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Introduction

Spiritual Window Shopping

These spiritual window shoppers, who idly ask.

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

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

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

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

“Where did you go?” — “Nowhere”.

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

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

Start a huge foolish project, like Noah.

It makes absolutely no difference what people think of you.

Jalaal’'uddin Rumi (translated by Coleman Barks)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

e,

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

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

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

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

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

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

The text of this book is not an academic work or a thesis. I have no credentials and
no lineage of transmission from which to feel the security of traditional descent. The
text ‘just came into existence’ in the same way that the drawings had come into exist-
ence, and essentially represents my own understanding of Buddhist symbolism at this
time. Most of this information has arisen from four converging avenues of investiga-
tion. The first is the intellectual aspect of having read a large amount of often obscure
literature on the traditions, history and development of Hinduism and Buddhism. The
second is the visual aspect of having studied many thousands of Tibetan thangkas.
The third is the intuitive aspect of repeatedly drawing these symbols, where the visu-
ally impressed images ‘reveal their nature’ in the same way that an explorer begins to
map unidentified areas through his expanding familiarity with the terra incognito in
which he finds himself. The fourth is the spiritual aspect of understanding what these
symbols really mean as pure expressions of the Buddhist teachings.
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The rich assembly of Tibetan Buddhist symbols are purely an encapsulation of the
manifold qualities of the enlightened Buddha-mind, manifesting as the absolute reali-
sation of wisdom and compassion. Like a perfectly cut and many-faceted jewel that
refracts a myriad rays of light throughout the universe, the nature of the light is one,
although its aspects of illumination appear to be many. Most of the symbols that arise in
Tibetan art are of Indian Buddhist origin, and many of these symbols already existed in
ancient India prior to the advent of Buddhism itself. I have tried to explain the origin of
these ancient symbols and their incorporation into Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism,
along with the various esoteric levels of symbolic interpretation placed upon them.

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

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

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

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

Chapter Ten, on ritual implements and weapons, is the longest chapter of this book
and is divided into three sections. The first section describes the four important ritual
objects of the vajra, crossed-vajra, ritual bell and dagger. The second section describes
the tantric yogin and yogini attributes of the tantric-staff, hand drum, thigh-bone trum-
pet, curved-knife and skull-cup. The third section describes the array of hand-held weap-
ons, beginning with the bow and arrow, and ending with certain obscure or magical
weapons of specific deities.



Introduction

The main part of Chapter Eleven describes the charnel-ground attributes, attires,
ornaments and symbolic offerings associated with wrathful deities. The following sec-
tion covers in some detail the visualisation practices, symbolic meanings and possible
sources of origin of the extremely esoteric ‘inner offering’. This chapter concludes with
the various hearth designs employed in the sacred fire rituals or homa. The final chapter
of this book consists of twenty-four full page drawings of various border patterns, de-
signs and motifs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Robert Beer

Oxford
Midsummer’s Night 1999



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

A sudden pardon comes to set him free.

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

Belongs to him who strives with every nerve.

If I was made for art, from childhood given

A prey for burning beauty to devour,

I blame the mistress 1 was born to serve.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ROCK FORMATIONS

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

Landscape Elements

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

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

<

Plates 2 and 3

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

Natural spiral structures in rocks, such as those which
resemble the twist of a conch shell and especially those
which spiral to the right, are regarded as being highly aus-
picious. Caves that bear a resemblance to the opening or
lip of a conch shell, or the marks of some other auspicious
sign, are regarded as highly sacred. The sanctuary of a
cave’s orifice symbolised the 