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Himalayan Art in 108 Objects  

(Working Document, revised 9-23-22) 
 

Ancient (up to 6th century): 5 objects/sites 

No.1 (Old 1): Alchi Petroglyph Field 

Ladakh, India; Iron Age (ca. 700–100 BCE) 

 

Thematic focus: “An Original Source of Himalayan Art”  

  

author: John Vincent Bellezza 

 

Summary: Archaeologist John Vincent Bellezza examines one of the earliest known figurative 

images from the Himalayas. This image was carved at a time when agriculture and herding had 

just begun in the high valleys, and hunting still had immense prestige and ritual importance. 

Motifs found on such stones connect this Ladakhi valley to broader Himalayan and Eurasian 

visual cultures and practices, and many still appear in Himalayan rituals today. 

 

 
A rock art composition featuring a lone archer coming in for the final kill of ibexes; Alchi, Ladakh, 

India; Iron Age (ca. 700–100 BCE). photograph by John V. Bellezza and reproduced with his 

express permission      
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No.2 (Old 2): Gold Burial Mask with Engraved Animals 

Guge, Ngari region, western Tibet, Protohistoric period (ca. 2nd or 1st BCE) 

 

Thematic focus: “A Window onto Early Himalayan Artistic and Mortuary Practices” 

 

author: John Vincent Bellezza 

 

Summary: Centuries before the earliest written Tibetan texts, the dead were buried in the 

Western Himalayas with gold and silver masks. This mask is inscribed with images of wild 

herbivores, birds, a tree, and unidentified stepped structures. Archaeologist John Vincent 

Bellezza hunts for the meaning of these ancient funerary customs, comparing archaeological 

artifacts, rock art, and old Tibetan ritual texts to reveal the sophistication of pre-Buddhist 

civilization on the Tibetan Plateau. 

 
Burial mask with a human face created using the repoussé technique, crowned by an engraved 

headdress; discovered in a tomb in Zone I of the Chutak cemetery, Guge, western Tibet; 

Protohistoric period (ca. 100 BCE to 600 CE),  ca. 2nd or 1st century BCE; parcel-gilt silver, silk, 

wood; 5 5/8 x 5 1/2 in. (14.2 x 14 cm); (collection?) Photograph by Li Linhui. 
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No.3 (Old 14): Mayadevi Giving Birth to Siddhartha  

Nepal, Varman or Licchavi period, 4th–5th century 
 

Thematic focus: “The Birth of the Buddha” 
 

author: Ulrich von Schroeder 
 
Summary: Art scholar Ulrich von Schroeder examines this stone relief depicting queen 
Mayadevi giving birth through her side to Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha. This story 
is a foundational Buddhist narrative and represents one of the “eight great miraculous events” of 
the Buddha’s life story. This subject has persisted in Himalayan Art with later images depicting 
the same visual elements of story found in Nepal, Tibet, and across Asia. 
 

 
Mayadevi Giving Birth to Siddhartha; Nepal; Varman or Licchavi Period, 4th–5th century; 
polished stone; 331/8 x 133/4 in. (84 x 35 cm); National Museum Kathmandu 
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No.4 (Old 3): The Svayambhu Chaitya of Kathmandu 

Kathmandu, Nepal; founded ca. 5th cent. CE or earlier 

 

Thematic focus: “Shrines as the focal point of Buddhist communities” 

 

author: Alexander von Rospatt 

 

Summary: The Svayambhu Chaitya (stupa) is the most important religious site for Nepalese 

Buddhists. The Svayambhu chaitya is built atop a sacred stone, empowered as a tantric 

mandala, and the centerpiece of legends about the origin of the Kathmandu Valley itself. 

Alexander von Rospatt, a scholar of Newar Buddhism, explores the structure, history, and 

renovations of Svayambhu, showing how ritual and donor communities united local Hindus with 

Nepalese and Tibetan Buddhists into vast international networks. 

 

 
Svayambhu chaitya, Kathmandu, Nepal, aerial photograph taken from the southwest, with 

surrounding shrines, residential buildings, and the Bhutanese and Karmapa monastery, summer 

1955 (Photo: Ganesh Man Chitrakar) 
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No.5 (Old 7): Yumbu Lagang Castle 

Yarlung Valley, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); founded ca. 6th century 

 

Thematic focus: “Residence of the Early Tibetan Kings and Sacred Shrine”  

 

author: Guntram Hazod 

 

Summary: Some stories tie this tower to the pre-Buddhist mountain gods, while o. Others say 

that sacred royal treasures are buried beneath its chapel. Perhaps the most famous story claims 

that the earliest Buddhist scriptures in Tibet fell from the sky here. Historian Guntram Hazod 

explores this ancient mountain-top tower castle said to be the stronghold of the earliest, semi-

mythical Tibetan kings. 

 

 
The castle and temple of Yumbu Lagang, view from the east; Yarlung, southern central Tibet; 

founded ca. 6th century CE (Photo: G. Hazod 1993)  
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7th–9th century: 10 objects/sites 

No.6 (Old 13): Bunga Dya (Bunga Lokeshvara, Karunamaya, 

Rato Macchendranath) 

Nepal, from the 7th century on 

 

Thematic Focus: “Seasonal Travels of the Valley God” 

 

author: Ian Alsop 

 

Summary: Art historian Ian Alsop examines the history and many identities of the ancient 

Nepalese rain deity, Buddhist bodhisattva, and divine Hindu yogi. Every year this image of the 

Bunga Dya is placed in a giant chariot and pulled through the streets of Patan city in a riotous 

Buddhist-Hindu seasonal festival in anticipation of the monsoon critical to local agriculture. The 

sculpture owes its unusual appearance to this rough treatment and annual repainting and 

repairs. While the earliest historical mention of the Bunga Dya is from the 11th century, legends 

connect the deity to the 7th century Buddhist kings of Nepal and Tibet.  

 

 
Bunga Dya; Nepal; date uncertain; wood, metal (silver?), clay and pigments; height approx. 36 

in. (92 cm); photo Bruce Owens 
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No.7 (Old 8): Jokhang Temple in Lhasa  

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca. 620–640 

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibet’s Most Sacred Temple” 

 

author: Amy Heller 

 

Summary: Art historian Amy Heller sorts legend from fact in the history of Tibet’s holiest 

temple. Believed to have been founded in the seventh century by emperor Songtsen 

Gampo and his Nepalese and Chinese queens, this widely revered temple has survived 

centuries of civil disturbance, fires, disrepair, and renovations to remain the heart of 

Lhasa and Tibetan Buddhism for pilgrims, devotees, and tourists to this day. 

 

 

Buddha Sheltered by Nagaraja Muchalinda, with Two Nagini Attendants in Adoration, lintel 

panel of the doorway of Maitreya chapel, ground floor, adjacent to the Jowo chapel, Jokhang 

Temple; Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); attributed to Nepalese 

carvers; 7th –8th century; wood panel; approx. 11 ¾ x 4 ¾ in. (30 cm x 12 cm); photograph by 

Lionel Fournier  

(NOTE: image will probably change to exterior shot of temple) 
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No.8 (Old 37): Jowo Shakyamuni of the Rasa Trulnang Tsuklakhang 

(Jokhang Temple) 

Northern India or Tibet, Date Unknown (500 BCE? or 11th century CE) 
 

Thematic Focus: “The Most Famous Religious Object in Tibet” 
 

author: Cameron Warner 

 
Summary: Anthropologist Cameron Warner lifts the many veils of the Jowo, or “the Precious 
Lord,” Tibet’s holiest image. While its historical origins are shrouded in legend, miraculous 
visions, and many layers of paint and adornment, the Jowo in Lhasa has been both a focus of 
pilgrimage and a sacred symbol of political power in Tibet from medieval times to the present. 
Replicas and photos of this statue are found in temples and homes across the Himalayan 
Buddhist world. 
 

 
Jowo Shakyamuni; northern India or Tibet, 2500 BCE? or 11th century CE; about life-size; Rasa Trulnang 

Tsuklakhang (Jokhang), Lhasa. Photographs courtesy of Sarah Schorr 
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No.9 (Old 102): Maitreya Statue at Jampa Lhakhang, Bhutan 

Jampa Lhakhang, Chokhor, Bhutan; ca. 7th century with later overpainting and adornments  

 

Thematic Focus: “The Earliest Grand Buddhist Clay Sculpture in Bhutan and the 

Bhutanese Tradition of Clay Sculpting” 

 

authors: Karma Phuntsho, Ariana Maki, Elena Pakhoutova 

 

Summary: Scholar of Tibetan religion Karma Phuntsho, art historians Ariana Maki, and Elena 

Pakhoutova introduce the Bhutanese tradition of clay sculpture, which parallels the history of 

Bhutan itself. The oldest clay statue in Bhutan may be in the Jampa Temple in Bumthang, said 

to have been founded by an ancient Tibetan emperor in the seventh century. The tradition 

blossomed from the sixteenth century onward, with many well-known sculptors. Today, art 

academies teach traditional sculpting to a new generation. 

 

 
Maitreya, Buddha of the Future; Jampa Lhakhang, Chokhor, Bhutan; ca. 7th century with later 

overpainting and adornments; painted clay; height including lotus seat 10 ft. 10 in. (3.3 m)  

Photo: Bhutan Cultural Library, Shejun, UVA, and Arcadia Fund 
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No.10 (Old 6): Buddha on the Cosmic Mountain  

Kashmir, India; ca. 715 (720 on new list) 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Distinct Artistic Tradition of Kashmir and Its Impact in Tibet” 

 

author: Christian Luczanits 

 

Summary: In the second half of the first millennium, the valleys of Kashmir produced some of 

the earliest and finest Buddhist art in the Himalayas. Art historian Christian Luczanits presents 

an eighth-century bronze Buddha statue with donor figures, possibly from the mountain kingdom 

of the Palola Shahis. The power of such Kashmiri images swept across Asia—Western Tibetan 

princes worshiped them, the lama-artist Tenth Karmapa copied them, and examples have been 

found as far away as Yunnan and Beijing. 

 

 
Buddha on the Cosmic Mountain; Kashmir; ca. 715 CE; bronze with silver and copper inlay; 

height 13 1/4 in. (33.7 cm; The Norton Simon Foundation, Pasadena, CA; F.1972.48.2.S 

https://www.nortonsimon.org/art/detail/F.1972.48.2.S/     

https://www.nortonsimon.org/art/detail/F.1972.48.2.S/
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No.11 (Old 4):  Bodhisattva Bhaishajyaraja, “the Healing King” 

Swat Kingdom (present-day Swat District, Pakistan); 8th–9th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Intertwined Religious Cultures: Buddhism, Hinduism” 

 

authors: Luca Maria Olivieri and Anna Filigenzi 

 

Summary: The valleys of what is now Pakistan and Afghanistan were home to thriving Buddhist 

kingdoms, where ancient Indian, Western, and Central Asian civilizations met. Archaeologist 

Luca Maria Olivieri and art historian Anna Filigenzi discuss a bronze statue of the Healing King, 

which reflects the mixed iconography of Hindu and Buddhist Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions. 

Adorned with plants and gems, the bodhisattva’s main attribute, a bowl with healing fruit, 

denotes his medicinal powers. 

 

 
Bodhisattva Bhaishajyaraja; Swat Distrct, Pakistan; 8th century; bronze with silver inlay; height 

14 1/8 in. (36 cm); Museo delle Civiltà–Museo di Arte Orientale, Rome; accession no. 651; inv. 

no. 5810
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No.12 (Old 5): Painted Manuscript Cover 

Gilgit Kingdom, Greater Kashmir (present-day Baltistan, Pakistan); ca. late 8th or early 9th 

century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Buddhist Painting in Greater Kashmir: An Early Inspiration for 

Tibet?” 

 

author: Rob Linrothe 

 

Summary: In the 1930s, a treasure trove of Buddhist texts was discovered. These long-buried 

manuscripts came from the Patola Shahi kingdom—a strategic mountain realm fought over by 

the Tang empire of China and the Tibetan Empire. Art historian Rob Linrothe examines the 

cover illustrations of donors and bodhisattvas, which are among the earliest known paintings 

from the Himalayas. 

 

 
Bodhisattvas Maitreya and Avalokiteshvara with Patrons, painted on the inside of the top of a 

pair of manuscript covers; Gilgit (Greater Kashmir, now Pakistan); ca. late 8th or early 9th 

century; wood; 3½ x 1 1/8 in. (9 x 3 cm); Shri Pratap Singh Museum, Srinagar, Kashmir 
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No.13 (Old 12): Imperial rock carvings of Vairochana  

Denma Drak, Kham region, eastern Tibet (present-day Chamdo district, TAR, China), dated 804.  

 

Thematic Focus: “Ancient Tibetan Buddhist rock carvings /The ancient Tibetan cult 

Vairochana, Portraits of Tibetan sovereigns and their courtiers”  

 

author: Amy Heller 

 

Summary: Outside of the cave-temples at Dunhuang and Yulin, artworks from the age of the 

Tibetan emperors are extremely rare. Art historian Amy Heller examines the ninth-century rock 

carvings at Denma Drak, which depict the Tibetan emperors as the Buddha Vairochana, 

conflating deity and ruler. The inscribed dates and artists’ names make these images the 

earliest dated examples of Tibetan art yet known. Commissioned by a monk who lived on the 

Sino-Tibetan border, these images show how early Tibetan art blended Buddhist and secular 

symbolism, religion and politics, as well as Chinese, Tibetan, and Indic styles.  

 

 
Enthroned Vairochana surrounded by Eight Bodhisattva; Tibetan stone carvers: Yuknyak 

Dreshap, Shok Lekkong, Dummagam, Chinese artists Hun bong tseng spad and Hva ho'u jin; 

Denma Drak, Chamdo district, TAR, China, 804 AD; Dimensions: ca. 350 x 300 cm;  

Elisabeth Benard and Nyima Dorjee 1983 (Source of image/photograph) 
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No.14 (Old 11): Bhaishajyaguru, the Buddha of Healing  

Dunhuang, Gansu Province, China, dated 836  

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Visual Models on the Silk Road” 

 

author: Amy Heller 

 

Summary: In 1900 in a desert site on the former “Silk-Road” in Western China, a Daoist monk 

discovered a hidden room in a cave-shrine filled with thousands of images and texts in various 

languages. This inscribed painting was commissioned by a monk-translator in an age when the 

Tibetan Empire dominated the trade routes of Central Asia. Art Historian Amy Heller explains 

how the multicultural nature of this desert oasis on trade routes informed Chinese, Tibetan, and 

Indian Buddhist images in this scroll. 

