anklets, with Suparna and Kulika form-
ing the black shudra necklace. Another listing names Ananta,
Padma, Vasuki, Takshaka, Mahapadma, Karkotaka,
Shankhapala, and Kulika, or Anavatapa. The Kalachakra
Tantra adds two more naga kings, Jaya and Vijaya, to com-
plete a list of ten. Garuda, as the mortal enemy of snakes, is
always described as wearing these eight great naga kings as
ornaments, whilst he bites the head of another venomous
naga king with his beak.

Pictorially these nagas are rarely painted in their specific
colours as body ornaments. Usually a single small snake is
placed around the vajra at the crown, another long snake
forms the chest garland or sash, whilst small snakes are de-
picted coiling around the bracelets, armlets, and anklets.
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Rarely are the snake earrings depicted, and commonly all
of these naga ornaments are either painted green, blue or
black. Sometimes these nagas are described as having small
silver bells hanging from their necks, which tinkle with the
overwhelming tremble of the wrathful deity’s powerful
energy or vibration. The eight naga kings, in an entwined
serpent form and painted in their correct colours, are often
illustrated under the feet of certain wrathful deities who
perform the activity of ‘crushing the eight great nagas’. A
hundred, a thousand, or a hundred thousand nagas may also
be described as being trampled underfoot.

The Kalachakra Tantra describes the naga as a ferocious
serpent thus, “The enraged lord of hooded snakes has the
colour of blue-black eye ointment. He writhes and hisses,
displaying his hood and revealing his curved fangs and two
tongues. He is wrathful and cruel, as swift as the wind when
he strikes and bites.”

In their half-human form nagas are depicted with a hu-
man body above the waist, and with a long serpent'’s tail
which is usually half-submerged in water. They wear orna-
ments of gold, coral, and pearl, with a long silk scarf draped
over their shoulders. The female naga is known as a nagi or
nagini, and she is depicted with firm round breasts. The
sexual organs of the male and female are never represented;
as in snakes these are situated on the back of their tails. The
nagas may appear in a peaceful form, holding a naga-jewel,
vase of amrita, or a concealed text (Tib. gter ma). Or they
may appear in a wrathful form, brandishing snakes and
weapons. Ocean nagas may hold a pearl or a branch of coral.
They may also be hybrid spirits, having an allegiance with
another class of being, such as a lake spirit or a naga rakshasa,
appearing as a wrathful demon with a naga’s tail.

Nagas usually have a canopy or hood of one, three, five,
seven, eight, or nine small serpents above their head, which
are variably coloured. These may represent the nagas’ ac-
tivities or castes, or the seven other naga kings accompany-
ing them — which are rooted into a single union along the
spine. A single naga head above may also represent
Kundalini Shakti. The canopy of snake heads has its Hindu
parallel in the forms of Shiva and Vishnu. Shiva wears simi-
lar snake ornaments to the wrathful Buddhist deities, and
is frequently crowned with a five or seven-hooded canopy
of cobras. Vishnu, who sleeps on the coils of the thousand-
headed serpent Ananta, is also commonly crowned with a
hood of seven serpents. Buddha is likewise believed to have
been protected by the coils and hood of Ananta as he sat
under the bodhi tree. Several other Buddhist deities, such
as Nageshvararaja, Ratnachuda, and Nagarjuna, also wear
a hood of five or seven snakes.

<

Plate 47

At the top left is a detail of Garuda and two nagas from Plate
56. These two young nagas, a male and female, hold the long
naga-king serpent which Garuda devours. On the upper
rightis a typical representation of a peaceful naga king hold-
ing a jewel between its palms; this is the form in which the
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Plate 47: The nagas

eight great nagas of the charnel grounds are represented. At
the bottom left is the head of Nagarjuna, with a canopy of
seven entwined serpents crowning his head, symbolising
his control over the naga realms. In the bottom centre, a naga
crowned with a single serpent presents the text of the
Prajnaparamita Sutra to Nagarjuna. In the corners are draw-
ings of nagas in serpent form. Snakes are often described as
‘ox-headed’ in Tibetan art, with the bovine-like head of a
python or viper. Small horns or ears are also commonly
depicted on the back of a snake’s head.

Nagas and the Civilisations of the Indus Valley

The cosmology, domains, activities, qualities, and castes
of the nagas define them as inhabiting a realm of existence
and social structure approaching the complexity of the
human realm. The same is true of all of the eight classes of
spirits or demons. The incredible complexity and icono-
graphical definition of these legions of spirit deities with
their retinues simply staggers the human imagination. Al-
though these iconographic elements are predominantly of
Indian or Indian Buddhist origin, there are specific peculi-
arities which define their iconographical residue as being
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of Tibetan or Central Asian origin. To postulate that this
residue is purely of Bon origin is not an adequate explana-
tion, as, like Buddhism, the Bon tradition is itself a ‘foreign
import’ into Tibet.

Although the Bon tradition preceded Buddhism, and
developed in the western Tibetan land of Zhang Zhung
located to the west of the Kailash-Manasarovar region, it
is said by the Bonpos to have originated in remote antig-
uity in the land of Tajik (Tib. rTag gzig), which lay to the
west of Zhang Zhung. The term Tajik probably derives from
the Persian name given to the Arabs who settled on the
west coast of India during the early eighth century, al-
though earlier Chinese sources identify Tajik (Ch. Ta hsia)
with the Tajiki-speaking tribes of Bactria (Afghanistan),
who later found autonomy in the area of Russian Turkestan
now known as Tajikistan. Khyung Lung, the ancient capi-
tal of Zhang Zhung, is located on the upper reaches of the
Indus valley, whose watershed is the Kailash area. All along
the westward course of the Indus valley were the lands of
Ladakh, Kashmir, Hunza, Gilgit, Uddiyana, and Swat —an
area rich in archaeological remains. On the lower reaches
of the Indus valley lay the ancient Harappan city of
Mohenjo-Daro (circa 2500 BC). Amongst the artifacts un-
earthed there are clay seals which appear to indicate that



The Three Victorious Creatures of Harmony

the prototypes of the Hindu mother goddess and Shiva
possibly originated here. Objects of solidified mercury have
also been unearthed at Mohenjo-Daro, revealing that a so-
phisticated alchemical tradition existed at this time. Con-
jecturally one may conclude that the rudiments of Shaivism,
alchemy, and tantra possibly had their origin in this pre-
Vedic civilisation.

To the north of Zhang Zhung lay the early Buddhist
Central Asian lands of Khotan, Yarkand, Turfan, and Kash-
gar. The kingdom of Ladakh or ‘little Tibet’ lay to the west,
and beyond this the kingdom of Kashmir with its early
tantric traditions of Kashmiri Shaivism and Vajrayana Bud-
dhism. Beyond again lay the Swat valley, a great centre of
Gandhara Buddhist culture and art, which is commonly
identified with the tantric kingdom of Uddiyana - the birth-
place of Padmasambhava.

The Kailash-Manasarovar area has been one of the most
important Hindu pilgrimage routes since time immemorial.
As Mt Kailash is regarded as the abode of Lord Shiva, it
was especially important as a Shaivite pilgrimage centre.
Kailash was also sacred to the Jains, with their parallel tantric
lineages. Into this melting pot of the three great Indian tantric
traditions — Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain — were poured other
streams of non-tantric origin. From Persia and Central Asia
came streams of both dualistic and gnostic thought, such as
the Manichean, Zorastrian, and Nestorian Christian tradi-
tions. Foremost amongst the non-dual influences was the
Indian Samkhya system of Vedantic philosophy known as
Advaita-Vedanta. Advaita stressed the direct realisation of
one’s innate or ‘unborn’ nature through self-enquiry, and
placed no importance or reliance upon hierarchies of gods
and demons, visualisations, rituals or yogic practices. To its
practitioners yoga itself was dualistic, implying in its very
name the concept of ‘union’. The Advaita philosophy has a
profound similarity to the Tibetan Buddhist and Bon sys-
tems of Dzogchen. Their parallel traditions are far closer to
a common jugular vein than they are to the divided hemi-
spheres of the sectarian brain, which advances its own philo-
sophical system of non-duality as the highest or only au-
thentic tradition, to the detriment of all other philosophical
schools of thought.

