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Introduction



Thangka (also spelled tangka) originated
from Nepalese Buddhist art, which was exported to Tibet during the
7th century. Historians, however, have noted that Chinese painting
had a profound influence on Tibetan painting in
general.

The Tibetan word tangka
means silk, satin or
cloth painting scroll, which can be rolled
up when not on display.  It is a hand-painted or embroidered
banner, which is hung in a monastery or a family altar, and
occasionally carried by monks in ceremonial processions.

Thangka art can
be classified as religious and non-religious, covering a wide range
of contents relating to astrology, culture, economy, history,
literature and art, politics, religion, social life, theology,
pharmacology, etc. It is regarded as an encyclopaedia of the
history and society of the Tibetan people.
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Figure 1 - Avalokitesvara Thangka

History
of Development

 When Tubo King Songzan Ganbu (also translated as Songtsan
Gampo) united the whole of Tibet, the country underwent great
changes. His marriage to the princesses of Nepal and Tang Dynasty
resulted in Buddhist scriptures, architectural technology, medical
texts, craftsmen, etc. being brought to Tibet. Such cultural influx
greatly stimulated the development of the Tibetan
society.

Around
this period, the Potala Palace and some other grand monasteries
were built. The Tubo King ordered murals to be painted to decorate
them. This greatly promoted the art of painting in the
country.


According to the Catalogue of Jokhang Monastery, Songzan
Ganbu used the blood from his nose to paint a portrait of the White
Lhamo. This is the earliest record of a thangka
painting.

With the
development of Tibetan Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism culture also
flourished. At that time, frescos alone could not satisfy the need
of the disciples. Thangka, a new Tibetan art, became popular among
travelling monks because of its ease in storage and transport from
monastery to monastery. Thangkas were also used as pictorial
lessons to spread the religion to the illiterate masses.

From
then on, murals and thangkas became the two bright pearls in the
history of Tibetan painting.
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Figure 2 - Jataka Tales Thangka

 


Types of
Thangkas

 Thangkas are classified into bris-thang and gos-thang (in Tibetan).
Bris-thang are those
which are painted on canvas and gos-thang are those woven or
embroidered in silk.

The
painted thangkas are further divided into five types, namely (a)
thangkas with different colours in the background, (b) thangkas
with a gold background, (c) thangkas with a red background, (d)
thangkas with a black background, and (e) thangkas whose outlines
are printed on cotton support and then touched up with
colours.

Thangkas
are usually upright rectangular in shape but mandala thangkas are
often square in form. There are no fixed rules regarding the size
of thangkas. Mini thangkas can be small as the size of a postage
stamp. Huge festival thangkas, designed to be unrolled against a
wall in a monastery for particular religious occasions, can be 18
metres wide and 6 metres high. The Great Thangka (measuring 618
metres long and 2.5 metres wide) completed in 1999 was certified by
Guinness World Records as the biggest thangka in the
world.
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Figure 3 – Mandala Thanka with Silk Brocade Frame

 


Classification of Contents

 The vast range of
subjects found in thangka paintings can be broadly grouped into the
following four themes:-

(1) Religious

Despite
the numerous topics covered, more than 80 percent of the thangkas
is religious-themed. The Tibetan worldview and the spiritual
practice of Buddhists are represented in the iconography of the
thangkas. Strong religious flavour exists even in thangkas
depicting history and science.


Favourite depictions in religious-themed thangkas are: Buddha
life story, portraits of Buddha, bodhisattvas, wrathful deities and
great spiritual masters, Buddhist doctrines and parables, the Wheel
of Life and Realms of Samsara, Stupa, Mandala, Potala Palace,
Lineage Refuge Tree, Mount Meru (or Mount Sumeru) Chart, and images
of the Pure Land and Paradise of Ultimate Bliss.
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Figure 4 - Wheel of Life
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Figure 5 - Mount Meru and the
Buddhist Universe

 


(2) Historical

Historical events, personage biographies, politics, military
affairs, and
ancient social customs of Tibet can be
found in historical-themed thangkas.

The
Legend of King Songzan Ganbu is a popular topic of such
thangkas.

The marriage between Princess Wencheng of Tang Dynasty and
Songzan Ganbu is a
historical event frequently depicted in thangkas.

(3) Worldly

The love for beauty, peace and harmony is reflected in the
worldly-themed thangkas, which include decorative thangkas and
auspicious thangkas such as The Four
Harmonious Animals, Six Longevity, Eight Auspicious Treasures,
and Seven Treasures.

The Four Harmonious Animals (He mu si
rui) Thangka illustrates a scene of peace and harmony
in a beautiful forest. An elephant is seen standing in front of a
blooming tree, with a monkey on its back.
The monkey has a rabbit on its shoulders. The rabbit in turn has a
partridge resting on it. This symbolizes the Tibetans value beauty,
peace and harmony, having respect for the old and care for the
young.
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Figure 6 - Four Harmonious Animals

 


Longevity is represented in the Six
Longevity (Liu changshou) Thangka by six
auspicious symbols, namely old man, stream, rocks, cranes, deers, and aged
trees. The painting describes an old man sitting under the verdant
aged trees, admiring the birds and animals around him with
joy. It
symbolizes the perfect blending of man and nature, as well as the
ideology of Western Pure Land of Ultimate
Bliss.
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Figure 7 – Six Longevity Thangka

 


(4) Technological

Ancient astronomy, astrology,
cosmology,
Tibetan calendar, ancient architecture, and traditional Tibetan
medicine come under the technology-themed thangkas.
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Figure 8 - Tibetan astronomical thangka


 



Medicinal thangkas include human anatomy chart, foetal growth
diagram, acupuncture points chart, Tibetan herbal table, and table
showing the various parts of animals that can be used for medicine
purposes.

Various Compositions of
Thangkas

 Thangkas
have rich and diverse compositions, which vary according to the
theme. There
are generally five kinds of compositions:-

(i) Three Realms
Painting Style

The painting is divided into
three parts – upper, middle and lower, representing heaven, earth
and the underworld, respectively. The featured deity is at the centre, with
buddhas and bodhisattvas above him
(heaven). The buddha in the centre of the upper section is
the spiritual master
of the featured deity. Guardian deities and
monks are depicted in the middle section (earth) and demons in the
lower section (underworld).

(ii) Core Painting Style

This type of composition is usually for principal personage
thangkas. The main character will occupy the centre of the frame.
Other characters or objects will be drawn in a clockwise fashion
around the central figure, who serves as a focal point for the
story or stories. Even if there are lots of other characters and
objects, they will be greatly reduced in size. The leading
character will always remain in the core position.
The whole painting
looks splendid with so many and varied contents depicted in an
orderly manner.

(iii) Five Altars
Painting Style

The composition is somewhat
similar to that of the Core Painting. However, the rest of the
characters or objects are divided into four sections, which occupy
the four corners of the painting. The four sections are
called the
four altars.
Together with the main altar, there are five altars.

(iv) Social Customs
Painting Style

This kind of composition is usually
used for narrating a story or stories, with no limitations in time,
space and perspective. Giantic thangkas describing historical
events and legends normally adopt this artistic style. Such
thangkas can measure a few hundreds or even thousand square
metres.

The Sakyamuni Buddha Legend Thangka at the Potala Palace is an example
of such a composition. To reflect such
voluminous content in a scroll painting requires extraordinary
skills
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