 

Donor name Dpal dbyangs, Tibetan monk living during the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang 

787-866 AD; Assembly of Bhaishajyaguru and deities; Dunhuang, China 836 A.D.; ink and color 

on silk; 152 x 177 cm; British Museum 1919,0101,0.32 
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No.15 (Old 9): Silver Jug 

Tibet; 9th–10th century, based on earlier Sogdian or Uyghur prototypes 

Thematic Focus: “Ceremonial Drinking and Feasting in Ancient Silver and Gold” 

 

author: Amy Heller 

 

Summary: From the seventh to tenth century, the Tibetan Empire ruled the multiethnic caravan 

routes of Central Asia that connected East and West. Lively dancers and figures in drunken 

revelry of Persian and Sogdian inspiration adorn this witness of that cosmopolitan age. Art 

historian Amy Heller compares this jug preserved in the Lhasa Jokhang Temple to other images 

and objects from the period, revealing networks of trade, tribute, and craftsmanship that 

reached from China to the Mediterranean.  

http://www.asianart.com/articles/heller/fi04_vlg.html 

 

 
 

http://www.asianart.com/articles/heller/fi04_vlg.html
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10th–11th century: 13 objects/sites 

No.16 (Old 17): Crowned Buddha  

Nalanda Monastery, Northeastern India; 10th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Intriguing Relations between India, China, and Tibet” 

 

author: Christian Luczanits 

 

Summary: Much of what we know about medieval India comes from the writings of East Asian 

pilgrims, who braved deserts and mountains to reach the Buddhist holy land. The only 

remaining physical remnant of these intrepid journeys may be a bronze statue now in the Tibet’s 

most famous monument, the Potala Palace. Art historian Christian Luczanits unravels the 

statue’s many tangled skeins. Where did it come from? Did it really belong to the famous 

Korean pilgrim Hyecho? How did it get to Tibet? 

 

 
 Crowned Buddha; northeastern India; 10th century; brass with inlays of silver, copper, and 

semiprecious stones; height 7 1/4 in. (18.5 cm); Potala Palace, Sasum Lhakhang; 2013 

Photo Ulrich von Schroeder (von Schroeder 2001, pl. 70). 
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No.17 (Old 16): Rock Carving of Four-Armed Bodhisattva 

Maitreya 

Mulbekh, Ladakh, India; ca. 10th–11th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Kashmiri “Loving-Kindness” in Ladakh: A Tall Order?”  

 

author: Rob Linrothe 

 

Summary: Around the turn of the first millennium, a monumental image of the future Buddha 

Maitreya in Kashmiri style was carved into a rock wall in Ladakh, one of several such images in 

the area. Art historian Rob Linrothe ponders this giant but enigmatic stone figure: Does its size 

connect to stories in the scriptures about humans’ enormous height in the coming age? Is 

devotion to Maitreya really connected to the Tibetan kings who ruled Ladakh at the time? How 

do we understand this figure’s gender? 

 

 
Rock Carving of Four-Armed Bodhisattva Maitreya; Mulbekh, Ladakh, India; ca. 10th–11th 

century; stone, height approx. 25 ft. (7.62 m) 
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No.18 (Old 18): Vishnu Riding on Garuda 

Nepal, dated 1004 

 

Thematic Focus: “Divine Kingship in Nepal Mandala” 

 

author:  Kerry Lucinda Brown 
 

Summary: Since the earliest records, Buddhism and Hinduism have flourished side-by-side in 

the Kathmandu Valley. Art historian Kerry Lucinda Brown examines this gilt-copper depiction of 

the Hindu god Vishnu riding the winged Garuda, which was created as a cover for a stone 

sculpture. Such images allowed Nepalese kings to identify themselves with the Hindu gods as 

symbols of divine kingship and ritual authority, and Buddhists in Tibet would replicate these 

symbolic compositions for centuries to come.  

 

  
Vishnu Riding on Garuda 
Nepal; dated 1004 CE; Gilt copper repoussé; 16 1/2 x 11 5/8 x 3 3/8 in. (41.9 x 29.5 x 8.6 cm) 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art; Zimmerman Family Collection, Purchase, Lila Acheson 
Wallace, Jeffrey B. Soref and Natalie Soref Gifts 2012.463; The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/78185  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/78185


 

19 

 

No.19 (Old 23): Stupa at Toling Monastery 

Ngari region, western Tibet (present-day TAR, China); early 11th century  

 

Thematic Focus: “Royal monastery, mural paintings and standing sculptures in 

Kashmiri aesthetics complemented by illuminated manuscripts”  

 

author: Amy Heller 

 

Summary: Buddhism almost disappeared in Tibet after the collapse of the Tibetan empire in the 

840s. Over a century later, a Tibetan monk-king named Yeshe Wo began to revive the religion. 

Kashmiri artisans invited to western Tibet by the famous translator Rinchen Zangpo painted the 

stupa at the king’s monastery of Toling. Scholar of Tibetan art Amy Heller examines the visual 

program of this royal monument using comparative sculptures and painted manuscripts of the 

same period and reading ritual texts. 

 

 

Stupa at Tholing Monastery; Western Tibet; 11th century; mud bricks and wood 

Lionel Fournier, photographer 
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No.20 (Old 20): Avalokiteshvara at Khartse 

Ngari region, western Tibet, ca. early 11th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Kashmir’s Visual Inheritance in the Western Himalayas” 

 

author: Rob Linrothe 

 

Summary: Kashmiri Buddhist art and artisans were highly influential in the Himalayas. Art 

historian Rob Linrothe tells the tale of this life-sized brass statue of the Bodhisattva 

Avalokiteshvara, commissioned in Kashmir in 998 by the Tibetan translator Rinchen Zangpo, 

and then carried over the high passes to western Tibet. While several similar Kashmiri statues 

survive for comparison, this is the largest and well documented. 

 

 

Avalokiteshvara; Khatse, Ngari, western Tibet; possibly commissioned by Rinchen Zangpo; ca. 

early 11th century; brass with silver and copper inlay, gold, pigments; height of figure 51 in. 

(129.5 cm), with nimbus 72 in. (183 cm). Photo courtesy of D. Pritzker, 1994 
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No.21 (Old 21): Goddess Dharmameghabhumi in the Tabo Main 

Temple 

Tabo Monastery, Spiti, Himachal Pradesh, India, ca. 1040 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Iconographic Program of a Mid-eleventh Century Monument”  

 

author: Christian Luczanits 

 

Summary: Tabo Monastery may be the earliest completely preserved Tibetan Buddhist 

monument. Founded during the resurgence of Buddhist culture in 996 by the western 

Tibetan King Yeshe Wo and renovated in 1042, the temple iconography reflects the 

tension between more conservative form of monastic Buddhism and the then radical 

new Highest Yoga Tantras. Art Historian Christian Luczanits explores the narratives and 

overlapping mandalas of this intricate shrine and how they lead from the nature of 

reality, to Buddhist practice, and finally to enlightenment itself. 

 

Goddess Dharmameghabhumi (Dharma Cloud Stage); Tabo Monastery, Spiti, Himachal 

Pradesh, India; ca. 1040; mineral colors on clay; height approx. 9 7/8 in. (25 cm) 

Photo Jaroslav Poncar 1984. 
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No.22 (Old 10): Central Shrine Image of Kwa Baha (Hiranyavarna 

Mahavihar) 

Patan (Lalitpur), Nepal, mid-11th century  

 

Thematic Focus: “In the Presence of the Buddha” 

 

author: Kerry Lucinda Brown 

 

Summary: Art historian Kerry Lucinda Brown explores the history of one the most important 

monasteries in the Kathmandu Valley through an image of the Buddha layered in history . 

Chronicles assert the statue came to King Bhaskara Deva in a dream and requested a space be 

built for its veneration. Local narratives describe it as the brother to a famous seventh-century 

Buddha image in Lhasa, connecting Newar Buddhism to the ancient Tibetan empire. Stories 

about the image provide insight into the significance of sacred space, the agency of religious 

imagery, and demonstrates that they have an active living history that evolves, reaffirming 

cultural identity with each generation. 

  

 

Central Shrine Image of Kwa Baha (Hiranyavarna Mahavihara); Patan (Lalitpur), Nepal; ca. 11th 

century; Metal image with in gilt copper repoussé coverings, inlaid stone, and adornments; 

Source of image/photograph: Photo © Kerry Lucinda Brown 
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No.23 (Old 22): Illuminated Pages of the Prajnaparamita Sutra 

Manuscript 

Nalanda, India; 1073, 1151 

 

Thematic Focus: “Embodying the Words of the Buddha”  

 

authors: Elena Pakhoutova and Agniezka Helman-Wazny 

Summary: Curator of Himalayan art Elena Pakhoutova and scholar of the material culture of 

books Agnieszka Helman-Wazny follow the journey of an illuminated Buddhist manuscript, 

written on palm leaves in an eleventh-century Indian monastery and carried across the 

Himalayas by a Kashmiri master. The Sanskrit-language text is the early Mahayana Perfection 

of Wisdom Sutra, while the images depict Buddhist deities and events from the Buddha’s life. 

Many such manuscripts survive in Tibet, where generations of scholars have treasured them. 

 

 
Leaves from a The Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita) Sutra manuscript; Nalanda 
Monastery, Bihar, India; 1073 CE, 1151 CE; ink and opaque watercolor on palm leaf; each 
approx. 2 7/8 x 22 3/8 in. (7.3 x 56.8 cm); Asia Society, New York; Mr. and Mrs. John D. 
Rockefeller 3rd Acquisitions Fund; 1987.1 
https://museum.asiasociety.org/collection/explore/1987-001-five-of-the-leaves-from-an-
ashtasahasrika-prajnaparamita-manuscript/search/search:19871  

https://museum.asiasociety.org/collection/explore/1987-001-five-of-the-leaves-from-an-ashtasahasrika-prajnaparamita-manuscript/search/search:19871
https://museum.asiasociety.org/collection/explore/1987-001-five-of-the-leaves-from-an-ashtasahasrika-prajnaparamita-manuscript/search/search:19871
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No.24 (Old 19): Torana of the Main Shrine at Yetakha Baha 

Kathmandu, Nepal; 10th-11th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Marvel of Newar Woodworking” 

 

authors:  Kashinath Tamot and Ian Alsop 

 

Summary: The unique wood carvings of the gate of the Yetakha monastery are among the 

oldest and finest in Nepal, but little is known of their history or their unusual imagery. Kashinath 

Tamot and art historian Ian Alsop examine this  unrivaled example of Newar woodcarving, and 

trace the monks, priests, merchants, builders, and woodworkers who formed the monastery’s 

community 
 

 
Torana of main Shrine 

Yetakha Baha, Kathmandu; 12th century ; wood, total width approx 8’ 5”, or 2 m 57 cm 
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No.25 (Old 15): Mahabodhi Temple Model 

Eastern India, ca. 11th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Representing the Sacred Site of the Buddha’s Awakening”  

 

author: Elena Pakhoutova 

 

Summary: Mahabodhi Temple at Bodhgaya marks the sacred site of the Buddha’s 

enlightenment. Art Historian Elena Pakhoutova examines its portable model and traces how 

Nepalese, Chinese, Mongols, Tibetans and others have replicated this most important Buddhist 

monument. Mementos of sacred places remain an important element of Buddhist pilgrimage. 

British archaeologists used such symbolic models to reconstruct the original temple after 

centuries of neglect, reviving Bodhgaya as the holiest site in Buddhism. 

 

 
Model of the Mahabodhi Temple; eastern India, probably Bodhgaya; ca. 11th century; stone 

(serpentinite); 6⅞ x 3½ x 4 in. (17.5 x 8.9 x 10.2 cm); Rubin Museum of Art; Purchased with 

funds from Ann and Matt Nimetz and Rubin Museum of Art; C2019.2.2 (HAR 68417) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/66/model-of-the-mahabodhi-temple  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/66/model-of-the-mahabodhi-temple
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No.26 (Old 30): Maitreya and Manjushri mural 

Dratang Temple, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca 1081-1093 

 

Thematic Focus: “ Cosmopolitanism in a local Tibetan environment”  

 

author: Roberto Vitali 

Summary: After the fall of the Tibetan empire, Buddhism returned to central Tibet in the 

eleventh century, reimported from remote eastern regions of the Tibetan Plateau and abroad. 

One important figure in this renaissance was the monk Drapa Ngonshe, who founded holy sites, 

taught medicine, and gave tantric initiations. Historian Roberto Vitali investigates murals in the 

only surviving monastery attributed to him which reveal the cultural networks that informed 

Buddhist revival in Tibet. 

 

 

The “conversation” between Maitreya and Manjushri. Mural. Dratang Temple. Painted 

between 1081 and 1093. Photo by Rob Linrothe 
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No.27 (Old 29):  Tara Who Protects from the Eight Great Fears 

Reting Monastery, U region, central Tibet, ca. 1056–1189 

 

Thematic Focus: “On the Origins and History of an Early Tibetan Masterwork” 

 

author: Jane Casey 

 

Summary: Art historian Jane Casey explores evidence of the origins and early history of one of 

the finest examples of early Tibetan art. A work remarkable for its presence, elegant 

composition and aesthetic refinement, its style is closely related to the art of Eastern India, 

where many Tibetans studied, made pilgrimage, and commissioned images. 

 

 
Tara; Reting Monastery, Tibet; ca. 1056–1189; distemper on cloth; 48 x 31½ in. (122 x 80 cm); 

The Walters Art Museum; John and Berthe Ford Collection; F.112  

Photograph: John Bigelow Taylor NYC  
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/39277/the-savior-goddess-tara-and-other-deities/ 

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/39277/the-savior-goddess-tara-and-other-deities/
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No.28 (Old 24): Molded clay image (tsatsa) of Amoghapasha 

Guge, Ngari region, western Tibet, 11th–12th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Mass Production of Images as a Ritual Practice” 

 

  author: Kunsang Lama Namgyal 

  

Summary: Art historian Kunsang Namgyal-Lama examines one of the hundreds of thousands 

tsatsas —small clay images pressed from molds—that monks and laypeople in Tibet regularly 

produce. Kashmiri and Indian teachers taught this devotional practice of image making in 

western Tibet from the tenth century onward, and the clay images of deities, stupas, and texts 

reflect the complex religious landscape of the time. Often made during funeral rituals, tsatsas 

may contain ashes of the deceased, and are placed into stupas or around holy sites to this day. 