In Indian hagiographies many great saints are reputed
to have attained realisation in the Kailash-Manasarovar area;
this ‘presence’ cannot have failed to make a major impact
on the indigenous religions — in later years predominantly
Buddhism, in the middle years predominantly Bon, and in
the early years the ‘religion with no name’.

Pure Buddhist philosophy can easily be viewed as a
science in the modern world, whether one takes it on an

emotional, mental, psychological, philosophical, or spir-

itual level. At every level it can be accommodated to make
‘perfect sense’. The world of demons, demi-gods, spirits,
and ethereal beings is quite alien to the ‘rational’ Western
intelligence, and the trend in the transmission of Tibetan
Buddhism to the West has been to discard all that is theo-
logically ‘animistic’ in favour of a pure and simple truth
which can be analysed, applied, philosophised, and
debated. Yet to the vast majority of Tibetans the world of
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spirits and ethereal beings was as real as our own. To see a
god on every mountain, a naga in every lake, a blessing or
curse on every prevailing wind, was to see ‘second nature’
as second nature. When the spirits in all their ‘eight classes’
are forgotten, neglected, or chased away by the concensus
reality of uniformity and technological communication,
they become conspicuous in their absence: the more wrath-
ful amongst them take root in the human psyche, mani-
festing geographically as inner-city ‘no-go’ areas or acci-
dent ‘black spots’; the more benign, withdraw from the
world of men and depart to the pristine sanctuary of the
wilderness. When the nagas leave, pollution comes. It’s all
a question of belief. Although through the science of ‘ra-
tional’ or ‘pure’ Buddhism we may seek the simple truth,
our external world remains as stressfully complex as ever.
The truth, as Oscar Wilde so humorously stated, is rarely
simple, and never pure.

THE THREE VICTORIOUS CREATURES
OF HARMONY

This group of three hybrid creatures, formed by the union
of pairs of traditionally hostile animals, appears to be of
purely Tibetan origin. However they probably first appeared
in early Indian Buddhism as the decoration motifs on the
victory banner, fashioned from a hanging triple valance of
silk cloth. Their images are found on thangkas, furniture,
astrological or divinatory diagrams, auspicious offering
compositions, victory banners, and most especially on
prayer flags (Tib. rlung rta). They are known as the ‘eight-
limbed lion’, the ‘fish with hair’, and the ‘makara-snail’. Col-
lectively they represent the harmonious union of opposites.

The eight-limbed or garuda-lion is created from the in-
terbreeding of the lion with its traditional competitor, the
garuda bird. Its eight limbs are formed by having claws both
on its foot-pads and knees, although usually only its foot
claws are pictorially represented. As the garuda is the lord
of the skies and the lion is lord of the earth, the garuda-lion
unifies heaven and earth in victory. Its body, limbs, mane,
and tail are those of a lion, whilst its head and wings are
those of the garuda. This creature can easily be identified
with its mythological Western equivalent, the griffin or
gryphon. The griffin has the body of a lion, with the head,
wings, and talons of an eagle. The historian Herodotus wrote
that griffins lived on high Indian mountains, where they
dug for gold with their sharp talons. The talons of a griffin
were believed to change colour in the presence of poisons,
and could only be acquired by holy men.

The ‘fish with hair’ is born from the union of a fish with
its traditional enemy, the otter. Its body and limbs are that
of an otter, but its head, gills, and sometimes its tail, are
those of a fish. Like the otter its body is covered in brown,
grey, or black hair. The scales of the fish’s neck may dis-
solve into the otter’s fur, or an abrupt demarcation may be
formed at the forelegs.

The ‘makara-snail’ is born from the union of the makara
(Tib. chu srin) - a ‘water monster’ usually equated with the
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Plate 48:The three victorius creatures of harmony (garuda-lion, fish-otter, makara-snail)



Domestic and Wild Animals >

crocodile — and its traditional prey, the conch or water snail.
The makara-snail is probably derived from the hermit crab
which destroys the conch mollusc and takes up residence
in its shell. Land hermit-crabs are also found in streams
throughout the Himalayan foothills. The makara as ‘water
monster’ is represented in its usual form with scales, horns,
tusks, mane, upturned snout, and usually with its two legs
protruding from the mouth of the conch shell. Often the
makara’s fabulously swirling tail emerges from the tip of the
conch shell.
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Plate 48

Illustrated here are various combinations of the three victo-
rious creatures of harmony. At the top are two examples of
the garuda-lion. In the second and third row are five draw-
ings of the fish-otter, showing the various ways in which
the scales, gills, fins, and tails of the fish may be integrated
with the body of the otter. Four examples of the makara-snail
are illustrated below. The dynamic and highly detailed torso
of the makara seems to thrust itself fearlessly from the conch
shell, its swirling tail bursting from the shell’s tip. To the
right of these is another garuda-lion. In the bottom row are
three further examples of these six traditional enemies blend-
ing into the three harmonious creatures.

DOMESTIC AND WILD ANIMALS
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Plate 49
Mustrated in this drawing is a composition of domestic and
wild animals. In the top row are the three animals —a black
pig, a red cockerel, and a green snake - that symbolise the
‘three poisons’ of ignorance, desire, and aversion. These
three creatures form the central hub of the didactic ‘wheel
of life’ painting (Skt. bhavachakra; Tib. srid pa’i ‘khor lo), which
illustrates how the three poisons of ignorance, desire, and
aversion give rise to the whole karmic phenomenology of
the six realms of cyclic existence. The black colour of the pig
symbolises the darkness of primordial ignorance or confu-
sion. According to the I Ching, pigs and fishes are believed
to be the most difficult animals to influence. The red cock-
erel is proverbially a symbol of lust or attachment, with an
insatiable appetite for the fulfilment of its desires and a ter-
ritorial male aggression that will tolerate no rivalry. The
green snake symbolises the aversion, hatred, or anger which
arises from attachment, the unpredictable instinct to strike
out at any moment. In the upper right the three animals are
depicted as vomiting out, chasing and biting each others’
tails. The root cause of the primal ignorance of the pig gives
rise to attachment, which in turn gives rise to aversion, which
in turn creates further ignorance.

Below are shown a group of reptiles and insects. On the
left (below pig) is a lotus-shaped pattern found on the un-
derside of a female divinatory tortoise. Below this a section
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of tortoise shell is being used in the Chinese divination
method. Small holes are bored into the tortoise shell at the
intersections of its geometric hexagons. A metal needle is
then heated to a red-hot temperature and inserted into one
of these holes. A divinatory pattern is determined by the
way in which the intersecting hexagon lines of the shell
crack. To the right are shown two other tortoises. The fe-
male at the top has an upper shell which resembles heaped
lotuses, whilst the male below has an upper shell which re-
sembles the stacked steps of a stupa.

The ‘five poisonous creatures’ - lizard, toad, centipede
or spider, scorpion, and snake - represent the five poisons
of ignorance, desire, hatred, jealousy, and pride. In certain
Asian folk medicine traditions a homeopathic remedy is
prepared from a compound of these animal poisons. Bear
bile, centipede or scorpion poison, and snake venom are
mulled in the stomach acid of a snake. The noxious paste
derived is then applied as a salve for gangrene or festering
wounds. The five poisons derived from venoms are de-
scribed as being used to poison the tips of weapons, such
as arrowheads and ritual daggers (Tib. phur bu); once the
poison entered the bloodstream the death of the victim was
certain.

Below the tortoise is a domestic goat with silk ribbons
tied around its neck. Domestic livestock destined for slaugh-
ter are frequently bought from a butcher, adorned with silk
ribbons and set free. Usually the purpose of this ritual was
to save the life of a sick person by an act of ransoming a life
for a life. In the modern international world many Buddhists
perform compassionate acts of merit by purchasing and free-
ing large numbers of small creatures or fish from the live-
food markets of South East Asia. To the right of the domes-
tic goat is the wild goat of the Tibetan highlands.

Below the scorpion and snakes are two golden-haired
tigers. Two Tibetan mastiffs are depicted to the left of and
below the uppermost tiger. These extremely large mastiffs
serve as watchdogs for Tibetan homes or nomad encamp-
ments, where they guard against thieves or predators. Their
ferocious appearance is exaggerated by a bright red felt or
wool neck-collar, which protects the dog’s throat from at-
tack by wolves or other dogs. At the centre right are two
wolves. Wolves and jackals are frequently depicted devour-
ing corpses in cremation ground imagery. The jackal is de-
picted in a similar manner to the wolf, only it is smaller and
usually has brown fur whilst the wolf has grey. At the cen-
tre left are two Bactrian camels with double humps, the ve-
hicles of the deserts of Mongolia and Central Asia.

The next row shows three examples of the yak, the ver-
satile beast of burden of the Tibetan highlands. The meat,
milk, butter and dried cheese of the yak form an essential
part of Tibet’s national diet, whilst its dried dung provides
fuel for cooking fires. Its hair is spun into rope or wool, its
leathery skin is used for tents, bags and coracles, and its
long soft tail was traditionally exported for fly whisks. Skulls
of slaughtered yaks are often carved with mantras and
placed upon mani-walls of carved prayer stones. The native
wild yak can be a large and fierce animal. The Swedish ex-
plorer Sven Hedin tells of killing a wild male yak which
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Plate 49:Various domestic and wild animals
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measured over ten feet in length and took eleven bullets to
kill. In the second row from the bottom are: a buffalo on the
left, a cow and calf at the centre, and another yak on the
right. The buffalo is the vehicle of the Dharmaraja Yama (Tib.
gShin rje), the ‘Lord of Death’. In the bottom row are four
elephants following their leader, their trunks and tails form-
ing an ‘elephant chain’ symbolising cooperation.

Animals as vehicles, messengers, emissaries and animal-
headed deities form a vast pantheon in Vajrayana imagery.
In wrathful offering thangkas (Tib. rgyan thogs), which de-
pict the attributes of deities such as Palden Lhamo, Begtse,
Yama, Yamari, or the various forms of Mahakala, often as
many as a hundred animal and bird forms are represented.
A black raven, black dog, black wolf, and a black man form
the simplest messenger retinue of one form of Mahakala.
Other forms of Mahakala are described as having a retinue
of ‘a hundred thousand black-ones’, or a host of ferocious
animals.

Animal Heads

Plate 50

In the upper left corner are two boar or sow heads with
upward protruding tusks. In the Hindu pantheon the boar
manifestation or Varaha Avatara (boar incarnation) is the
third of the ten incarnations of Vishnu. In Shaivism the
boar’s face was assigned as the southern face of Shiva,

which looked towards his right. In Buddhism the female
sow’s face (varahi) is an attribute of the goddess Vajravarahi,
where the sow’s head appears as a small protuberance
above the right ear of the goddess. The symbolism of
Vajravarahi’s human and sow face represents the union of
absolute and relative truth.

Second from the left in the top row is a wolf’s head
which adorns a victory banner in warfare. Next are the
heads of three birds of prey. In the upper right corner are
examples of horses’ heads such as appear above the head
of the deity Hayagriva - ‘the horse-necked’. In certain
sadhanas a single or triple horse-head adorns Hayagriva. A
small Hayagriva horse-head surmounted by a half-vajra
appears in the lower middle left. To the right of the boar’s
head in the second row appear the heads of a buffalo and
lion. In the bottom left corner are the heads of two stags or
Tibetan elks with many pointed tines on their antlers. The
deer or stag is the vehicle of a number of gods and god-
desses, particularly those associated with the wind, such
as Vayu - the god of the wind. At the bottom centre and
bottom right are the heads of two goats displaying horns
which entwine around each other. This peculiarity is spe-
cific to the vehicle of the deity Dorje Legpa in his manifes-
tation as ‘the dark blacksmith’, wielding a fiery bellows
and a foundry hammer. The entwined horns symbolise the
binding together of relative and absolute truths, samsara
and nirvana, or phenomena and emptiness. The goat is
primarily the vehicle of the fire god, Agni. Between the
two goat heads is an elephant’s head.

Plate 50: Animal heads
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Plate 51

At the top are two tigers (Skt. vyaghra; Tib. stag). The tiger
isnot a native animal of Tibet, but the Bengal tiger of India
and the long-haired tiger of neighbouring China ensured
its frequent appearance in Tibetan imagery. In China, which
does not have native lions, the tiger is endowed with all
the majestic qualities attributed to the Indian lion. The
Chinese tiger is a symbol of strength, fearlessness, and
military prowess. Tigers’ skins were worn in battle, and
the Buddhist victory banner (Skt. dhvaja; Tib. rgyal mtshan)
is frequently adorned with a tiger skin. A full tiger skin
often formed the seat or asana of certain deities, yogins,
siddhas, oracles, and great teachers. This has its origin in
the Hindu tradition, where Shiva killed the tiger of desire
and used its skin as his meditation seat, symbolising his
transcendence over desire.

The rifles of the British Raj decimated the population
of the Bengal tiger, its luxuriant pelt becoming a fireside
carpet and its regal head a snarling stuffed trophy. As a
substitute for the scarcity of genuine tiger pelts and as an
act of conservation, tigerskin rug designs began to be wo-
ven as Tibetan carpets during the nineteenth century. Sty-
listic interpretation of the tiger’s stripes in Tibetan art of-
ten depicted a whirling spiral of stripes on the tiger’s breast
or back.

In China the tiger was believed to bear the natural
simulacra of the Chinese character for ‘king’ on its forehead.
As king of terrestial creatures symbolising royal power, au-
thority, and strength, the medicinal properties of the vari-
ous parts of the tiger’s anatomy were held in high esteem in
the Chinese medical tradition. Similarly in the Tibetan medi-
cal tradition tigers’ bones are believed to cure bone disor-
ders, a tiger's tooth or whiskers are used to cure toothache,
and the ashes of its skin, bones, claws, and internal organs
are prescribed as remedies for a variety of bodily ailments.
In Buddhist folklore, a tiger’s bone is believed to bring rain
when thrown into a dragon well or naga pool. The tiger’s
claw is believed to be an extremely potent talisman for the
generation of personal power.