 

 
Molded clay image (tsatsa) of Amoghapasha; Guge, western Tibet; 11th–12th century; clay 

(sun-dried); 3¼ x 2½ x 3 1/4 in. (9.5 x 6.3 x 3 cm); Private collection  

Photograph by Rémi Chaix 
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12th century: 6 objects/sites 

No.29 (Old 26): Chakrasamvara Mandala with Newar Donors 

Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, ca. 1100 

  

Thematic Focus: “The Art of Transgression and Transformation” 

 

author: Jinah Kim 

Summary: Art historian Jinah Kim discusses sex, death, and enlightenment in a twelfth-century 

Buddhist mandala—understood to be a spiritual diagram or mind map for visualization. A 

mandala is a tool of transformation that can help initiates become one with their chosen deity, 

depicting the result of transformation according to textual and verbal instructions. Mandalas 

often use transgressive imagery, like dead bodies and deities in union, to heighten the 

transformative power of these esoteric practices. 

 

 
Chakrasamvara Mandala Paubha; Nepal; ca. 1100 CE; mineral and organic colorants on cotton; 

26 1/2 x 19 3/4 in. (67.3 x 50.2 cm); Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1995; 

1995.233 https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/38021  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/38021
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No.30 (Old 60): Densatil Monastery 

Phakmodru, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China), founded 1158, main temple built 
from 1198 
 

Thematic Focus: “The commemorative stupas of the Lang/Pakmodrupa dynasty of 

central Tibet: Pieces of history and fragments of the sublime” 

 

author: Lean-Luc Estournel 

 

Summary: Scholar Jean-Luc Estournel introduces the magnificent golden stupas of Densatil 

Monastery, their complex sculptural programs of Buddhist deities known as “mandala of 

mandalas” and “the whole Olympus of Mahayana.” The oldest of these gilt and bejeweled 

stupas was built after meditative visions in 1170 to commemorate Densatil’s first abbot. Later 

stupas chart the rise and fall of the Pakmodrupa family, who ruled Tibet after expelling the 

Mongols. Although it was destroyed in the 1960s, scholars use texts, fragments, and old 

photographs to understand the original monuments.  

 

 

Parnashavari, ca.1370; Metal and precious stone (HAR 32081) Private Collection (former 

Kinney collection?) 
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No.31 (Old 31): Cave 3 at Yulin Cave Temples 

Yulin, Tangut state of Xixia (present-day Anxi, Gansu Province; China), ca. late 12th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Tangut Patrons’ Embrace of Buddhist Sacred Sites and 

Cosmopolitan Teachings” 

 

authors: Elena Pakhoutova and Jia Weiwei 

 

Summary: The cosmopolitan Tangut state of Xixia was a thriving Buddhist kingdom on the Silk 

Roads that embraced Indian, Tibetan, Chinese, and Central Asian cultures. Art historian Elena 

Pakhoutova and Tibetologist Jia Weiwei explore one of the most remarkable decorated caves at 

Yulin, tracing cultural connections to famous travelers and translators of Chinese and Tibetan 

traditions in the murals painted with scenes from the Buddha’s life, Mahayana sutra illustrations, 

and tantric deities and mandalas. 

 

 
Eight Great Events of the Buddha’s Life, Yulin cave 3, Yulin cave temples, Tangut kingdom 

(Xixia), present-day Anxi, Gansu Province, northwestern China; ca. late 12th century 
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No.32 (Old 34): Pancharaksha Woodblock print from Khara-Khoto 

Khara-Khoto, Tangut state of Xixia, Gansu Province, China; ca. late 12th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Woodblock Printing and State Protection in the Inclusive Buddhist 

Culture of the Tanguts” 

 

authors: Kirill Solonin and Elena Pakhoutova 

 

Summary: Between the foundation of the Tangut state in the eleventh century and its 

destruction by the Chinggis Khan's armies in the thirteenth, the cosmopolitan multiethnic state 

developed its own script, made important advances in printing technology, and embraced 

diverse sources of Buddhist culture—Indian, Tibetan, Chinese, and Khitan (Liao)—

systematically integrating them into its own cultural production. Historian Kirill Solonin and Art 

historian Elena Pakhoutova examine a printed image of state protection from the lost desert city 

of Khara-Khoto.  

 

 
A Pancharaksha text with frontispiece illustrations 

Excavated from Khara-Khoto, Tangut state of Xixia; c. late 12th century; Reign period of the 

emperor Renzong (1124, r. 1139-1193)  

Xylographed ink on paper; concertina binding, 60 pages of text and 4 illustrated pages; 10 7/8 x 

4 3/8 in. (27.5 x 11 cm)  

Institute of Oriental Manuscript Research, P.K. Kozlov Collection, Russian Academy of 

Sciences, St. Petersburg, Russia, Tang 214, n40-41/1 
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No.33 (Old 35): Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and the Buddha’s 

Footprints   

Central Tibet; 12th century  

 

Thematic Focus: “Presence and Power” 

 

author: Kathryn Selig-Brown 

 

Summary: This outline of a pair of footprints on a ground of gold pigment looks simple, yet Art 

historian Kathryn Selig Brown shows how it is imbued with divine presence and powerfully 

symbolic of the Buddhist religion and Tibet’s imperial past. Such images were possibly traced 

from actual footprints at pilgrimage sites in India and allow physical contact with now-vanished 

sacred figures, able to pass on their blessings through touch. Below these footprints figures 

connect them to Tibet’s divine protector Avalokiteshvara, his emanation as Tibet’s founding 

emperor Songtsen Gampo, flanked by his Nepalese and Chinese queens.  

 

 
 

Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and the Buddha’s Footprints; central Tibet; 12th-13th century; 

pigments on cloth; 22 × 19 3/8 in. (55.88 x 49.21 cm); Rubin Museum of Art; Gift of Shelley and 

Donald Rubin; C2003.50.5 (HAR 271) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/382/avalokiteshvara-according-to-the-practice-

tradition-of-empe  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/382/avalokiteshvara-according-to-the-practice-tradition-of-empe
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/382/avalokiteshvara-according-to-the-practice-tradition-of-empe
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No.34 (Old 28): Goddess of Prosperity, Vasudhara 

Nepal, ca. late 12th-–early 13 century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Material and Spiritual Abundance in the Kathamandu Valley” 

 

author: Kerry Lucinda Brown 

 

Summary: Throughout the Himalayas, the accumulation of material wealth has been important 

to the survival of spiritual and ritual practice. Art historian Kerry Lucinda Brown explores the 

importance and iconography of the goddess of prosperity Vasudhara, who is worshiped by the 

Nepalese to ensure agricultural fertility, financial success, and spiritual benefit, and this form’s 

special association with rice cultivation, one of the primary sources of wealth in the Kathmandu 

Valley.  

 

The Buddhist Goddess Vasudhara; Nepal; ca. late 12th - early 13th century; Copper alloy with 

traces of gilding; inlaid with gemstones and glass; 19 x 15 1/2 x 11 in. (48.3 x 39.4 x 28 cm) 

Los Angeles County Museum of Art; From the Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck Collection 

M.81.8.2; Photo © LACMA https://collections.lacma.org/node/246318  

https://collections.lacma.org/node/246318


 

35 

 

13th century: 9 objects/sites 

No.35 (Old 25): Monumental Manjushri with Mahasiddha-Adorned 

Robe 

Alchi Sumtsek, Ladakh, India; ca. 1220 

 

Thematic Focus: “Alchi at the Threshold of a New Era in Tibetan Buddhist Art” 

 

author: Christian Luczanits 

Summary: Alchi monastery is one of the jewels of world art, constructed at a time of religious 

and social change in the Himalayas. Alchi was originally a family monastery for the ancient Dro 

clan, which controlled the trade routes from western Tibet to Kashmir. Art historian Christian 

Luczanits introduces its sculpture and murals, discussing the paintings on the robes of this large 

sculpture which reflect complex developments in tantric Buddhist practices at Alchi. 

 

 

Manjushri with Mahasiddhas, right niche of the Sumtsek Temple; Alchi, Ladakh, India; ca. 1220; 

mineral pigments on clay; height approx. 13 ft. 1 in. (4 m) 

Photograph by Jaroslav Poncar 
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No.36 (Old 33): Achala silk tapestry 

Composition: Tangut state of Xixia, possibly produced in Dingzhou (present day Baoding, Hebei 

Province); Early to mid-13th Century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Buddhist icons produced in silk” 

 

author: Xie Jisheng (translated by Xinhui Yang) 

 

Summary: Art historian Xie Jisheng examines how the highly technical tradition of kesi (“carved 

silk”) in a woven silk thangka testifies to a cosmopolitan culture under Tangut rule that 

embraced Tibetan and Chinese Buddhism. The exceptional weaving skills of Uyghur craftsman 

who migrated to this part of the Silk Road, helped give rise to new artistic forms of Buddhist 

icons in the luxury medium of silk. A monk from Tsongkha, a small Tibetan kingdom in the 

region, commissioned this image as a gift for his guru in central Tibet.   

 

 
Achala; Composition designed in Tangut Xixia, possibly produced/woven in Dingzhou [present 

day Baoding, Hebei Province]; Early to mid-13th century; Kesi silk tapestry with seed pearl; 

90cm x 56cm; Potala Palace Collection (After Precious Deposits, vol 2, p. 84, Fig. 44.) 
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No.37 (Old 38): Virupa 

Sakya Monastery, Tsang region, central Tibet, ca. 1216–1244 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Thirteenth-Century Masterwork of the Sakya Tradition”  

 

author: Jane Casey 

 

Summary: While drunk in a tavern one day, the great Indian tantric master Virupa stopped the 

sun in the sky to avoid paying his tab. Art historian Jane Casey examines a painting of this 

legendary drinking bout, made by Nepalese artisans and consecrated by the learned Tibetan 

scholar Sakya Pandita, teacher to the early Mongol khans. Many Tibetan traditions trace their 

lineages back to mythic yogis like Virupa, whose meditative powers and unconventional 

lifestyles are central to tantric Buddhism.  

 

 
Virupa; Sakya Monastery; Tibet; ca. 1216–1244; distemper on cloth, 22 x 19 5/8 in. (55.9 x 49.8 

cm); The Kronos Collections 



 

38 

 

No.38 (Old 32): Vajracharya Priest’s Crown 

Nepal, ca. 13th century 
 

Thematic Focus: “Cosmos, Empowerment, and Ritual Regalia” 
 

author: Aurora Graldi 

Summary: Art historian Aurora Graldi introduces the history, symbolism and manufacture of a 
thirteenth-century gold crown worn by tantric priests in Nepal. Used during initiations and public 
ceremonies, the crown has a complex iconography that identifies the priest with the Buddha 
Vairochana. This crown exemplifies the fine hammered metalwork technique known as 

repousse, for which Nepalese artisans are renowned to this day. 
 

 
Vajracharya Priest’s Crown; Nepal; ca. 13th century; copper, gold, crystal, turquoise; 14 
x 8½ x 9 in. (35.6 x 21.6 x 22.9 cm); The Metropolitan Museum of Art; Gift of Bashford 
Dean, 1906; 06.191 https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/25590  

  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/25590
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No.39 (Old 39): Mahakala stone sculpture 

Beijing and Sakya Monastery, Tsang region, central Tibet; dated 1292 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Political Role of Tibetan Buddhism at the Mongol Court” 

 

author: Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: This powerful Buddhist protector deity is a manifestation of divine wrath employed to 

remove internal and external obstacles—including political adversaries. Art historian Karl 

Debreczeny connects this statue that names Qubilai Khan and his Tibetan imperial preceptor to 

the tradition of tantric war magic used by Tibetan ritual masters to help the Mongols conquer 

China. Such images become potent symbols of Qubilai Khan’s rule and Mongol imperial power. 

 

 
Panjaranatha Mahakala (Tib. Gur gon); Tibet or China; dated 1292; lithographic limestone, 

partially gilded and polychromed; 18½ x 11¼ in. (47 x 28.5 cm); Musée national des arts 

asiatiques–Guimet, Paris; Gift of L. Fournier; MA 5181 
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No.40 (Old 42): White Stupa, Attributed to Nepalese Artist Anige 

Beijing, China; 1279 

 

Thematic Focus: “Newar Artist’s Buddhist Monument for the Mongol Rulers in Beijing” 

 

author:   Isabelle Charleux 

 

Summary: Mongolist Isabelle Charleux introduces the great stupa of Beijing, built in the age of 

Qubilai Khan and attributed to the Nepalese artisan Anige. Surrounded by an imperial 

monastery and enclosing a relic chamber, the stupa represents a tantric mandala. Anige’s 

personal role is hard to gauge, but his artistic legacy was influential at the time of construction. 

The stupa became the model for other stupas built over the city gates and at sacred sites like 

Mount Wutai, and it was repaired and altered many times in later centuries. 

 

 

The White Stupa (Chinese: Baita); Monastery of Miraculous Retribution (Chinese: Miaoyingsi), 

popularly known as White Pagoda Monastery (Chinese: Baitasi); Beijing, China; 1279 (Yuan 

dynasty); masonry; height 167 feet (51 m). Photograph by Felice Beato (1825-1908), 1860. Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art. Public Domain 
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No.41 (Old 41): Relief Carving of a Nine-Deity Ushnishavijaya 

Composition 

Hangzhou, China; ca. 1282–1292  

 

Thematic Focus: “Melting Plots: an Indian Buddhist Long-Life Deity in a Nepalo-Tibeto-

Chinese Style Sculpture under Mongol Patronage” 

 

author: Rob Linrothe 

 

Summary: In East Asia, Ushnishavijaya was the name of a powerful prayer, while in the Tibetan 

Buddhism, this prayer was personified as a deity. Art historian Rob Linrothe examines the 

multicultural history of an Ushnishavijaya image carved into a cliff side on the east coast of 

China according to Tibetan and Nepalese iconography, and commissioned by a Tangut 

administrator working for the Mongol emperor Qubilai Khan. The image may have been created 

as part of long-life rituals for the emperor. 

 

 
Nine-Deity Ushnishavijaya Composition; Feilaifeng Cliff, Niche 84, Hangzhou, China; ca. 1282–

1292; stone carving. Photo K Debreczeny  
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No.42 (Old 40): Mongol Messenger’s Badge (Paiza or Gerege) in 

Pakpa Script 

Mongol empire/Yuan dynasty, late 13th–early 14th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Signs of Authority in the Mongol Empire” 

 

author: Christopher Atwood 

 

Summary: Communication and command over resources were keys to control for the Mongols, 

rulers of the largest land-based empire in world history. At the order of Qubilai Khan, the Tibetan 

lama Pakpa Lodro Gyeltsen designed a script that could represent the sounds of all the 

languages in the empire. Historian Christopher Atwood tells the story of a bronze tablet 

inscribed in this Tibetan-derived script, which gave its bearer power to commandeer horses and 

accommodation along the Mongol postal roads. 