Tigerskin loincloths (dhoti) are worn by wrathful male
Heruka deities, and leopardskin skirts are worn by their
female consorts. Here the symbolism represents freedom
from anger, the tiger skin symbolising the transmuted
‘vajra-anger’ of the wrathful deity. Tigers are the mounts
or vehicles of many deities, particularly those of a wrath-
ful or warlike nature, where the riding of a wild tiger sym-
bolises fearlessness and an indomitable will. Sometimes
the tiger mount may be specifically described as a male
tiger, white tiger, yellow tiger with multicoloured stripes,
pregnant tigress, or a lactating mother tigress. A commonly
painted image often found on the walls of Gelugpa mon-
asteries is that of the ‘Mongol leading the tiger’, where a
Mongolian lama or dignitary leads a tamed tiger on a chain.
The Mongol symbolises the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara,
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the chain Vajrapani, and the tiger Manjushri. Its more
sectarian symbolism is the supremacy of the Gelugpa
school, symbolised by the Mongol, over the older ‘red hat’
sects, symbolised by the tiger.

On the left of the second row is the spotted leopard (Tib.
8zig). The natural habitat of the leopard is the forest, where
the dappled effect of sunlight on the foliage of trees blends
with the camouflage of the leopard'’s spotted skin. In con-
trast to the tiger’s phallic stripes, the spots of the leopard
resemble eyes or female vaginas, hence the leopard skin is
more commonly worn by dakinis or wrathful goddesses as
a skirt or apron. The leopard skin is also used as an asana or
meditational seat; it also adorns victory banners, and is fre-
quently used as the material for a bow case or arrow quiver.
The skin of the rare white snow leopard is used as a warm
fur lining for hats or garments. Leopards, along with lions,
tigers, and wild cats, are commonly included in the retinues
of animal messengers of wrathful deities.

Drawings of the white snow-lion appear in the second
and third rows. The white snow-lion with a turquoise mane
is the presiding local deity (Tib. gnyan) of Tibet’s snow
mountain ranges. Hence the snow-lion is the national ani-
mal symbol of Tibet; it adorns Tibet’s national flag, its gov-
ernment seals of office, its coins, banknotes, and stamps,
and forms the insignia of His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The
lion, as king of all beasts, is the symbol of Shakyamuni
Buddha - who is also known as Shakyasimha (Tib. Sakya
senge), the ‘Lion of the Shakya clan’. The lion is therefore
one of the prime symbols of Buddhism itself, with the eight
lions of the eight directions supporting Shakyamuni’s
throne of enlightenment.

The lion as sacred, solar, or regal symbol permeated
many ancient cultures spanning westward from Egypt to
the Greek and Roman empires of Europe, and eastward
from Egypt into Mesopotamia, Assyria, and Persia. The lion
of Indian Buddhism found its cultural representation in
Tibetan art as the mythological snow-lion, which inhab-
ited the formidable snow mountains of Tibet. Like Bud-
dhism itself, which ‘leaped’ over the Himalayas from In-
dia, the white snow-lion with its turquoise mane is a magi-
cal animal which is auspiciously sighted making playful
leaps from one mountain peak to another. Snow-lions of-
ten appear in the harmonious pairing of a male and fe-
male; when symmetrically depicted the male is to the left
and the female to the right.

Snow-lions are often illustrated playing with a ball in
the manner of cats or kittens. A Chinese legend relates that
lionesses produce milk from their paws, and that by leav-
ing hollow balls for the lions to play with, some of this milk
would pass into the balls. In Tibetan art the ball is usually
painted as a three-coloured ‘wheel of pleasure’ (Tib. dga’
'khyil) made from brocade. It frequently has coloured silk
streamers attached, which emphasise its use as a cat’s play-
thing. The ball is similar to the flaming pearl which drag-
ons compete to possess; it is also sometimes equated with
the precious jewel or the disc of the sun. Chinese stone im-
ages of the guardian male lion often show one of his fore-
paws resting on the ball, whilst the lioness may guard her
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cubs. Small oriental long-haired dogs, such as the Pekinese
and Lhasa Apso or Tibetan terrier are alternatively known
as ‘lion-dogs’, since their beard, mane, tail, and shaggy coat
resemble the snow-lion. The docile nature of the snow-lion
is occasionally illustrated in painting by a mendicant carry-
ing a snow-lion cub in his arms, whilst the lion and lioness
follow after tamely.

Tibet’s great yogin, Milarepa, once had a prophetic
dream which included the snow-lion. His guru Marpa in-
terpreted it thus, “The lion pressing on the top of the pillar
shows the yogin’s lion-like nature. His luxuriant mane show
how he is adorned with the mystical teachings. The lion’s
four paws represent the four ‘great immeasurables’ (love,
compassion, equanimity, and sympathetic joy). The lion’s
eyes turned towards heaven show the yogin’s renunciation
of samsaric life. The lion’s roaming free over the mountain
peaks show that the yogin has gained the realm of absolute
freedom.”

By way of contrast, the Kalachakra Tantra gives a descrip-
tion of the ferocious Indian lion, “The enraged lion roars
with a distorted face. His red eyes are like early dawn, he
bares his teeth and his tongue protrudes like a sword. His
tail twitches and his long mane sways. With his strong
curved claws he desires to kill, and he wards away the fore-
head of the crazed elephant.”

Tibet’s national emblem depicts two snow-lions hold-
ing aloft a flaming precious gem, dharmachakra, or the Three
Jewels. On Tibetan coins, banknotes, and postage stamps a
pair of snow-lions hold aloft a tray of jewels or playfully
leap with a ball; a single snow-lion may also be shown ina
mountain landscape. The snow-lion dance, where two men
dress in the ‘stage-horse’ outfit of a snow-lion and leap to
the crashing of cymbals or drums, is a much loved specta-
cle amongst the Tibetan people.

Snow-lions are frequently portrayed on wood carvings
and their image is painted or woven on all manner of secu-
lar and religious objects. Yet iconographically their most
important function is to serve as the vehicles or throne sup-
ports for enlightened beings. The snow-lion is painted in
pure white with a turquoise mane, tail, facial, and limb hairs,
and with comma-shaped tufts of hair which adorn the front
of its legs. Another form of white or pale-blue lion is de-
picted with vermilion or brown hair.

In the second row from the bottom are shown from left
to right: a wild Tibetan pony, a saddled, white precious
horse, and a wild Tibetan ass (Tib. khyang), an extremely
graceful animal with a gait like that of an antelope. Its bod-
ily form is very similar to a zebra, but its brown fur resem-
bles that of a deer.

In the bottom row from left to right are a mythological
sharabha, a horse, and a pair of antelopes. The sharabha rep-
resented here is a hybrid creature with the head and horns
of a goat, the mane of a lion, and the body and legs of a
horse - symbolising the determination, strength, and speed
of this magical creature. In Hindu mythology the sharabha
is the wrathful animal form which Shiva took in order to
subdue the ‘man-lion’ Narasimha - the fourth of Vishnu's
ten incarnations.
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THE ELEPHANT
(Skt. gaja, hastin; Tib. glang chen)

The elephant ‘as large as a snow mountain’ is usually painted
white in the ‘colour of the moon’ in Tibetan art. In artistic
representation it is often drawn proportionally smaller than
its actual size. The rare white albino elephant was highly
venerated as a royal or temple elephant in India, Sri Lanka,
Burma, and Thailand. The proverbial ‘white elephant’ de-
rives its title from the fact that albino elephants were reput-
edly difficult to control, and much care and expense was
involved in their keeping. Elephantine ‘pearls’ were believed
to form in the forehead or temples of the rare albino. Only
two main species of elephants survive into the present time
- the African and Indian species. The African elephant has
large ears which resemble the shape of the continent of Af-
rica; the Indian elephant has smaller ears which resemble
the outline of the Indian subcontinent.

The word elephant has its etymology in the first letter of
the Hebrew alphabet, Aleph — meaning an ox. In Sanskrit
the elephant is known as gaja or hastin — which means ‘pos-
sessing a hand’ (hasta) - referring to the versatility of the
elephant’s dextrous trunk and its creation from the hand of
Brahma. An Indian dance posture, adopted by Shiva as
Nataraja - ‘Lord of the Dance’, places one arm horizontally
across the chest with the hand held downwards to resem-
ble the elephant’s trunk. This posture is known as gajahasta
mudra, meaning ‘elephant-hand’. A hand mudra formed by
pointing the middle finger outwards to resemble an el-
ephant’s trunk, whilst curving the other four fingers inwards
to resemble an elephant’s legs, is known as hastiratna mudra
(‘elephant-jewel’), and is used in invocations to the ‘seven
precious gems of the chakravartin’.

The domestication or taming of the naturally wild In-
dian elephant dates back to remote antiquity. Clay images
of ridden elephants have been unearthed in excavations of
ancient Harappan civilisation sites (circa 2500 BC), such as
Mohenjo-Daro in the Indus valley. Images of a domesticated
horned elephant have been recently unearthed from the
Harappan site of Kalibangan in Rajasthan. Images of tamed
elephants are also found in ancient Egyptian relief carvings,
and occur in Chinese historical records dating back to be-
fore the first millenium sc. The once populous Chinese el-
ephant of the Yangtse valley became extinct around the
fourth century Bc. Once abounding throughout all the lands
of western Asia the extinction of the elephant was noted by
Alexander the Great, who first encountered elephants on
the threshold of the Indian subcontinent in the fourth cen-
tury Bc. Eastwards from the Indus river and downwards
into South East Asia the native elephant population
remained widespread, until the advent of gunpowder cur-
tailed its military importance and the greed of ivory hunt-
ers forced it to its present-day brink of extinction.

In ancient warfare the elephant formed one of the ‘four
limbs’ (chaturanga) of the Indian military system, which was
divided into elephants, horses, chariots, and infantry. The
elephant of war was highly trained to be able to withstand
the clamour of battle, the thrusting of lances, and the savage
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onslaught of hand-held weapons. Perfect obedience, and the
ability to stand its ground amidst the bloodthirsty frenzy of
the battlefield, were prerequisites of the valiant war elephant.
Armour, bells, tassles, conch earrings, harnesses, and a
coarse blanket would equip the elephant’s battlewear. On
its back would ride six or seven warriors bearing hooks,
swords, lances, clubs, bows and arrows. A contingent of foot
soldiers would guard its flanks and protect against attack
from the rear. Due to its sheer physical might the elephant
destroyed much that was in its path; it could ford rivers,
blaze trails or clear pathways, and batter against doorways
and fortifications. As such it became the unstoppable ‘re-
mover of obstacles’, an appellation that the elephant-headed
god Ganesha acquired. In warfare the main defence against
elephants entailed the deployment of iron spikes which stud-
ded vulnerable doors and walls, or the use of sharp iron
staves, which were anchored into the ground before the
defensive battlefront.

The Kalachakra Tantra gives a description of the wild el-
ephant, “The great blue elephant thunders like a dragon.
His eyes are tawny and his temples full of aromatic rutting
musk. He uproots and smashes trees, binding with his trunk
and chopping with his long tusks.”

Wrathful deities often wear the blood-stained skin of a
freshly killed elephant stretched across their backs, which is
sometimes referred to as ‘Indra’s skin’. The qualities of wrath-
ful forms which are comparable to the wild elephant are re-
vealed in their symbolic activities of bellowing, crushing, tear-
ing, trampling, and uprooting. The symbolism of the flayed
elephant skin refers to the deity ‘having torn the elephant of
ignorance assunder’. The elephant, human, and tiger skins
which adorn wrathful forms symbolise the destruction of the
three poisons of ignorance, desire, and anger respectively.

Ganesha, whose head had been decapitated by the gaze
of the planet Saturn (Sani), was the first son of Shiva. In
place of his original head he received the head of Airavata,
the white bull-elephant who was the mount of Indra.
Etymologically the name Airavata comes from the Sanskrit
‘iravat’, meaning ‘produced from water’, referring to
Airavata’s emerging from the churning of the ocean in the
creation myth (see page 109). Queen Maya, the mother of
Shakyamuni Buddha, dreamed that a white bull-elephant
entered her womb at the moment of conception. She gave
birth to the Buddha in the royal gardens of Lumbini, which
were said to resemble Indra’s paradise grove known as
Chitraratha. Maya’s dream of the white elephant entering
her womb perhaps indicates that the child destined to be-
come the Buddha was originally perceived as an emanation
of Indra. Indra and Brahma - the two great gods of the heav-
ens — appeared to the Buddha at the precise moment of his
enlightenment requesting him to remain in this world for
the liberation of all beings.

The precious white elephant is the vehicle of many
Vajrayana Buddhist deities. In particular the elephant is iden-
tified with Akshobhya, the blue Buddha of the east or centre.
Eight elephants support Akshobhya’s throne, equating him
with the continent of India itself as the centre of the universe,
also supported by eight elephants. Akshobhya means ‘the
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immutable’ or ‘unshakeable’, and the elephant symbolises
his vajra-like unchangeable and immovable nature. Thangkas
illustrating the life of Buddha invariably depict the episode
of his subjugation of the wild bull-elephant. Devadatta, the
cousin of the Buddha, through jealousy caused a schism to
arise in the sangha. As Devadatta’s pride increased he at-
tempted to murder the Buddha. One of his schemes involved
loosing a rampaging elephant into the Buddha’s path, but as
itapproached the elephant perceived the radiant compassion
of the Buddha, and coming to its senses it knelt down meekly
at his feet. The elephant is one of the seven possessions of the
chakravartin. It is both the most gentle and powerful of crea-
tures, representing the endurance, self-control, patience, gen-
tleness, and power of the Buddha.

An elephant can live as long as a hundred years. A fifty
or sixty-year old bull-elephant was considered the most
appropriate age for warfare, as a great degree of experience
and maturity ensured full obedience and steadfastness. Af-
ter sixty years the last of the elephant’s twenty-four replace-
able molar teeth wear away and the animal’s health begins
to decline. The treasured ivory tusks of the elephant are ac-
tually frontal teeth, which can grow to an enormous length
of ten feet. A large pair of such tusks are displayed in the
shrine room of Nyenri monastery at Mt Kailash, close to the
Hidden Elephant Cave of Padmasambhava.
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At the centre is the ‘precious elephant’, adorned with an el-
ephant’s saddle blanket and a jewelled harness bearing hang-
ing tassles and bells. On his back is the wish-fulfilling gem,
and in his trunk he bears aloft a mandala offering of the uni-
verse. His head and rump are adorned with single jewels, set
in a head ornament and a golden wheel on his rear.

To his right is the head of Airavata, the six-tusked white
vehicle of the god Indra. In his trunk he wields a sharp-
pointed chakra, a weapon he uses as a flail to destroy the
enemy. His six tusks are a magical symbol of power, formed
from a triple row of teeth — a symbol of immortality — which
represent his ‘six perfections’. Airavata, in this form, is de-
picted in the ‘wheel of life’ painting leading the army of the
gods into battle against the asuras. Indra, mounted on
Airavata, wears the full armour of a warrior and wields his
mighty vajra in his right hand whilst he holds a rope snare
in his left. His ‘secret weapon’, the ‘jewelled net of Indra’,
symbolises interdependence, and is like the stars of the night
sky which he can cast to infinity.