 

 
Mongol Messenger Paiza (Gerege) in Pakpa Script; Mongol Yuan dynasty (1206–1368), late 

13th–early 14th century; iron with silver inlay; 7 1/8 x 4 1/2 in. (18.1 x 11.4 cm); The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; 1993.256) 

Source of image/photograph: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/39624  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/39624
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No.43 (Old 43): Padmasambhava and His Manifestations 

Tibet; late 13th century or later  

 

Thematic Focus: “The Names that Encode Many Aspects of the “Lotus-Born” Guru” 

 

authors: Elena Pakhoutova and Dan Hirshberg 

 

Summary: Scholar of Tibetan religion Daniel Hirshberg and art historian Elena Pakhoutova 

examine an unusual stone statue of the legendary Indian master Padmasambhava, who is 

believed helped convert Tibet to Buddhism in the eighth century. Despite scant historical 

accounts of Padmasambhava, meditative visions of the twelfth-century Tibetan master Nyangrel 

Nyima Wozer formalized Padmasambhava’s eight enlightened forms. Their appearances as 

visual conventions continue in later paintings and sculpture. 

 

  

Padmasambhava and His Manifestations; Tibet; ca. late 13th century or later; stone with traces 

of pigment; 9¼ x 6½ x 2 in. (23.5 x 16.7 x 5 cm); Foundation of Alain Bordier–Tibet Museum, 

Gruyères, Switzerland. Source of image/photograph Courtesy of Foundation of Alain Bordier 
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14th century: 9 objects/sites 

No.44 (Old 49): The Chorten Cave of Luri, Mustang, Nepal 

Luri, present-day Mustang District, Nepal; ca 1300 

 

Thematic Focus: “Commemorative Monument for a Charismatic Teacher” 

 

Author: Christian Luczanits 

 

Summary: Why did someone scale a remote cliff, high in the Himalayas, to create a 

work of commemorative art? Art historian Christian Luczanits searches for answers 

about this fascinating/inaccessible cave. Its murals, likely painted by Nepalese artisans 

for Tibetan patrons refer to Vajrayana Buddhist teachings and their transmission to 

Tibet. The cave may commemorate a Buddhist master, the stupa inside the space 

possibly contains his remains. This stupa cave is one of many that once existed in the 

area. 

 

 
The Luri chorten as seen from the entrance, showing Ushnishavijaya and Dhritarashtra; 

Mustang, Nepal; ca. 1300; photograph by Philip Lieberman, 1993 
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No.45 (Old 44): The Temple of Wanla 

Wanla, Ladakh, India; first half of the 14th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Landmark Monument in the Art History of Ladakh” 

 

author: Nils Martin 

 

Summary: The temple of Wanla was built as a family shrine for the local chieftain Bhak Darskya, 

a follower of the Drigung Kagyu Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Historian Nils Martin parses the 

complex styles and iconographies of this elaborate shrine, constructed when Vajrayana 

Buddhism was waning in India and Kashmir but blossoming in Tibet. The continued activity of 

the artists and patrons who created the temple is reflected in other monuments in this area of 

Ladakh.  

 

 
Temple of Wanla viewed from the northeast; Wanla, Ladakh, India; first half of the 14th century; 

stone masonry, adobes, and timbers; approx. 32 x 32 x 37 ft. (10 x 10 x 11.5 m) 

Photograph by the author 
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No.46 (Old 45): Vajrabhairava Mandala  

Mongol Empire/Yuan, probably Daidu (Beijing); ca. 1329 

 

Thematic Focus: “Woven Mandalas in the Mongol Imperial Court” 

 

author: Yong Cho 

 

Summary: Commissioned by Mongol emperors and their wives according to the teachings of 

Tibetan masters. Mongol rulers showed special favor to artisans from different cultures across 

their empire, and court workshops adapted Central Asian weaving techniques to create these 

silk icons, which became a special focus of Mongolian court production. Such images may have 

hung in portrait halls within monasteries, referencing traditions of Buddhist kingship and the 

worship of Yuan Dynasty imperial ancestors. 

 

 
Vajrabhairava Mandala; probably Daidu (Beijing), China; Yuan; ca. 1329; silk and gold, tapestry 

with slits (kesi); The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Purchase, Lila Acheson Wallace 

Gift; 1992.54 https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/37614  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/37614
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No.47 (Old 36): Mural Painting at Zhalu Monastery  

Zhalu, Tsang region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China), c.1340 

 

Thematic Focus: “Mongol Patronage, Nepalese Artists, and Murals as a Public Marketing 

Strategy for Sacred Books” 

 

 author: Sarah Richardson 

 

Summary: In the mid-fourteenth century, two related projects were produced at Zhalu 

Monastery—the completed Tibetan Buddhist canon and extensively inscribed narrative murals 

of the Buddha’s past lives. Painted by teams of Nepalese and Tibetan artisans under Mongol 

patronage, the murals also reveal lively scenes of ordinary life. Art historian Sarah Richardson 

surveys how text and images intertwine in these “books on walls,” which testify to the interest in 

authoring, editing, and promoting sacred texts. 

 

 

 



 

48 

 

No.48 (Old 47): Juyongguan Stupa gate 

Changping District, Beijing, China; 1345 

 

Main Theme Call-out: “Stabilizing Empire through Buddhist Architectural Monument, 

Text, and Image” 

 

author: Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: Standing at a strategic pass on the Great Wall north of Beijing, this stupa gate was 

constructed by the last Mongol emperor in China. The stone arch originally supported three 

Tibetan-style stupas, five mandalas, and dedicatory inscriptions in six languages. Curator Karl 

Debreczeny unpacks the complex iconography of this carved gateway, showing how Mongol 

rulers used the universal symbolism of Vajrayana Buddhism to sanctify and stabilize their 

increasingly unsettled empire. 

 

 
Juyong Guan Stupa Gate; Nankou Town, Changping District, northwest of Beijing; dated 1345; 

white limestone; 32 ft. 9 1/2 in. x 88 ft. 7 in. x 59 ft. (10 x 27 x 18 m); gateway: 23 x 59 ft. (7 x 18 

m). After Murata 1958, Plate 1 
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No.49 (Old 46): Queen Dipamala as the Goddess Prajnaparamita 

Western Nepal / Western Tibet mid-14th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “A sculpture from a Himalayan Cultural Contact Zone” 

 

author: Ian Alsop 

 

Summary: Art historian Ian Alsop introduces a sculpture from the vanished Khasa Kingdom, 

once a powerful state in what is now western Nepal. The sculpture’s inscription reflects the bi-

cultural society that included the Tibetan-speaking people of the highlands and the Nepali-

speaking people of the foothills. This distinctively Khasa Buddhist statue produced using the lost 

wax process portrays Queen Dipamala as goddess Prajnaparamita, conflating ruler and deity. 

 

 
Queen as the Goddess Prajnaparamita 

West Nepal; mid-14th century; Gilt copper, 20. 5 cm; Freer Gallery of Art F1986.23 

https://asia.si.edu/object/F1986.23/  

https://asia.si.edu/object/F1986.23/
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No.50 (Old 48): Mandala of Manjuvajra of the Vajravali Set 

Commissioned in Memory of Lama Dampa 

Central Tibet, 1375–1380 

 

Main Theme Call-out: “An Example of Court Patronage to Honor a Religious Master” 

 

author: David Jackson and Christian Luczanits 

Summary: Most Tibetan religious images were constructed according to precise iconographic 

instructions found in Indian texts. Historian David Jackson and Art Historian Christian Luczanits 

investigate one fourteenth-century mandala in the Nepalese-inspired Beri artistic style, tracing 

the textual sources for both the deities and the patrons. One of a set of paintings drawn from the 

eleventh- to twelfth-century ritual manual Vajravali, the images were probably commissioned to 

commemorate the Sakya monk Lama Dampa.  

 

 
Mandala of Manjuvajra of the Vajravali Set Commissioned in Memory of Lama Dampa; central 

Tibet; 1375–1380; distemper on cloth; 33 x 29 1/8 in. (83.9 x 74 cm); The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1977; 1977.340 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/37804  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/37804
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No.51 (Old 50): Dorje Discovered by Dorje Lingpa 

Discovered at Senge Dzong, Bhutan; attributed by tradition to 8th century, ca late 14th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Sacred Art among Hidden Treasures” 

 

author: Karma Phuntsho 

 

Summary: Before the fall of the Tibetan Empire, divine yogis are said to have hidden texts and 

objects for later generations to uncover when they would be needed to avert crises in their time. 

This ritual implement, called a dorje,  or vajra scepter, is one such “hidden treasure”, 

supposedly concealed by the eighth-century guru Padmasambhava and revealed five hundred 

years later by the Bhutanese master Dorje Lingpa. Bhutanese scholar Karma Phuntsho studies 

this sacred object and its prominent role in Tibetan Buddhist rituals. 

 

 
The terma dorje discovered by Dorje Lingpa (1346-1405) 

Discovered in Senge Dzong, Bhutan; claimed to be from the 8th century and discovered in the 

14th century; material?; H 15.5 cm x W 3.4 cm; collection? (Senge Dzong, Bhutan?) 

Source of image/photograph: University of Hawaii, Dragon's Gift photos shot by Shuzo Uemoto. 
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No.52 (Old 54): Qutan Monastery (Drotsang Dorje chang) 

Drotsang, Tsongkha, Amdo region, eastern Tibet (present-day Ledu County, Qinghai Province, 

China); 1392–1427 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Ming dynasty Monastery at the Sino-Tibetan Frontier”  

 

author: Aurelia Campbell 
 

Summary: To maintain good relations with Tibetan and Mongolian neighbors on its turbulent 

frontiers, the Ming dynasty supported Tibetan monasteries. Architectural historian Aurelia 

Campbell explores Qutan Monastery in the region where Tibetan, Mongolian, and Chinese 

populations intersect. Founded by a Tibetan monk, it was built by imperial artisans following 

Chinese palatial architecture. Inside the halls Tibetan Buddhist murals form a mandala, and 

outside Chinese depictions illustrate the lives of the Buddha. 

 

 
Qutansi (Gautama Monastery), aerial view; Drotsang, Tsongkha, Amdo region (present day 
Ledu County, Qinghai Province, China); 1392–1427 (photo by Xie Jisheng?) 
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15th century: 8 objects/sites 

No.53 (Old 55): Pensive Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara 

Nanjing or Beijing, China; Yongle period (1403–1424) 

 

Thematic Focus: “Imperial Tibetan Buddhist Statues under the Yongle and Xuande 

Reigns of the Ming Dynasty” 

 

author: Luo Wenhua 

 

Summary: Although the Ming dynasty expelled the Mongols from China, the early Ming 

emperors continued the Mongol practice of patronizing Tibetan Buddhism and producing its art. 

Art historian Luo Wenhua tells the story of a bronze statue of Avalokiteshvara from its 

iconographic roots in ancient India, its creation in Chinese court workshops, to its present home 

in the Potala Palace in Lhasa.  Gifts of imperial images like this one would inspire later 

generations of Tibetan artists.  

 

  
Pensive Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara; Imperial Workshop, Nanjing or Beijing; Ming dynasty, 

Yongle period (r. 1403–1424); gilt brass; height: 8½ in. (21.5 cm); Potala Palace, Lhasa  

Photograph by Luo Wenhua 
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No.54 (Old 52): Murals at Toling Dukhang “Ornament of the 

World”  

Toling Monastery, Guge Kingdom, Ngari Region, western Tibet (present-day TAR, China); 15th 

century (ca 1424-1458) 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Style of Upper Western Tibet under Gelukpa Patronage”  

 

author: Roberto Vitali 

Summary: For centuries, western Tibet was the crossroad of artistic traditions from Kashmir, 

North India, and Nepal. Toling Monastery, established in this region by the tenth-century king-

monk Lha Lama Yeshe Wo, was converted in the early fifteenth century to the newly founded 

Geluk Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Historian Roberto Vitali examines the temple’s vibrant murals 

in a unique regional style developed under Geluk patronage; they guide worshippers from a 

mundane main assembly hall to an ultramundane inner sanctum.  

 

 
offering goddess, main wall of the niche from the throne frame of the main image, Buddha 

Shakyamuni surrounded by the Sixteen Arhats (photo by Jaroslav Poncar 1993) 
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No.55 (Old 57): Gyantse Kumbum 

Pelkhor Chode Monastery, Gyantse, Tsang region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca. 

1427-1442 

 

Thematic Focus: “An Architectural Representation of Complete Tantric Knowledge” 

 

author: Shengnan Dong 

Summary: Scholar Shengnan Dong introduces the Gyantse Kumbum (“a hundred-thousand 

images,”), a monumental stupa depicting over twenty thousand deities in seventy-three chapels, 

which provide a nearly complete representation of the Buddhist pantheon as it was understood 

in the fifteenth century. As a major Buddhist project commissioned by a local prince in central 

Tibet, the temple compound was built at a time when Tibetans were beginning to develop their 

own artistic styles, and several famous artists may have been involved. 

 

 
Gyantse Kumbum of Pelkor Chode Monastery 

Gyantse, Tsang Region, Central Tibet; ca. 1427-1442 

Photograph by Shengnan Dong, 2021 
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No.56 (Old 56): Jivarama’s Sketchbook 

Tibet (and Nepal?), 1435 

 

Thematic Focus: “The earliest dated Newar artist’s sketchbook” 

 

authors: Ian Alsop and Elena Pakhoutova 

Summary: Sketchbooks reveal many insights about artists, their techniques and working 

environments. Art historians Ian Alsop and Elena Pakhoutova examine the sketchbook of the 

Newar artist Jivarama, who traveled to Tibet in the fifteenth century and worked for Tibetan 

patrons. He drew subjects new to him following Chinese and Tibetan conventions and inscribed 

the drawings in Newar and Tibetan languages. With an inscribed date, Jivarama’s  freehand 

drawings are a useful reference for Nepalese painting. 