Examples of elephants as depicted in thangka painting
fill the rest of this page. The elephant is usually painted with
long pointed tusks, and five nail-capped toes are spread
across the front of his circular feet. The elephant was rarely
seen by Tibetan artists and its representation tended to de-
generate to a variable stylistic form through copying.

Two elephant steering hooks or goads (Skt. ankusha; Tib.
Icags kyu) and a rope noose (Skt. pasha; Tib. zhags pa) are il-
lustrated in the drawing. The sharp point of the goad
symbolises penetrating awareness or clear understanding,
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and the rope, mindful recollection or memory. The goad is
used by the mahout or elephant driver to control the crea-
ture, and the rope to tether or bind it.

The spotted elephant drawing at the bottom centre
shows the sensitive spots on an elephant’s body where the
mahout inserts the point of the goad to convey various com-
mands to the elephant’s instinct or intelligence. These marma
or ‘sensitive points’ on an elephant’s skin, which were origi-
nally identified in remote antiquity, are believed to have been
one of the possible sources of origin for the Chinese system
of acupuncture.

DEER (Skt. mriga; Tib. sha ba)

Deer are commonly painted in the foreground landscape of
peaceful thangkas depicting Buddhas, bodhisattvas, arhats,
and Indian and Tibetan Buddhist masters. Their prime sym-
bolic meaning here refers to the first teaching which Bud-
dha gave in the Deer Park (mrigadawa) at Sarnath near
Varanasi, where he set in motion the ‘first turning of the
wheel of dharma’. Deer are by nature extremely shy crea-
tures, and their peaceful presence in a landscape represents
a pure realm where fear is unknown.

In Tibetan art they usually appear in couples, a male
and female, which indicates harmony, happiness, and fidel-
ity. In this form a male and female deer rest on either side of
the golden dharmachakra or ‘wheel of dharma’ (see Plate 89),
which crowns the roof or gateway of Buddhist monasteries
and temples. In China the deer is a symbol of longevity, and
is believed to be the only animal which can locate the sa-
cred fungus of immortality. The tips of its horns are believed
to contain the essence of this fungus, and medicinal pills
compounded from the horns are believed to confer longev-
ity, health, and vitality. As a symbol of potency and longevity
the horns of the deer are incorporated into several mytho-
logical hybrid animals, such as the dragon, makara, kirti-
mukha, and garuda.

Deer or antelope skins serve as meditation seats or asanas
for Buddhist practitioners. Yogins such as Milarepa,
Rechungpa or Thangtong Gyalpo are usually shown seated
on a deerskin mat. As an asana the deer skin is believed to
enhance the solitary tranquility and awareness required by
the ascetic, the pure or sattvic energy or shakti of the deer
being absorbed by the practitioner. In wrathful deity prac-
tice a tigerskin asana is more commonly used, denoting ra-
jas or dynamic energy.

Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, wears
the turquoise-green skin of a magical deer, known as a
krishnasara, draped over his left shoulder as a symbol of love
(maitri). This magical deer is an extremely evolved creature
which renders itself visible only to the pure in heart. As an
emanation of the bodhisattva it is able to discern the
thoughts of men and speak in their language. The soft com-
Ppassionate eyes of the deer, particularly the gazelle, mirror
the meaning of Avalokiteshvara’s name - ‘he who gazes
compassionately over all the realms’. Tibetan tradition tells
of a species of deer which was so compassionate that it could
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easily be trapped by hunters. The hunters would simply
begin to stage a mock fight amongst themselves and the
deer would come to help resolve the conflict, unknowingly
offering themselves as easy targets for the hunters. In peace-
ful thangkas deer are frequently counterbalanced by a pair
of cranes; both are auspicious creatures personifying har-
mony, faithfulness, peace and longevity.
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In the upper left corner is the mythical Tibetan unicorn, a
species of single-horned deer (Tib. bse ru, which actually
means rhinoceros). The phallic horn of the powerful rhinoc-
eros is highly valued in Chinese medicine as a potent male
tonic or aphrodisiac for increasing virility. In China the uni-
corn is known as the chi-lin or ‘dragon horse’. The male pos-
sesses a single central horn and has the general appearance
of a stag, but again is a hybrid creature composed of vari-
ous animal similarities. The chi-lin is akin to the magical deer
in its auspicious qualities, only manifesting in the presence
of great teachers such as Confucius.

To the right of the unicorn is the small hornless musk
deer. The musk deer only grows to a height of around twenty
inches, and has long protruding upper canine teeth. Musk
perfume is obtained from a small egg-shaped sac on the
male’s abdomen, or it is gathered from rocks where the deer
leaves a trail of its scent. The musk manifests as a brown
viscous fluid which dries into a highly perfumed powder.
A second musk deer is drawn underneath, and a third ap-
pears just to the left of the centre of the page.

In the upper right corner are a group of four gazelles
and antelopes. The left pair, with long, curving, transversely-
ringed horns, are Tibetan gazelles. The right pair, with long
backward-pointing ringed horns, are Tibetan antelopes.

The native species of Indian deer include the fallow, hog,
red, blackbuck, musk, spotted or Chital, Nilgai, Barasingha,
Sika, Kashmir, Sambar, Indian gazelle and black-tailed deer.
The Tibetan native species include the Tibetan gazelle, elk
and antelope, Hodgson's antelope, musk deer, spotted and
roe deer. The saiga antelope, with a strange bulbous nose
adapted for cold or rarified air, is also found on the Tibetan
plateau. The Tibetan gazelle is an extremely graceful crea-
ture, and like wild asses a herd of gazelles will run in a long
waving single file when startled. The horns of the gazelle
are transversely ringed and are often present in both sexes.
The proverbially poetic eyes of the gazelle are very soft and
lustrous. (Zoologically, deer, antelope and gazelles are clas-
sified by their family species: deer include any animal of
the Cervidae family, such as roe, fallow, red or spotted deer;
antelopes are of the Bovidae family, with upward and back-
ward-pointing horns; gazelles are of the Gazella family, which
is akin to the wild goat.) '

Prior to the Chinese invasion the land of Tibet was a
veritable Garden of Eden for wildlife, its creatures showing
little fear of man. Now few wild animals remain.

This page of drawings depicts the many variations in
posture and movement which deer assume in Tibetan art.
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Stags are usually depicted with five or six-pointed-horns; a
‘six-pointer’ is an attribute of a strong mature stag. Six or
ten-pointed antlers represent the six or ten great perfections
(paramita) of abodhisattva. Deer renew their horns each year,
the horns are covered in a ‘velvet’ fur which soon erodes.
The horns of a young buck stag form a single point or ‘tine’.
Older stags have more numerous tines which are zoologi-
cally categorised by maturity as: brow, bay, bez, royal and
crown. At the bottom of the drawing two young stags en-
gage in horned combat. Above them two female does ‘sniff
the air’.