 

 
Jivarama (Nepalese, active in 15th century); sketchbook in folding book (thyasaphu) format; 

Tibet (and Nepal?); 1435; ink and colors on paper, 39 leaves of an unknown number; each folio 

9½ x 5 in. (24 x 12.5 cm); Suresh Neotia Collection, Jnana-Pravaha Centre Museum, Varanasi; 

No. 102 
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No.57 (Old 58): Nepalese Paubha Commemorating the Death of 

Pandita Vanaratna (1384-1468) 

Gopicandra monastery, Patan, Nepal; 1469 (line missing) 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Tribute to Vanaratna and His Service to the Nepalese Buddhist 

Community”  

 

author:  Ryan Damron 

 

Summary: Ryan Damron investigates a Nepalese painting that commemorates the Buddhist 

monk Vanaratna but features an enigmatic woman. Is she wife, goddess, benefactress? Born 

when Buddhism was dying in its north-Indian homeland, Vanaratna ordained on the Burmese 

border, studied in Sri Lanka, taught in Tibet, and became an abbot near Kathmandu. He was 

known for his extensive charitable efforts. The author suggests the scene in the painting and the 

unidentified woman is an incomplete fragment, and may relate to Vanaratna’s community work 

in Nepal.   

 

 
Nepalese Paubha Commemorating the Death of Pandita Vanaratna (1384-1468) 

Patan, Nepal; 1469; Mineral pigments on cotton cloth; 27 ¼ x 39 ¼ (69.4 x 99.7 cm) 

The Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck Collection, Museum Associates Purchase. LACMA M.77.19.3 

https://collections.lacma.org/node/238805  

https://collections.lacma.org/node/238805
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No.58 (Old 59): Murals of Gongkar Chode  

Lhoka, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); 1464-1476 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Reexamination of Khyentse Chenmo and his Painting Tradition” 

 

author: Tsechang Penba Wangdu (translated by Tenzin Gelek) 
 

Summary: Early Tibetan Buddhist art was largely derived from outside sources: India, Nepal, 

China, and Central Asia. According to traditional Tibetan histories, in the fifteenth century two 

artists named Khyentse Chenmo and Menla Dondrup created the first indigenous Tibetan styles, 

named after Tibetan artists and artistic centers. However, few works by these masters survive, 

and even the dates of their lives are debated. Artist and art historian Tsechang Penba Wangdu 

examines the murals of Gongkar Chode monastery, a rare example of works painted by the 

great founding artist Khyentse Chenmo himself. 

 

 
Khyentse Chenmo (active ca. 15th century); Morality Tale of Vidura from chapter 76 in the 
Wish-fulfilling Vine (Bodhisattvavadanakalpalata); Southern mural painting of the original Main 
Assembly Hall, first floor, Gongkar Chode Monastery, Gongkar county, Lhokha, U region, 
central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca. 1464–1476; photograph by Andrew Quintman 
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No.59 (Old 27):  Standing Buddha Shakyamuni Donated by 

Lundeva  

Nepal; 15th century, commissioned in a 9th–10th-century style  

Stone 

 

Thematic Focus: “Challenges in Dating Nepalese Stone Sculpture” 

 

author: Ulrich von Schroeder 

Summary: Buddhists have been carving stone images in Nepal since ancient times, but clearly 

dated examples are from the seventeenth century on.  Art historian Ulrich von Schroeder re-

evaluates this sculpture's style in relation to the time period it was created. Art historians often 

date images based on style, but this may not always be accurate. This image appears to be 

sculpted in an early style but may have been commissioned by two brothers in the fifteenth 

century based on a much earlier style and models. 

 

 

Standing Buddha Shakyamuni donated by Lundeva. Nepal. Commissioned in the 15th century 

in a 9th/10th century style. Stone. Size: 1271/2  x 531/8  in. (324 x 135 cm). Svayambhu, 

Kathmandu. [Photo: Ulrich von Schroeder, 1976]. 
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No.60 (Old 53):  Bon Deity Trowo Tsochok Khagying 

Tibet; 15th century  
 

Thematic Focus: “A Microcosm of the Bon Religion” 
 

author: Charles Ramble 

Summary: Anthropologist Charles Ramble introduces the indigenous Tibetan religion of Bon 
focusing on the image of this deity with the entourage of warlike and half-animal gods. Bon 
refers to the many pre- or non-Buddhist ritual practices of Tibet, as well as the organized 
monastic religion that developed in dialogue with Tibetan Buddhist traditions  from the tenth 
century on. This thangka shows a Bon deity and his consort in a tantric embrace, at the center 
of in a mandala of fierce local gods from Tibetan myths. 
External Link to video of ritual: https://youtu.be/SqjN_0wRXls 

 

 
Bon Deity Trowo Tsochok Khagying; Tibet; 15th century; Distemper, ink, and gold on cloth; Gift 

of Carlton Rochell, in honor of John Guy, and in celebration of the Museum’s 150th  Anniversary, 

2018; Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2018.890 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/819687  

https://youtu.be/SqjN_0wRXls
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/819687
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16th century: 8 objects/sites 

No.61 (Old 63): Tamshing Temple 

Bumthang District, Bhutan; 1501-1505 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Bhutanese Buddhist Master’s Treasure House” 

 

author: Ariana Maki 

Summary: Pema Lingpa was a Bhutanese master and “treasure-revealer,” a visionary who 

traveled the Himalayan landscape discovering concealed holy texts, sites, and objects in Bhutan 

and southern Tibet. In 1501, he began work on a shrine to contain these treasures and left a 

detailed record of the craftsmen and images. Art historian Ariana Maki explores the empowered 

images in this Bhutanese tantric master’s personal treasure hall, which map the qualities that 

must be realized in order to experience enlightenment. To this day, the influence of Pema 

Lingpa’s teachings is felt across Bhutan. 

 

 
Tamshing Lhundrub Choling (Gtam zhing lhun grub chos gling) Temple 

Founded 1501, consecrated 1505; Bumtang, Bhutan; Image: Ariana Maki 
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No.62 (Old 61):  Earliest Extant Printed Edition of Milarepa’s Life 

Story 

Ron Wosel Puk, southwest Tibet; 1538 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Tibetan Liberation Tale Illustrated in Print and Manuscript” 

 

author: Andrew Quintman 

 

Summary: Tibetologist Andrew Quintman introduces Mila, the cotton-clad yogi, an eleventh-

century hermit and poet. Accounts of Milarepa’s dramatic life story of using black magic for 

revenge, followed by total renunciation, religious perseverance, awakening, and teaching 

through song, established a model for an exemplary spiritual life across the Himalayan world. 

Mila’s biography spread as woodblock printed books such as this illustrated print, which 

combines text and image in this early mass-media technology. 

 

 

 
Earliest Extant Printed Edition of Milarepa’s Life Story 

Ron Wosel Puk, Tibet; 1538; Xylographic print on paper; Approx 3.15 x 17.3 in. (approx. 8 x 44 

cm); A Brief Survey of the Evolution of Tibetan Printing Technology (Bod kyi shing spar lag rtsal 

gyi byung rim mdor bsdus), Bod ljongs bod yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 2013. ISBN 

9787805893068. DVD. 
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No.63 (Old 62): Portrait of Lowo Khenchen Sonam Lhundrub 

Mustang, Nepal; first half of the 16th century 
 

Thematic Focus: “Royal Teacher and Artist” 
 

authors: Jowita Kramer and Christian Luczanits 

Summary: Images of historical figures are common in the Himalayas, but portraits that record 
the actual likeness of contemporary individuals are relatively rare. One of the exceptions is this 
depiction of Lowo Khenchen Sonam Lhundrup, a scholar, monk, and son of the king of Mustang. 
Buddhist studies professor Jowita Kramer and Art historian Christian Luczanits trace how royal 
politics, religious conflict and devotion, and networks of artistic patronage shaped the life and 
images of this scholar-prince. 
 

 
Namkhadrak (West Tibet); Portrait of Lowo Khenchen Sonam Lhundrub; Mustang, first half of 

16th century; copper alloy with copper and silver inlay; 11¼ x 8-3/8 x 6½ in. (28.6 x 21.3 x 16.5 

cm); Philadelphia Museum of Art; Purchased with the Stella Kramrisch Fund, 2003; acc. no. 

2003-6-1 Photograph: Courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, public domain. 

https://philamuseum.org/collection/object/258403  

https://philamuseum.org/collection/object/258403
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No.64 (Old 66): Dabaojigong Temple  

Lijiang, Yunnan Province, southwest China; founded 1582 

 

Thematic Focus: “Agents of Religious and Artistic Dialogue along the Southern Sino-

Tibetan Frontier” 

 

author: Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: The Naxi Kingdom of Lijiang was an expansionist mountain state in what is now 

Southwest China, which allied itself politically with Beijing but invited high Tibetan lamas to its 

court. Art historian Karl Debreczeny examines murals at Dabaojigong Temple, showing how 

Naxi kings mixed Daoism, Confucianism, and Tibetan Buddhism with their own indigenous ritual 

traditions. The murals may have been commissioned by king Mu Zeng, whose patronage turned 

Lijiang into a major Tibetan Buddhist center. 

 

 
Mahamayuri presiding over a “water-land” assemblage (detail);  

Dabaojigong Temple, Baisha Village, Lijiang, Yunnan Province, China; ca. 1611–1643; s 

South wall; 79 7⁄8 x 175 ½ in. (203 x 446 cm) 
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No.65 (Old 64): Erdeni juu Monastery 

Övörkhangai Province, Mongolia; founded in 1586–1587 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Sixteenth-Century Renaissance of Buddhism in Mongolia” 

 

author: Isabelle Charleux 

Summary: Buddhism steeply declined in Mongolia after the fall of the Mongol Empire, but it 

experienced a massive reconversion of Mongols to Buddhism and a cultural and artistic 

renaissance starting in the sixteenth century. Historian Isabelle Charleux introduces Erdeni Juu 

monastery, the oldest and holiest surviving Tibetan Buddhist monastery in Mongolia, founded 

on the ruins of the ancient imperial capital. Built in mixed Sino-Tibetan architectural style with 

some uniquely Mongol features, its shape and role evolved with its founders, and Mongolia’s, 

shifts in fortune. 

 

 
The Central Temple of Erdeni juu Monastery, founded by Abadai Khan; Övörkhangai Province, 

Mongolia; 1586–1587; floor dimensions 48 ft. 9 in. x 37 ft. 3 in. (14.85 x 11.35 m); early 20th-

century photograph. Maidar 1972, fig. 75 
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 No.66 (Old 65): Portrait of the Ninth Karmapa 

Central Tibet (possibly Tsurpu Monastery); ca. 1590  

 

Thematic Focus: “Rise of the Encampment Painting Tradition”  

 

author: Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: The Karmapas were the first institutionalized lineage of reincarnated lamas in Tibet. 

By the sixteenth century, these powerful hierarchs held court in a traveling tent monastery called 

the Great Encampment. Art historian Karl Debreczeny examines a portrait of the Ninth Karmapa, 

showing how artists thought to be emanations of the high lama merged Indian figural models 

with Chinese aesthetics to create the Encampment style. Lesser-known but still important was 

the Encampment style of sculpture. 

  

 
Portrait of the Ninth Karmapa, Wangchuk Dorje (1555–1603); Central Tibet (possibly Tsurpu 

Monastery); ca. 1590; pigments on cloth; 50 x 33½ in. (127 x 85.1 cm); Rubin Museum of Art; 

purchase from the Collection of Navin Kumar, New York; C2005.20.2 (HAR 90005) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/2627/ninth-karmapa-wangchuk-dorje-15551603  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/2627/ninth-karmapa-wangchuk-dorje-15551603
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No.67 (Old 67): Siddhi Lakshmi (Purnacandi) 

Nepal, ca. 16th – 17th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Goddess of Miraculous Power” 

 

author: Kerry Lucinda Brown 

 

Summary: Indic religions often emphasize the spiritual energy (shakti) of female deities, whether 

wrathful or benign. Art historian Kerry Lucinda Brown introduces this dynamic bronze sculpture 

of a powerful tantric goddess Siddhi Lakshmi. She is also associated with other Indic goddesses, 

Mahadevi and Kali. Rival kings in city-states of Kathmandu, Patan, and Bakhtapur used to 

worship her in secret as a source of power, and both Hindus and Buddhists celebrate her public 

images at shrines and festivals. 

 

   
Siddhi Lakshmi (Purnacandi); Nepal; ca. 16th – 17th century; Gilt bronze with pigment, 

dimensions unknown; Patan Museum, Patan, Nepal, Object 234 
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No.68 (Old 87): Sword, Scabbard, and Sword belt 

Tibet, Blade: ca. 16th—17th century; Hilt, Scabbard, and Belt: ca. early 18th—mid-19th century 
 

Thematic Focus: “The History, Literature, and Art of Tibetan Swords” 
 

author: Donald LaRocca 

Summary: Arms and Armor curator Donald La Rocca introduces one of the finest examples of 

Tibetan blade making for which Tibet was famous for centuries. The Mongol commander 

Sengge Rinchen carried it into battle against the British during the Second Opium War in 1860. 

This pattern-welded blade was later remounted with an ornate hilt, scabbard, and belt in the 

style favored in Eastern Tibet and China. Tibetans always appreciated finely crafted swords and 

today wear them on cultural holidays or use in rituals. 

 

 
Sword, Scabbard, and Sword belt  

Tibetan, Blade: ca. 16th to 17th century; Hilt, Scabbard, and Belt: ca. early 18th to mid-19th 

century; Steel, silver, copper, gold, coral, wood, leather; sword length (without scabbard), 39 in. 

(99.1 cm); wt. 2 lb 9.4 oz (1173.7 g); wt. of scabbard, 1 lb 15.7 oz (898.7 g).  

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Purchase, Arthur Ochs Sulzberger Gift, 2014 

(2014.262.1a–c,2014.262.2a, b) https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/647860  

  

 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/647860
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17th Century: 11 objects/sites  

No.69 (Old 68): A Monumental Life of the Buddha Mural 

Puntsokling Monastery, Tsang region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca. 1615–1630 

 

Thematic Focus: “Taranatha’s Vision of Shakyamuni’s Quest”  

 

author: Andrew Quintman and Kurtis R. Schaeffer 
 

Summary: Tibetologists Andrew Quintman and Kurtis Schaeffer examine some of the largest 

and most detailed painted narratives of the Buddha’s life in Tibet.  The murals depict the 

Buddha’s journey to awakening as a dazzling vision scripted by the brilliant scholar-monk 

Taranatha. The images immerse ordinary people in lively tales of the Buddha’s encounters with 

royals, beggars, and merchants and correspond to the text methodically researched and 

composed by Taranatha, admirer of Indian Buddhist culture. 

See www.lifeofthebuddha.org 

 

Designed by Taranatha (1575–1634); A Monumental Life of the Buddha Mural; Puntsokling 
Monastery, TAR, China, circa 1615–1630; approximately 1.75 by 90 meters  
photograph curtesy Andrew Quintman and Kurtis Schaeffer, 2010  

http://www.lifeofthebuddha.org/
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No.70 (Old 76):  Portrait of Ngadak Puntsok Rigdzin 

Lo Gekhar, Mustang, Nepal, mid-17th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Papier-Mâché Sculpture and the Nyingma School at the Periphery” 

 

author:  Christian Luczanits 

 

Summary: Tibet is world-famous for its metal sculptures, but statues made of clay and papier-

mâché were just as common. Art historian Christian Luczanits introduces the papier-mâché 

statues of Lo Gekhar monastery in Mustang, and the visual convention for representing the 

seventeenth-century master Ngadak Puntsok Rigdzin whose image is found there. While Lo 

Gekhar is said to have been founded in the eighth century by the great Guru Rinpoche, the 

statues date to the seventeenth-century spread of the Nyingma tradition through the southern 

Himalayas. 

 

 

Ngadag Puntsok Rigdzin (1592–1656); Lo Gekhar Monastery, Mustang; mid-17th century; 

papier-mâché; height ca. 35½ in. (90 cm). Photo Christian Luczanits 2014 (D9560) 
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No.71 (Old 69): Potala Palace 

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); 1645–1694 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Monument of Tibetan Cultural Identity” 

 

author: Tasha Kimmet 

 

Summary: Art historian and architectural specialist Natasha Kimmet explores the construction of 

Tibet’s most famous monument, the Potala Palace, from its roots in ancient fortress architecture 

to the reproduction of its image around the world as both a Buddhist icon and symbol of the 

Tibetan nation. Built by the Fifth Dalai Lama and his regent to mark the reunification of Tibet 

under the Geluk school after decades of civil war, the thirteen-story seat of government is a 

centerpiece of the Himalayan religious and political landscape. 

 

 
Photograph by Prodhan (Sikkimese); The Potala Palace, Lhasa: The Seat of the Dalai Lamas, ; 

1948; Courtesy of Istituto Italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente (Is.I.A.O.) in I.c.a. and Ministero Degli 

Affari Esteri e della Cooperazione Internazionale; Neg. dep. 7710/02 + 8037/05 

https://asiasociety.org/new-york/exhibitions/unknown-tibet-tucci-expeditions-and-buddhist-

painting  

https://asiasociety.org/new-york/exhibitions/unknown-tibet-tucci-expeditions-and-buddhist-painting
https://asiasociety.org/new-york/exhibitions/unknown-tibet-tucci-expeditions-and-buddhist-painting
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No.72 (Old 72): Arhats Viewing a Painting of Birds by the Tenth 
Karmapa (1604–1674)  
Lijiang, Yunnan Province, Southwest China, 1660 

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Interest in Archaic Chinese and Kashmiri Art 

 

author: Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: Born a child prodigy and one of the highest reincarnated lamas in Tibet, the Tenth 

Karmapa fled to the far southeastern border regions due to civil war. In exile, he took a consort, 

collected birds, and applied himself to painting. Art historian Karl Debreczeny examines a highly 

personal painting by Tibetan history’s most unconventional artist, who took inspiration from 

Kashmiri sculpture and Chinese painting from long ago to forge his own unique style. 

Workshops and admirers would later emulate his creations. 

 

 
Tenth Karmapa Choying Dorje (1604–1674); Arhats Viewing a Painting of Birds, from a set of 

seven paintings; Lijiang, Yunnan Province, China; dated 1660; ink and pigment on silk; 26¾ x 

16½ in. (68 x 42 cm); Lijiang Municipal Museum; no. 439.3 
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No.73 (Old 71): Desi Sanggye Gyatso’s Medical Paintings   

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet, 1687-1697 

 

Thematic Focus: “Medicine, Science and the Everyday in Tibetan Art” 

 

author: Theresia Hofer 
 

Summary: Anthropologist Theresia Hofer raises questions about science and modernity in 

eighteenth-century Tibet through an investigation of this illustrated medical encyclopedia. 

Covering everything from medicinal herbs and acupuncture to urology and bone structures, the 

text by the regent of the Tibetan government was intended to systematize medical knowledge, 

and the vividly detailed paintings helped doctors to retain it. The paintings are unique in 

Himalayan art for their matter-of-fact depictions of everyday human bodies, with all their desires 

and disorders. 

 

 
‘Unfolded Tree’ of the Body in Health and in Illness, Painting 2 of the Tibetan Medical Thangka 
Lhasa, Central Tibet; 20th century; copy of the originals from 1687-1697 
(Medium Dimensions tbc); Lhasa Mentsikhang. Photo by Pasang Yontan 
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No.74 (Old 74): The Golden Fountain of Bhaktapur Palace  
Bhaktapur, Nepal; dated 1688 
 

Thematic Focus: “Architectural Expression of Monsoonal Phenomena” 
 

author: Gautama Vajracharya 

 
Summary: Scholar of Nepalese art Gautama Vajracharya examines the famous golden fountain 
head in Nepal. Designed in glittering metalwork, the spout’s fantastical animated scenes of 
mostly aquatic animals are derived from Vedic stories of life-giving rain. The spout’s standout 
feature is the mythical sea creature makara with a goat leaping from its gaping mouth. These 
and images of frogs, snakes and other creatures relate to monsoon and signify fertility and 
auspicious abundance. 
 

 
Spout of Golden Fountain of Bhaktapur Palace; Bhaktapur, Kathmandu Valley, Nepal; 1688; 

stone, repoussé metalwork; approx. dimensions TK; photograph courtesy Christian Luczanits 
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No.75 (Old 75): Maitreya Bodhisattva 

Mongolia, ca. 1680s. 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Mongolian Artist Zanabazar and the Mongol Devotion to the 

Future Buddha Maitreya” 

 

author: Uranchimeg Tsultem 

Summary: Art historian Uranchimeg Tsultem introduces Mongolia’s most extraordinary artist, 

the reincarnated lama, politician, architect, and sculptor Zanabazar, who built monasteries and 

sculpted statues of Buddhist deities in his distinctive style. This elegant statue of bodhisattva 

Maitreya is inspired by ancient Nepalese sculptures. Zanabazar had a special interest in 

Maitreya creating several Maitreya sculptures. He initiated annual ritual Maitreya Procession in 

Mongolia which continues in Mongolia today. 

 

 
Attributed to Zanabazar, Mongolian (1635–1723); Maitreya Bodhisattva; Mongolia, 1680s; 24 

9/16 x 8 7/16 x 7 5/8 in. (62.4 x W. 21.5 x D. 19.4 cm); Gilt bronze with blue pigment in the hair 

and traces of other pigments in the eyes and mouth; Harvard Art Museums/Arthur M. Sackler 

Museum, Gift of John West 1963.5 https://hvrd.art/o/303393  

https://hvrd.art/o/303393
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No.76 (Old 73): Taktsang monastery 

Paro District, western Bhutan; founded 1692-94 

Thematic Focus: “Bhutan’s most acclaimed Religious sanctuary”  

author: John Ardussi 
 

Summary: Scholar John Ardussi introduces Bhutan’s most recognizable monument, the 

spectacular cliffside shrine known as the “The Tiger’s Lair.” Legends say that the legendary 

Indian Buddhist master Padmasambhava flew here on a tiger’s back to subdue local demons. 

Monks from Tibet began to meditate here in the sixteenth century, and the temple was built from 

1692 to 1694 by the nephew of Bhutan’s national founder. The murals inside were damaged in 

a 1998 fire, and today scholars use old photographs to study them.  

- Digital Resource: Bhutanese Dance Archive @NYPL 
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/bhutan-dance-project-core-of-culture#/?tab=about  

 

 
Taktsang Lhakhang; Photograph ca. 1980, copyright Jürgen Schick; Huntington Archives scan 
no. 32537 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/bhutan-dance-project-core-of-culture#/?tab=about
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No.77 (Old 85): The Kalachakra Mandala in the Potala Palace  

Lhasa, U Region, central Tibet, late 17th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Ritual Symbolism and Artistic Aspects of Three-Dimensional 

Mandalas in Tantric Tibetan Buddhism” 

 

author: Michael Henss with contributions from Pema Namdol Thaye 

 

Summary: Scholar Michael Henss explores a palatial mandala, a three-dimensional model of a 

divine abode , used in tantric initiations in which practitioners visualize themselves as a deity at 

the center of their universe. Mandala symbolism goes back to the oldest known Indian tantric 

texts but the earliest recorded model mandalas in Tibet date from the fourteenth century. Today, 

Bhutanese artist Pema Namdol Thaye builds these mandalas in stages of ritual and 

visualization using traditional and contemporary methods. 

 

 
Kalachakra Palace Mandala; Potala Palace, Dukhor Lhakhang, Lhasa, Tibet; 1690s; gilt brass 

repoussé, with cast figures, on wooden armature, with precious stone, crystal, and glass inlays; 

diameter: 20 ft. 4 in. (6.2 m), height: ca. 63 in. (1.6 m) 

Photograph: Walter Gross 1997 
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No.78 (Old 96): Nechung Monastery Murals  

Nechung Monastery, Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China), c. 1682 

 

Thematic Focus: “Wrathful Tantric Imagery at the Seat of the Tibetan State Oracle 

 

author: Christopher Bell 

 

Summary: Tibetans believe that the gods can speak through human mediums making 

prophecies. Scholar of Tibetan Buddhism Christopher Bell surveys the tantric murals of 

Nechung Monastery, the seat of the Tibetan state oracle, where the ancient Tibetan emperors 

said to have confined a fierce deity, whom the Dalai Lamas consult on state affairs. The 

Nechung chapel outside of Lhasa is filled with vivid images of dismembered bodies, the deity’s 

ferocious cohorts, and past oracles in their trances. 

 

 

Mural of Pehar; Assembly Hall, Nechung Monastery, Lhasa, Tibet; date (however approximate) 

TK; materials TK; dimensions (even if just height) TK; unknown date by likely turn of the 18th 

century or later (late 19th-20th C?). Photos: Cecilia Haynes (2011) 
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No.79 (Old 78): Prayer Wheel 

Tibet or Mongolia, 17th–18th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Accumulating Merit Every Day”  

 

author:  Elena Pakhoutova 

 

Summary: Art historian Elena Pakhoutova examines the unique technology of devotion: prayer 

wheels, rotating cylinders full of sacred mantras that are “read” when spun. The mantras, 

Sanskrit syllables thought to have cosmic power when chanted, are also used in prayer beads, 

printed on prayer flags or placed inside stupas or statues. The prayer wheels can be simple or 

ornate, powered by hand, elements, or electricity. Devotees spin them to gain merit, believed to 

lead to wellbeing and good rebirths for all. 

 

 
Prayer Wheel; Mongolia or Tibet; 17th–18th century; silver, green jadeite, rubies (or spinels), turquoise, 
and semiprecious stones; 8¾ x 1¾ x 3¾ in. (22 x 4.5 x 9.5 cm); The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore; Gift 
of John and Berthe Ford, 2002; 57.2285  
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/21538/portable-prayer-wheel/ 
  

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/21538/portable-prayer-wheel/
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18th Century: 8 objects/sites 

No.80 (Old 79): Lukhang Murals 

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (present-day TAR, China); ca. 1700 and later 

 

Thematic Focus: “Illustrating the Dzogchen Teachings through Murals” 

 

author: Jakob Winkler 

Summary: Scholar Jacob Winkler explores the Chapel of Serpents, the island temple of the 

Dalai Lamas where murals depict the holy realm of Shambhala and the yogic practices of the 

“Great Perfection.” This practice emphasizes the pure, enlightened awareness that is inherent in 

all beings. Murals in the temple show great masters of the past, the realms and beings between 

death and rebirth, and the yogic exercises and meditative visions that lead to liberation. 

 

 
Lukhang Murals, detail of western wall mural showing yogis applying Dzogchen practices; 

Lukhang, Lhasa; 17th century or later; photograph by Thomas Laird 
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No.81 (Old 80): Nartang Woodblock Prints and Their Painted 

Copies: Previous Lives of the Panchen Lamas 

Nartang printing house, Tsang region, central Tibet; second quarter of 18th century (and a 

painted copy) 

 

Thematic Focus: “Abounding Visions of Eminent Lives” 

 

author: Nancy G. Lin 

 

Summary: Two kinds of “replicating” practices—establishing lineages of lamas via the 

succession mechanism of reincarnation and woodblock printing—date to the twelfth century in 

Tibet, but both expanded from the seventeenth century on. Historian of religion Nancy Lin 

studies how images of the past lives of the Panchen Lamas were produced and reproduced by 

this powerful media technology. Printing allowed copies and adaptations of the original 

compositions made by a master painter to propagate across the Tibetan Buddhist world.   

 

     
Fig. 1a Fourth Panchen Lobzang Chokyi Gyeltsen (1570–1662) (after Choying Gyatso’s [active 

ca.1640s–1660s] set of previous incarnations of the Panchen Lamas); Eleventh portrait in 

xylographic series of the Panchen rebirth lineage; Nartang printing house, Tsang region, Central 

Tibet; second quarter of 18th century; woodblock print; ink on paper; dimensions TK; Private 

collection; (HAR 79184) Scan from Tucci TPS 

Fig. 1b Rubin Museum of Art, F1996.21.2 (HAR 477) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/1360/first-panchen-lama-lobzang-chokyi-gyaltsen-

15701662af  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/1360/first-panchen-lama-lobzang-chokyi-gyaltsen-15701662af
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/1360/first-panchen-lama-lobzang-chokyi-gyaltsen-15701662af
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No.82 (Old 84): Vajrapani 

Dolonnuur, Inner Mongolia; mid-18th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Statuary of Dolonnuur, Inner Mongolia, and Its Impact across 

the Tibetan Buddhist World” 

 

author: Isabelle Charleux 

Summary: Historian Isabelle Charleux examines a near life-sized statue created in the famous 

Dolonnuur metal workshop. This wrathful deity is believed to be the special protector of 

Mongolia and the Mongolian main incarnate lama his emanation. Dolonnuur was an important 

monastic town in Inner Mongolia under Qing empire. Its artisans used repoussé (hammered 

metal) and lost-wax techniques to create large scale sculptures, some over a story tall, and 

shipped them in parts on camels to Beijing, Lhasa, and even Russia. 