BIRDS
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Plate 54
Illustrated here are some of the countryside birds which
grace landscape compositions. In the top row are a group of
green Indian parrots. The parrot along with the myna bird
symbolises translation, as both birds can mimic the pho-
netic sounds of human languages. A pair of parrots sym-
bolises love, affection and fidelity. Ablack and yellow myna
bird is drawn below the two parrots in the upper left cor-
ner. Birds of prey including a falcon, sparrow-hawk, buz-
zard or kite are drawn below the parrots on the right. The
‘clever falcon’ is a bird of prey messenger unleashed by the
goddess Ekajati. On the far right below the falcon and cor-
ner parrot are two cuckoos. The cuckoo is a messenger of
summer and a favourite bird in Tibetan folklore and para-
bles — due to its selfish habit of forcing its offspring to domi-
nate the nests of smaller birds. In the upper area above the
peacock and raven are depicted various small and exotic
birds such as a finch, tit, koel, weaver-bird, swallow, bird of
paradise, and kingfisher. The raven near the left centre and
the crow beneath are birds of portent in Tibetan folk cul-
ture. A tradition of omen interpretation is based on the ‘lan-
guage of ravens’, determined by the direction and time of
day in which a raven caws; other omens relate to its behav-
iour, vocalisations, or place of nesting. As predictive birds
they are also divided into the four Indian castes of brahmin,
kshatriya, vaishya and shudra, with the low caste shudras be-
ing the carrion and refuse eaters. The dark ‘outcaste’ and
predatory birds of the ‘twilight realms’, such as ravens,
crows, vultures, hawks, falcons and owls, form an exten-
sive retinue of aerial messengers or emissaries for the dark
wrathful forms of deities such as Mahakala. Ravens and
crows are also messengers of the planetary gods Rahu and
Sani (Saturn). As Saturday is Saturn’s day, it is considered
beneficial to feed raw meat to these birds on this day in or-
der to placate the possible malevolent influences of these
powerful planets. To the right of the raven is the hoopoe
bird, its upper wings marked with a double trigram of yang
lines, representing the first hexagram of creative energy in
the Chinese divinatory system of the I Ching.

To the left of the centre is the most beatutiful, famous
and symbolic bird of Indian art and culture, the peacock
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(mayura). The vibrant peacock-blue and golden hues of its
iridescent plumage and trailing tail or ‘train’ have endowed
the peacock with many mystical qualities. As an emblem of
romantic love and beauty the peacock features potently in
Indian minjature painting, particularly in the dalliance of
Krishna, Radha, and the Gopis. Its plaintive cry of longing
and the ritual courtship of its magnificent tail display, which
takes place before the fertile rainy season, have defined the
peacock as a prophet of the monsoon. In Buddhism the pea-
cock supports the throne of Amitabha, the red Buddha of
the west, whose qualities include passion (lotus), love, vital
fluids, evening twilight, summer and fire. The peacock
throne is an emblem of the royal Shahs of Persia and the
Indian Maurya dynasty. As a solar emblem the peacock is
identified with both the Chinese phoenix and Indian garuda.
Like the garuda the peacock is the mortal enemy of snakes,
especially cobras, which peacocks kill with their claws. Its
main symbolism is, however, the transmutation of poison
into amrita or nectar. When Lord Shiva consumed the poi-
son (kalakuta) which emerged at the churning of the ocean,
it lodged in his throdt causing his neck to turn blue: from
this incident Shiva aquired the epithet nilakantha — the ‘blue-
throated one’. The transmutation of poison or venom by the
peacock is believed to produce the electric-blue of its throat
plumage and the wisdom ‘eyes’ of its tail feathers. An In-
dian folk tradition asserts that the eggshells of peahens or
other fowl placed in the corners of a room will rid a house
of scorpion or snake infestation. In Vajrayana symbolism a
bundle of peacock feathers is used as a sprinkler for the con-
secrated water (amrita) contained in the blessing flask (Tib.
bum pa). In specific tantric rituals individual feathers are used
as fan, mirror, and parasol adornments; as the flights of darts;
as the lower garment of certain deities associated with the
low caste Indian Shabari tribe; and as the peacock-feather
parasol which surmounts the goddess Palden Lhamo - sym-
bolising her wisdom activities and the transmutation of all
evils or poisons. A second flying peacock is drawn near the
lower left corner.

Above this flying peacock and at the centre right are two
vultures. The vulture is commonly depicted consuming
corpses in wrathful charnel-ground imagery. Vultures are
the main ‘invited guests’ for the great feast of dismembered
corpses which occurs in the Tibetan funeral practice of ‘sky-
burial’. Based, again, on the fourfold Indian caste system
these vultures have a certain hierarchical ‘pecking order’
for such delectable morsels as the eyes, tongue, liver, or heart
of a human body. The falcon-like bearded vulture or
lammergeir, which is frequently mistaken for an eagle, is
very commonly seen in the Himalayan foothills or moun-
tain fastnesses of Tibet. The feathers of birds of prey, such as
the eagle, hawk, falcon, owl, or vulture, are specifically
employed in a multitude of tantric offerings; they also form
the steering feathers for divinatory arrows.

A long-billed snipe is drawn below the feet of the pea-
cock. In early summer the snipe makes a strange boomer-
ang-like drumming sound from its wing vibrations as it
dives from the sky. On the lower mid-right edge are two
graceful white birds of paradise, a shy bird rarely glimpsed
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in the western Himalayas. At the bottom centre are three
examples of bird wing movements in flight.

Below the peacock’s tail in the left corner are two grace-
ful golden pheasants, with long tail feathers and head crests.
Below the pheasants is a partridge with long speckled tail
feathers. To the right of the golden pheasants are three de-
tailed drawings of the Chinese phoenix or feng-huang, the
most beautiful and gentlest of birds, with the sweetest of
songs and so compassionate that it will not even eat grass.

The ancient Chinese phoenix is a mythological bird en-
dowed with all the magical qualities of auspiciousness, lon-
gevity, resurrection, the solar and alchemical fire. Its
transcultural symbolism is common to all the great civilisa-
tions, from Egypt to China. The alchemical phoenix, which
immolates itself in fire after five hundred years and is res-
urrected from the ashes, is an androgyne bird not born from
an egg. The name ‘feng-huang’ indicates an androgynous bird
composed of male (feng) and female (huang). It is a hybrid
‘sun-bird’ with twelve ‘likenesses’ and twelve or thirteen
tail feathers, symbolising either the solar or lunar months.
During the Chinese Ming dynasty (1368-1644) and Qing
dynasty (1644-1912) the phoenix was accorded the highest
rank as an insignia for civil officials. The ‘pecking order’ of
these birds is: phoenix, golden pheasant, peacock, wild
goose, silver pheasant, egret, mandarin duck, quail, and
paradise flycatcher. These insignia appear as embroidered
brocade squares on imperial robes. All nine birds resemble
the phoenix in their stylistic designs.

The dragon and phoenix, two of the ‘four supernatural
animals’, are symbols of the Emperor and Empress of China.
In Chinese art the dragon and tiger are twin symbols of
wrath, and the pheonix and deer twin symbols of peace.
This motif entered Tibetan art in the peaceful combination
of the deer and crane (phoenix).

Not illustrated here are the group of eight birds — vulture,
ow], raven, parrot, hawk, kite, myna bird, and swan - that
are trampled under the eight left feet of the deity Yamantaka.
These eight birds are the mounts of the eight great Lords of
Death (Tib. gShin rje). Under Yamantaka's right feet are eight
kinds of animals: man, buffalo, bull, donkey, camel, dog,
sheep, and fox — the messengers of the Lords of Death.
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This drawing illustrates cranes and water birds. At the top
are three examples of cranes in flight, their long wing feath-
ers and trailing legs forming graceful lines of movement.
At the left of the second row a diving crane, drawn from a
Chinese painting, forms a graceful arc with its wings and
indrawn neck.

The remainder of this illustrated page shows examples
of water birds. In the centre of the second row a white goose
spreads wide its wings, whilst a white snow goose with black
wing tips struts to its right. Above is a goose in flight. In the
centre row from left to right are a white egret which laps the
surface of the water with its beak; in the centre a bar-headed
goose turns its head backwards; and on the right a walking
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crane twists its head upwards. Below this crane are three
drawings of the grey heron, with its characteristic black
headcrest. To the left of the herons are a goose, an egret, and
a demoiselle crane standing like a heron in shallow water.
On the far left is the lower half of a duck as it submerges its
head under the water.