 

 
Statue of Vajrapani (Tibetan: Chagna Dorje, Mongolian: Ochirbani); Efi (efü?) khalkha süme, 

Shili-yin gool League (formerly in Chakhar), Inner Mongolia, China; mid-18th century; gilt copper 

alloy with lacquer and pigments, inset with gems; height 53 in. (185.4 cm); Stockholm 

Ethnographical Museum (Folkens Museum Ethnografiska); collected by Sven Hedin in 1930 

Published in Rhie and Thurmann 1991, 144, n°1, photo: John B. Taylor 
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No.83 (Old 81): Portrait of Situ Panchen 

Pelpung Monastery, Derge, Kham region, eastern Tibet; ca. 1760s 

 

Thematic Focus: “Great Tibetan Patron and Designer of Buddhist Art in Kham” 

 

author: David Jackson and Karl Debreczeny 

Summary: Historian David Jackson and art historian Karl Debreczeny examine a contemporary 

portrait of Situ Panchen, a lama, scholar, and artist who revitalized the arts of southeastern 

Tibet in the eighteenth century. Leader of the Karma Kagyu school of Buddhism at a time of its 

near-eclipse, Situ Panchen was trained from an early age in aesthetics and wrote widely about 

the arts. As an artist and patron, he drew inspiration from Chinese, Tibetan, and Indian 

aesthetics to create the distinctive New Encampment style of painting.  

 

 
Portrait of Situ Panchen (1700–1774), from a Pelpung set of Masters of the Combined Kagyu 

Lineages; Pelpung Monastery, Kham region, eastern Tibet; late 18th century, ca. 1760s; 

pigments on cotton; 38½ x 23½ in (97.8 x 59.7 cm); Rubin Museum of Art C2003.29.2 (HAR 

65279) https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/182/situ-panchen-17001774-from-a-palpung-

set-of-masters-of-t  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/182/situ-panchen-17001774-from-a-palpung-set-of-masters-of-t
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/182/situ-panchen-17001774-from-a-palpung-set-of-masters-of-t
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No.84 (Old 83): The Qianlong Emperor as Manjushri-Chakravartin 

Imperial workshop in Beijing, with face by Giuseppe Castiglione, mid-18th century  

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Buddhism at the Qing Court” 

 

author: Wen-shing Chou 

Summary: Why did an Italian Jesuit paint the portrait of a Manchu emperor on the body of the 

bodhisattva Manjushri? The emperors of the Qing dynasty ruled a vast multiethnic empire that 

encompassed Manchus, Chinese, Mongols, and Tibetans, and even employed European 

specialists at court. Art historian Wen-shing Chou examines how the Qianlong emperor created 

the unprecedented visual articulations of religious kingship to project himself and the Manchu 

imperial line as divine bodhisattva rulers at the center of the Buddhist cosmos. 

 

 
The Qianlong Emperor as Manjushri-Cakravartin; Beijing; Qianlong reign (1736–1795), mid- 

18th century; thangka, color on silk; 44-3/4 x 25-5/16 in. (113.7 x 64.3 cm); Freer Gallery of Art, 

National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institutions; F2000.4 

https://asia.si.edu/object/F2000.4/  

 

https://asia.si.edu/object/F2000.4/
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No.85 (Old 77): Plaque Commemorating the Performance of the 

Bhimaratha Old Age Ritual 

 Kathmandu, Nepal; dated November 1775 

 

Thematic Focus: “Icons Commemorating the Communal Performance of Buddhist 

Rituals” 

 

author:  Alexander von Rospatt 

 

Summary: Nepalese icons often commemorate a particular ritual event. This copper 

image with Buddhist deities memorializes a ceremony to celebrate an elderly couple’s 

age of 77 during which their sons pulled them through the city on a chariot and a tantric 

priest performed fire rituals. Scholar of Newar Buddhism Alexander von Rospatt 

introduces these commemorative icons of Kathmandu, showing how Buddhist ritual and 

commissioning its art is part of everyday life for families and communities. 

 

 

Ushnisavijaya and the Celebration of Old Age (Bhimaratha Ritual); Copper (repoussé); 

Rubin Museum of Art; Gift of Shelley and Donald Rubin; C2006.66.63 (HAR 700095) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/124/ushnisavijaya-and-the-celebration-of-

old-age-bhimaratha-rit  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/124/ushnisavijaya-and-the-celebration-of-old-age-bhimaratha-rit
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/124/ushnisavijaya-and-the-celebration-of-old-age-bhimaratha-rit
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No.86 (Old 82): White Beryl Illuminated Manuscript 

Central Tibet, 18th Century 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Divination” 

author: Ronit Yoeli-Tlalim 
 

Summary: Tibetans use divination and astrology to gain insights into the future, the human body, 
the stars, and the earth, considering them connected. Historian Ronit Yoeli-Tlalim explores an 
illuminated manuscript of divinations that reveals how Tibetans integrated forecasting 
techniques from Indian Buddhist texts like the Kalachakra Tantra with Chinese astrological and 
elemental systems. While using Indian and Chinese cosmologies, Tibetans formed their own 
concepts of science, medicine, and karma.   
 

 
The White Beryl Illuminated Manuscript ; Sonam Peljor (active in 18th century); Folios from 
Sonam Peljor’s illustrated edition of Sanggye Gyatso’s White Beryl; Illustrated Manuscript of the 
White Beryl; Sakya monastery, Central Tibet; mid-18th century Pigments on cloth and lacquered 
wood covers, 10.8 x 60.7 cm. Rubin Museum of Art, C2015.7.1-59  
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No.87 (Old 93): Buddha Vairochana Visualization Album 

Wangzimiao Temple, Aokhan Banner, Inner Mongolia; ca. late 18th–19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Cultural Translation of a Tantric Visualization Practice” 

 

authors: Elena Pakhoutova and Karl Debreczeny 

 

Summary: While using one’s imagination to transform reality, a process known as visualization, 

is a central technique of Tibetan Buddhist practice, it’s process is rarely depicted in art. Art 

historians Elena Pakhoutova and Karl Debreczeny examine a unique depiction of step-by-step 

Tibetan Buddhist meditative visualization practice, painted in a Chinese court style for Mongol 

patrons. Possibly made as a luxury instructional guide for a Mongol prince, this album provides 

a rare glimpse into a meditative process that occurs only in the mind’s eye.    

Digital animation (on-line resources): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPKAJX-HnTo  

On-line book: https://issuu.com/rmanyc/docs/all_knowing_buddha_online     

 

    
Visualization practice (sadhana), leaf 10 from the Sarvavid Vairochana Visualization Album; 

Wangzimiao, Aokhan Banner, Inner Mongolia; ca. late 18th–19th century; pigments on paper; 

10 3/8 x 10 5/8 in. (26.3 x 27 cm); Museum aan de Stroom (MAS), Antwerp, Belgium; 

AE.1977.0026.013 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPKAJX-HnTo
https://issuu.com/rmanyc/docs/all_knowing_buddha_online
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No.88 (Old 92): Portable Shrine (Tashi Gomang) 

Bhutan, 18th–19th century 

Thematic Focus: “Devotion in Motion, Featuring a National Treasure of Bhutan” 

 

author: Thierry Mathou 

 

Summary: Diplomat and political scientist with a close connection to Bhutan Thierry Mathou 

introduces an endangered tradition of portable wooden shrines, commissioned by Bhutanese 

kings and used by wandering bards for instruction and worship. These shrines resemble 

Buddhist stupas in Tibet, but tales tell how the first one was built according to meditative dream-

visions by Bhutan’s national founder, Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyel. Today the tradition is 

being revived. 

 

 
Portable Shrine (Tashi Gomang) of Padmasambhava’s Palace on the Copper-Colored Mountain; 

Bhutan; 18th–19th century; painted and gilded wood with sun-dried clay figures, brass roof, 

coral beads; 30-1/8 x 12 x 12 in. (76.5 x 30.5 x 30.5 cm); private collection, New York  
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19th century: 7 objects/sites  

No.89 (Old 97): Tayo-bizakani Ritual Necklace with Naga, 
Peacock and Dragon Motifs 

Nepal, circa 19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Multi-Faceted Power of Ornament”  

 

author: Katherine Anne Paul 

 

Summary: This piece of ritual jewelry is unique to Nepal and rich with Buddhist and Hindu 

symbolism. Curator and anthropologist Katherine Anne Paul examines the ornate carvings and 

jewels in this exquisite golden necklace, which represent the mythic creation of the Kathmandu 

Valley, the five cosmic Buddhas, or the Hindu gods Vishnu, Kumari, and Kartikeya. Girls, 

women, and boys wear such necklaces to commemorate significant life events or during festival 

parades, while others would ornament statues. 

 

 
Tayo-bizakani Ritual Necklace with Naga, Peacock and Dragon Motifs 

Nepal, circa 19th century; Mercury gilded repousse copper-alloy with turquoise and coral beads, 

padded cloth backing; 13 1/2 x 6 3/4 x 2 in. (34.29 x 17.14 x 5.08 cm); Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art; Purchased with funds provided by Camilla Chandler Frost (M.79.242) 

Source of image/photograph: LACMA—Rubin to source directly from LACMA 

https://collections.lacma.org/node/242192 

https://collections.lacma.org/node/242192
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No.90 (Old 94): Pitcher  

Nepal, circa 19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Vessels as Containers of Potential” 

 

author: Katherine Anne Paul 

 

Summary: Beyond religious art, artisans in the Himalayas also create and adorn everyday items 

like this pitcher. Anthropologist Katherine Anne Paul introduces an alloy pitcher with a spout in 

the shape of a “monk’s cap” from Nepal, decorated with Hindu deities and auspicious Chinese 

characters. Such fine vessels were symbols of wealth and status, used to honor lamas with tea 

and milk, offer alcohol to the gods, or serve drinks at communal celebrations. Many were traded 

between China, Mongolia, Tibet, and India. 

 

 
Pitcher with Makara Spout and Dragon Handle Adorned by Durga, Makara, Kirtimukha and 

Dikpala Nepal, 19th century; Mercury gilded repoussé copper-alloy with carnelian carved beads 

12.4 x 13.75 x 6.70 in. (31.5 x 35 x 17 cm); Mengdiexuan Collection, Hong Kong  

Source of image/photograph: Mengdiexuan 
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No.91 (Old 88): Panoramic Map of Mount Wutai  

Cifu Temple, Mount Wutai, China; 1846 

 

Thematic Focus: “Transcultural Visions of a Buddhist Mountain” 

 

author: Wen-shing Chou 
 

Summary: Mount Wutai is a sacred mountain range in northern China, revered by Chinese, 

Tibetans, and Mongols as the realm of the bodhisattva Manjushri on earth. Descriptions and 

paintings of Wutai and its monasteries go back more than a millennium, but this 6-foot hand-

colored printed map for pilgrims made in 1846 by a Mongolian monk gives the mountain a 

distinctly Tibetan Buddhist identity. Art historian Wen-shing Chou examines numerous visions of 

this sacred mountain as a record of personal experience and a powerful sacred icon. 

 

 
Panoramic Map of Mount Wutai 
Monk Lhundrup, engraver of Sanggai Ayimag (Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia); Cifu Temple, Mount 
Wutai, China; 1846; woodblock print on linen, hand colored;, 47-1/8 × 68 in. (119.7 x 172.7 cm); 
Rubin Museum of Art, New York; Gift of Deborah Ashencaen; C2004.29.1 (HAR 65371)   
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/3385/pilgrimage-map-of-wutaishan 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/3385/pilgrimage-map-of-wutaishan
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No.92 (Old 86): Mountain God Kula Kari 
Tibet, 19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Mountain Palace of a Worldly Divinity” 

 

author: Charles Ramble 

 

Summary: Some mountains are imagined as the mandala-palaces of Bon or Buddhist deities. 

Other mountains are abodes of ferocious local gods that have been tamed by tantric masters 

like Padmasambhava and bound to serve Buddhism. These gods grant prosperity to the land 

below, and pilgrims collect soil from their mountains and make images of them and replicas of 

the natural sites they inhabit for this purpose. Anthropologist Charles Ramble introduces the 

mountain gods of the Himalayas, warrior-kings of the natural world that have been worshiped 

since before the arrival of Buddhism. 

 

 
Model of Mountain God Kula Khari; Tibet; 19th century; Terracotta and pigments;  

H 9 7/8 x W 8 1/4 x D 4 5/8 in.; Rubin Museum of Art C2002.7.3 (HAR 65079) 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/275/mountain-god-kula-kari 

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/275/mountain-god-kula-kari
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No.93 (Old 90): Double-Sided Skull Drum 

Tibet, likely 19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Knell of Impermanence” 

 

author: David DiValerio 

 

Summary: Death and violence play prominent roles in the imagery and ideas of tantric 

Buddhism. Scholar of Religion David DiValerio examines a skull drum as a symbol of life’s 

impermanence, the norm-transcending power of wrathful deities, and the Buddhist philosophical 

cosmos. Double-sided drums like this may have been used in Cutting rituals, a visualization 

practice taught by the female tantric practitioner Machik Labdron which focus on the severing of 

the self, and by extension, the ego.  

 

 
Double-Sided Skull Drum; Tibet; likely 19th century; human bone and leather; 4½ x 12¼ x 5½ in. 

(11.3 x 31 x 14 cm); The British Museum; Mrs. Herbert Godsal; acc. no. 1919,-.473 
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No.94 (Old 89): Ritual Dance Mask of Guru Dorje Drolo  

Bhutan or Southern Tibet, c. 19th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Reenacting Foundational Stories as Communal Performance”  

 

author: Françoise Pommaret 

Summary: Anthropologist Françoise Pommaret introduces a fearsome mask worn during ritual 

dances in which performers become the deities, granting blessings and taming demons. This 

mask shows one of the eight forms of Padmasambhava, a legendary yogi and magician who 

played a key role in converting the lands of Tibet and Bhutan to Buddhism. Dancers identify 

themselves with the religious hero and reenact his deeds, bringing blessings to the community. 

Such masked dances, known as cham, are performed at festivals across the Himalayan world. 

 

- Digital Resource: Bhutanese Dance Archive @NYPL 
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/bhutan-dance-project-core-of-
culture#/?tab=about 

 

 
Ritual Dance Mask of Guru Dorje Drolo, Bhutan or southern Tibet. 19th century. Papier-mâché, 

polychrome, fabric, 14 ½ x 13 ½ x 10 1/8 in. Bruce Miller Collection. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/bhutan-dance-project-core-of-culture#/?tab=about
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/bhutan-dance-project-core-of-culture#/?tab=about
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No.95 (Old 91): Bektse Monumental Appliqué 

Yekhe Khüriye, Mongolia, late 19th–early 20th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “Appliqué Artistic Tradition and the War God Begtse’s Significance in 

Mongolia” 

 

author: Uranchimeg Tsultem 

Summary: For thousands of years, Central Asian nomads have sewn fabrics together to create 

carpets, garments, and textile images. Colossal appliqué tapestries are hung on mountain sides 

and exterior monastery walls during festivals. Art historian Uranchimeg Tsultem introduces 

Mongolian ancient appliqué traditions with the image of the protector and god of war Bektse 

created by the renowned artist Jügder and a team of women artisans. Bektse is a special 

protector for the Mongols. 

 

 
Jügder (flourished late 19th–early 20th century); Begtse; Ikh Khüree, Mongolia; year TK; 

appliqué and embroidered thangka; 88⅛ x 69¾ in. (224 x 177 cm); Bogd Khan Palace Museum, 

Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia  



 

96 

 

20th to 21st centuries: 13 objects/sites 

No.96 (Old 98): Mongolian Map of Capital Yekhe Khüriye  

Mongolia; 1912 

 

Thematic Focus: “Mapping Yekhe Khüriye’s Cityscape as the “Capital City”  

 

author: Uranchimeg Tsultem 

 

Summary: Art historian Uranchimeg Tsultem analyzes a painted cityscape of the nomadic 

monastery that later became Mongolia’s modern capital Ulaanbaatar. When the monastery 

settled in 1855, it soon developed into a thriving city with palaces and international commercial 

districts. The reincarnated Jibzundamba lama, theocratic ruler of a newly independent Mongolia, 

commissioned this map-like panorama of his capital from the master artist Jügdür as part of a 

larger Mongolian nation-building project. 

 

 
Jügder (flourished late 19th -early 20th c.); Capital Ikh Khüree; Mongolia, 1912; colors on cotton, 

19 5/8 x 37 7/8 in. (50 x 96 cm); Bogd Khan Palace Museum, Ulaanbaatar 
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No.97 (Old 99): Wheel of Existence  

Central Tibet, ca. early 20th century 

 

Thematic Focus: “A Visual Explanation of Buddhist Cosmology”  

 

author: Eric Huntington 

Summary: Buddhist Studies scholar Eric Huntington explores one of the most recognizable and 

longstanding visual explanations of Buddhist conceptions of the world: the Wheel of Existence. 

A fierce demonic figure grasps the wheel to signify that all forms of life are subject to death—

that everything is impermanent. Painted on portable cloth or displayed on the outer walls of 

monasteries, such images are meant to educate the public about key ideas in Buddhism, such 

as interdependence, and the laws of cause and effect.  

 

 
Wheel of Existence; Central Tibet; early 20th century; pigments on cloth; 65-3/8 x 39-3/4 in. 
(166.1 x 101 cm); Rubin Museum of Art; C.2004.21.1 (HAR65356) 
https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/1498/wheel-of-life  

https://collection.rubinmuseum.org/objects/1498/wheel-of-life
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No.98 (Old 104): Photograph of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama 

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet; 1921 

 

Thematic Focus: “Lenses of Modernity: Photography in Tibet and the Himalayas” 

 

author: Riga Shakya 

 

Summary: The early twentieth century saw opening of photography studios in many Himalayan 

cities. Tibetologist Riga Shakya examines the complexities of early photography in Tibet and the 

Himalayan regions as a story of British colonialism, Tibetan nation-building, and personal self-

representation. Photography profoundly changed how Himalayan people saw themselves. A 

camera enabled agency in Tibetan elite and Nepalese merchant communities and inspired 

artists like Amdo Jampa, to create new ways of artistic expression.  

  

 
Sir Charles Bell & Rabden Lepcha; Photograph of the 13th Dalai Lama seated on throne. 

Norbulingka, October 14th 1921; 81 x 81 mm. The Tibet Album. "The Thirteenth Dalai Lama on 

throne in Norbu Lingka" 05 Dec. 2006. The Pitt Rivers Museum, 1998.285.88.2 

http://tibet.prm.ox.ac.uk/photo_1998.285.88.2.html . 

http://tibet.prm.ox.ac.uk/photo_1998.285.88.2.html
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No.99 (Old 100): Rebkong Murals 

Sengge Shong Mago Monastery, Rebkong, Amdo region, eastern Tibet (present-day Qinghai 

Province, China); ca. 1935 

 

Thematic Focus: “Recognizing Rebkong’s Regional Painting Contributions” 

 

author: Rob Linrothe 

 

Summary: Tibetan culture was severely oppressed in China between the 1950s and 1978 under 

Communist rule. Since then, a small valley called Rebkong has risen to international fame as a 

major center for Tibetan art. Art historian Rob Linrothe searches for the origins of this twentieth-

century artistic renaissance in a mural of the mythic Shambhala Kings, painted in 1935 by a 

master artist named Kunga Shawo. The legacy of these murals lives on in today’s innovative 

generation of painters. 

 

 
Kunga Shawo (fl. early 20th century); Shambhala Kings Mural 

porch of the Jampa Lhakhang (Maitreya Shrine) of Sengge Shong Mago Monastery, Ganden 

Phuntsok Ling, Lower Sengge Shong Village, Rebkong County/Township (?), Amdo region 

(Qinghai Province); ca. 1935. Dimensions not known. Photo by author 



 

100 

 

No.100 (Old 103): Saddle Carpet for the Yabzhi Punkhang 

Ceremonial Cavalry 

Central Tibet (presumably Punkhang family estate, Gyantse, Tsang region); 1930s 
 

Thematic Focus: “A Mundane Craft Elevated for a Commemorative Parade” 
 

author:  Alice Travers 

 

Summary: Historian Alice Travers introduces the carpets and weaving-traditions of Tibet 

through a wool saddle-carpet, used in New Year cavalry parades in Lhasa. Tibetans have been 

making carpets in unique knotting and pile-weaving methods for millennia. This carpet was 

woven in Gyantse, known for carpet production, in the 1930s for the aristocratic Yabzhi 

Punkhang family, who provided riders for a parade established by the Fifth Dalai Lama to 

celebrate Tibet’s seventeenth-century reunification by Güüshi Khan’s Mongol cavalry.  

 

 
Saddle Carpet; central Tibet, presumably Punkhang family estate, Gyantse, Tsang region; 

1930s; wool pile and weft, cotton warp; 25¼ x 48½ in. (64 x 123 cm); Newark Museum; 

Purchase 2002 Helen McMahon Brady Cutting Fund 2002.1.40 

(Former Collection of Kesang Tashi) 
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No.101 (Old 51):  Saddle Made for Yuthok Tashi Dhondup  

Tibetan, Derge, Kham region, southeastern Tibet; ca. 1943–47 

Thematic Focus: “A Progressive Tibetan Aristocrat’s Traditional Equestrian 

Equipment”  

 
authors: Donald J. La Rocca and Alice Travers 

Summary: Tibetan craftsmen in Eastern Tibet were known for their metalwork, especially ornate 

saddles of pierced iron and gold demask. Arms and Armor Curator Donald La Rocca and 

Historian Alice Travers examine a rare example where the context of its creation is known, 

along with the fascinating twentieth-century career of its commissioner, Yuthok Tashi Dhondup, 

a nobleman, military officer, governor, and soccer-team captain. Such luxury objects were 

important public displays of wealth and status in Tibet. For digital contextual material: 

https://82nd-and-fifth.metmuseum.org/blazing-saddle 

 
Saddle (serga) made for Yuthok Tashi Dhondup (1906–1983); Tibetan, Derge; ca. 1943–47; 
copper alloy, iron, gold, turquoise, wood, leather, textile (silk, cotton); 18½ x 24 x 17 in. (47 x 61 
x 43.2 cm); The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Purchase, Arthur Ochs Sulzberger and 
Kenneth and Vivian Lam Gifts; funds from various donors, by exchange; Laird and Kathleen 
Landmann and Bernice and Jerome Zwanger Gifts; and funds from various donors, 2008; 
2008.81a https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/35891  
 
 

https://82nd-and-fifth.metmuseum.org/blazing-saddle
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/35891
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No.102 (Old 105): Gendun Chopel’s Woman Applying Kohl 

India, c. 1940 

 

Thematic Focus: “Tibet’s First Modern Artist” 

 

author: Donald Lopez 

Summary: Scholar of Tibetan Buddhism Donald Lopez introduces Tibet’s modern philosopher, 

historian, poet, and painter Gendun Chopel using the illustration of Chopel’s famous guide to 

India.  Chopel, a monk trained in traditional art, illustrated his travels in India and Sri Lanka, 

applying modern methods of painting. In this documentation of a woman painting her eyes is an 

interplay between religious and secular. His legacy continues in the writing and art of 

contemporary Tibetans. 

 

 
Gendun Chopel, Tibetan, 1903-1951, Rebkong, Tibet; Woman Applying Kohl; India, c. 1940 

Watercolor; 10 × 6 in. (25.5 × 15.4 cm). Private Collection 



 

103 

 

No.103 (Old 106): Bhutanese Men’s Garment (gho) 

Bhutan, 1970–1980 

 

Thematic Focus: “Precious Fabrics in the Buddhist Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan: 

Symbols of Identity, Prestige, and Prosperity” 

 

author: Karin Altmann 

 

Summary: In the globalized modern world, the Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan is known for its 

unique policies to preserve its national culture, including traditional clothing. Textile specialist 

Karin Altmann introduces Bhutan’s textile traditions through a handwoven gho robe made for 

royal official Dasho Ugyen Dorji. While men’s clothing follows strict rules to mark Bhutanese 

identity, women’s textiles are celebrated for their creativity. Weaving remains a prestigious art in 

Bhutan today. 

 

 
Men’s robe (bura lungserma gho); Bhutan; 1970–1980; raw silk and cotton lining; 55¾ in x 69¼ 

in. (141.5 cm x 175.5 cm); Asian Art Museum of San Francisco; Himalayan Art Collection; Gift of 

Dasho Ugyen Dorji; no. 1993.17 

http://asianart.emuseum.com/view/objects/asitem/items$0040:11513 

http://asianart.emuseum.com/view/objects/asitem/items$0040:11513
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No.104 (Old 107): Monumental Statue of Guru Rinpoche 

Samdruptse, Namchi, Sikkim, India; 2004 

 

Thematic Focus: “The Mega-sized Guru that Presides over the Hidden Land” 

 

authors:  Kalzang Dorjee Bhutia and Amy Holmes-Tagchungdarpa 

 

Summary: While Buddhists have built giant statues for millennia, a new kind of 

monumental construction has swept the Himalayas since the 1970s, led by local lamas, 

politicians, and industrialists. Part votive icon, part celebration of local history and 

identity, and part tourist attraction, these images represent the new modern Himalayas. 

Kalzang Dorjee Bhutia and Amy Holmes-Tagchungdarpa discuss how traditional 

practices  are appropriated by new political and economic interests,  intertwining in this 

statue of the legendary eighth century teacher who introduced Tantric Buddhism to the 

Himalayan region. 

 

 
Statue of Guru Rinpoche; Samdruptse, Namchi, Sikkim, India; completed 2004; concrete; height: 

135 ft. (41.1 m) 
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No.105 (Old 101): Tormas 

Labrang Monastery Museum, Amdo region, eastern Tibet (Gansu Province, China); 2006–2014 

 

Thematic Focus: “Ritual Offerings Connecting Humans and Deities 

 

author: Paul Kocot Nietupski 

 

Summary: Effigies known as torma usually made of flour and butter—common staples of the 

Himalayan diet—are used as enticing offerings to deities. Tormas can be empowered symbols 

of buddhas or receptacles of negative forces to be exorcized in rituals. Asian Religions scholar 

Paul Nietupsky examines how torma are used to facilitate interactions with both enlightened 

beings and demonic forces, and how they express local identity as part of public rites while 

building bonds between religious communities. 

 

 
Iconic Torma of Vajradhara; Labrang Monastery Museum, Amdo, Gansu;  

Photograph by Sandar Aung 



 

106 

 

No.106 (Old 70): Thread Crosses  

Kagbeni, Mustang, Nepal; 2007 

 

Thematic Focus: “Sky Symbols of Divine and Cosmic Forces” 

 

author: Charles Ramble 

 

Summary: Anthropologist Charles Ramble introduces the unique Tibetan tradition of namkha—

colorful thread crosses used to ransom the souls of the sick from evil spirits, protect households 

from negative astrological forces, or as offerings to gods. Superficially resembling Native 

American dreamcatchers, namkha are used in both Bon and Buddhist rituals, often together 

with sheep skulls, effigies, and other objects. 

 

 

“Sky Door” (namgo); Nepal; 21st century; Sheep’s skull, cotton cloth, wood, barley straw, 

bamboo, woolen yarn. Constructed by Lama Tshultrim of Lubrak in house of Pema Dolkar of 

Kagbeni, Mustang, Nepal; restored 2007. 
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No.107 (Old 95): Amulet Box (gau) with Its Contents 

Kathmandu, Nepal; September 2016 
 

Thematic Focus: “Portable Sacra in the Integration of Pragmatic and Transcendent Goals” 
 

author: James Gentry 

 
Summary: Scholar of Tibetan Buddhism James Gentry shows how a Tibetan amulet box and its 
contents, alchemical pills and sacred diagrams, combine worldly goals with the highest aim of 
enlightenment. People wear amulets to bring long life, good fortune, success in love, and 
protection against harm. The pills contain sacred substances, said to grant a practitioner tantric 
awakening in one lifetime. Other gau boxes contain images of deities, photographs of lamas, 
relics, and other powerful objects. 
 

 
Gau and its contents – amulet and relic pills; Height 9 cm, width 8 cm, depth 4 cm; Private 

collection, Central Europe; Photo: Chris Zvitkovit 
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No.108 (Old 108): Ice Buddha 

Lhasa, U region, central Tibet (TAR, China), 2006 
 

Thematic Focus: “Tibetan Artists’ Contemporary Practices” 
 

authors:  Yangla Gesang, Yuyuan (Victoria) Liu, and Elena Pakhoutova 
 
Summary: Tibetan art has ancient roots but Tibetan artists also embrace contemporary methods, 
forms, and realities. Art historians Yangla Gesang, Yuyuan Victoria Liu, and Elena Pakhoutova 
explore today’s vibrant Tibetan art world, from alternative collectives in Lhasa, expatriate artists 
in India and Nepal, to internationally based artists in Europe and the United States. Different 
generations of these artists create in modern methods, express and comment on the 
increasingly complex contemporary Tibetan world. 
 

 
Gade (b. 1971, Lhasa); Ice Buddha No. 1 (8 in total); Lhasa; 2006; Colored Photo Print; 31½ x 
19-5/8 in. (80 x 50 cm). Photographs by Jason Sangster, courtesy Gade 
 
 
 
 