At the bottom of the page are drawings of swans, geese,
and ducks gliding in the water. In the middle, one duck
chases another, and in the bottom row a mother duck fol-
lows her ducklings. In thangkas such water bird images are
commonly painted adorning the surface of ponds and lakes.

The swan (Skt. hamsa; Tib. ngang pa) and the goose (Skt.
karanda; Tib. so bya), are often compounded in Hindu and
Buddhist iconography under the general name of hamsa. The
hamsa is the vehicle of both the creator god Brahma, and his
consort Sarasvati — the goddess of wisdom. The swan is be-
lieved to be capable of separating milk which has been mixed
with water, which symbolises discriminating wisdom. In the
Indian Hatha Yoga tradition the word hamsa refers to the
life force (prana) of the individual ego (jiva), where the out-
ward breath makes the sound ‘ham’, and the inward breath
the sound ‘sa’. With repetition ‘the breath sounds become
‘so-ham’ meaning ‘I am He’, where the individual self or ego
(I) dissolves into the the formless absolute (He). Great In-
dian yogins are frequently referred to as paramahamsa, mean-
ing ‘supreme swan’. The white swan is also identified with
the white garuda of Tibet (Tib. mkha’ Iding), as king of the
water birds. The Brahmanic swan or goose motif was widely
deployed in early Buddhist art, particularly as a roundel
frieze which decorated stone carvings, or the borders on
painted brocade designs.

Many migratory water birds sojourn for the summer
months on Tibet's turquoise lakes, and the angelic gandharvas
and apsaras of the celestial god realms are believed to be
capable of transmuting themselves into swans and geese. It
is quite possible that many of our neighbourhood feathered
friends make instinctive annual pilgrimages to those fabled
holy lands.

THE SIX-ORNAMENT THRONE OF
ENLIGHTENMENT (Skt. torana)

The arched back-support (Tib. rgyab yol) which surrounds
both painted and three-dimensional images of enlightened
beings is commonly known as a torana. In Sanskrit the term
torana means an arch or arched doorway, and the elaborate
attention to detail displayed in its painted and sculptural
form reveals the conceptual majesty in which enlightened
beings are perceived. In Buddhist art the enlightenment
torana probably developed with the advent of Mahayana
Buddhism during the early Gupta period (circa fourth cen-
tury ap), although certain established Indian elements of
the torana probably predated this. In the early Mahayana
Buddhist cave viharas of Ajanta and Ellora the representa-
tion of the mythological animal-torana had already achieved
a precise definition. During the Pala-Sena period of artistic
development in Eastern India (Bengal) between the eighth
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Plate 56: The six-ornament throne of enlightenment
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and twelfth centuries AD, the torana assumed pre-eminence
as an artistic motif. With the demise of Vajrayana Buddhism
in India under the iconoclastic hammer of Islam, many arti-
sans of the fallen Pala-Sena dynasties took refuge in Nepal.
Pala art influences subsequently established a firm foothold
amongst the Newari painters and metal-casters of the
Kathmandu valley; the natural Newar genius excelled in
replication. Supply and demand for Vajrayana artifacts, both
to the indigenous Newar Buddhists and to the proliferating
patronage of Buddhism in Tibet, ensured a continuity and
development of late Pala art. In Nepal the torana reached its
zenith of artistic brilliance and innovation, evidence of which
-abounds in the stone and wood carvings of the Kathmandu
valley, and in the decoration of Tibetan temples created by
Newar craftsmen, such as the exquisite stupa of Gyantse. In
Kashmir a similar artistic renaissance arose, with Kashmiri
craftsmen creating inspiring masterpieces in the temples of
Western Tibet, Kashmir, Ladakh, and the Zanskar, Kinnaur,
and Spiti valleys of northwest India.
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Plate 56
Shakyamuni Buddha is drawn in his customary vajra-
posture with his right hand making the ‘earth-touching’
mudra. To his lower left and right are his two main disci-
ples, Shariputra and Maudgalyayana, each holding the beg-
ging bowl and metal staff (khakkhara) of a Buddhist mendi-
cant. Shakyamuni is seated on a moon disc placed above a
multicoloured lotus which rests on a lion throne. An ornate
square pedestal base forms the lion throne, which is sup-
ported on each of its four sides by a pair of lions.

Behind Buddha’s radiant halo and jewelled aureole
(prabhamandala) is displayed the intricate torana or back-sup-
port of the six ornaments (Tib. rgyan drug rgyab yol).

On either side of the base of the lotus throne are two
white elephants who stand in obeisance before the Buddha,
offering in their trunks a butter lamp and incense. On the
brocade patterned blankets that cover the elephants’ backs
stand two blue or white lions. Above the lions stand two
composite animals which resemble an antelope in appear-
ance. This hybrid creature may take on several different
forms according to different traditions. Represented here is
a sharabha with the head of a goat, the horns of a deer, the
mane of a lion, the body of a horse and the talons of an ea-
gle. The sharabha may also be represented with the body of
a horse, the head and feet of a lion, and the horns of a ram —
symbolising the combined speed, strength and perseverance
of this hybrid creature. Alternatively a hybrid winged-uni-
corn (sharal) or griffin (lion-eagle) may be represented, or,
as in the early Gupta art, a hybrid known as a sardul - formed
from the union of a lion and horse.

On the back of the sharabha sit two young gods or devas,
whose hands support an entwined jewel crossbeam draped
with silk brocade. The devas may also be represented as hold-
ing the crossbeam up with one hand, whilst blowing a white
conch shell with the other. Alternatively these two human
forms may be represented by two dwarfs (vamana). In Indian
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art dwarfs are commonly sculpted onto pillared crossbeam
supports, such as are again found in the early art of Ajanta.
The dwarf is a symbol of colossal strength in a diminutive
stature, and since all of the above animals symbolise
strength, speed, and power, the dwarf is their human equiva-
lent. The dwarf, Vamana, is also the fifth of Vishnu’s ten
incarnations.

Above the crossbeam, which is fashioned of precious
stones and capped with an entwined jewel at either end, is
the upper arc of the torana. Two makaras with upturned heads
face outwards above the crossbeam, their fabulous ‘feath-
ered’ tails forming the ‘makara-tail’ design of intricate scroll-
ing spiral roundels. On the makara-tails rest two young naga
serpents, with human upper bodies and serpent tails from
their waists downwards; five or seven small serpents form
a canopy above their heads. At the very top stands the golden
garuda, its talons gripping the tails of the nagas. With arms
outstretched he devours a long snake which the nagas hold
up for him. The distant background of the throne is
ornamented with flowers, leaves, fruit, rainbow-coloured
clouds, and strings of pearls and precious jewels.

These six creatures représent the ‘six perfections’
(paramitas) of the enlightened mind. The perfection of wis-
dom (prajna) is represented by the two lions at the base; the
perfection of concentration (dhyana) by the two elephants;
the perfection of effort (virya) by the two dwarfs or devas on
the sharabha antelopes; the perfection of patience (kshanti)
by the two makaras; the perfection of morality (sila) by the
two nagas; and the perfection of generosity (dana) by the
garuda. These six creatures are also symbolically named:
gurana, sarana, bharana, surana, varana, and karuna.

Other symbolic interpretations placed upon the back-sup-
port throne include the ‘four ways of gathering disciples’;
‘the seven hindrances to be eliminated’; and the ‘ten powers
of a bodhisattva’ — power over longevity, mind, necessities,
karma, birth, imagination, resolution, miracles, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>