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The powerful imagery of the Himalayan mask traditi® drawn from th
diverse traditions of shamanism, village myths @redclassical traditior
of Buddhism and Hinduism. In this essay the augiobes the ‘greater
context' of Himalayan masks, finding in them stytisind thematic
affinities with cultures as widespread as thosEwfsia and the
Americas, and covering a period extending fromupger Paleolithic er
to the present.

1.Dharmapala  gyryiving in isolated valleys, and hemmed in bywheld's tallest
mountains, the peoples of the Himalayas maintanbsistence economy of pastoralism
horticulture. They identify with the syncretic ledlsystems known to us as animism,
Hinduism and Buddhism, and share a common loveeoftasqueradg]. The broad
dispersal throughout the Himalayan region and béydra masking tradition suggests that
it has ancient roots.

4. Indra 3. Mahakala, 8. Primitive-
the great Kala shamanic mask

For the purposes of this article, Himalayan masikisbe divided into three main categories.
Masks which depict deities, heroes, and comic abars from the 'high culture’ of
Buddhism and Hinduism have been described asicddida] and include monastery and
temple masks which are worn by Buddhists and Himdwagnce ceremonies. Many Newatri
masks (4) from the Kathmandu Valley in Nepal pgrtsindu gods and goddesses or
subjects from epic dramas such as the Ramayanthamdahabharata] Classical

Buddhist masks often depict figures from the gBaaddhist pantheon, including ferocious
defenders of the faith such as Mahakala (3). SdntteedBuddhist masks introduced here
were used in the mysterious dance known in Tib&leam, in which protector deities are
invoked and negative forces are dispersed.

'Village' masks often incorporate elements fromdlassical Hindi

and Buddhist traditions, but their primary definiclzaracteristics
derive from local village myths. Lakhe masks, pap@among the
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Hindus of the Kathmandu Valley, may be consideocsleiong to
this category. Lakhe is a local demon most commdaelyicted
with characteristically Gorgon-like features (7jniaiscent of the
Gorgon face familiar in Mediterranean sculpture pahting
traditions (6). Lakhe's appearance, however, i®noidbly linked
with Indra Jatra, the annual festival associatetl tie classical
Hindu god, Indra. Readers will note that Indragdyl Lakhe bear
similar markings on their foreheads. Village Budidmasks,
largely created by the rural ethnic Monpa and Sligrdn peoples

7. Gorgon face of Arunachal Pradesh in northeast India and ea&kutan, were

Lakhe mask often used in morality dramas, such as the Acherichavhich will

be described in greater detail below.

Primarily from the tribal areas of Nepal, anothigtesof mask, the
'Primitive-shamanic’, may have been used by sarséve purposes of
healing, oracle augury and life crisis initiatiq®$. Our ignorance is
great with respect to these tribal masks. One reschis lack of
knowledge is the very remoteness of their geogaphgin. While this
has favoured their survival, it has also inhibitesi knowledge of the
people who created them and the cultural traditreqsiiring their use. |
would suggest that these masks are the expresks@amancient pan-
Asian mask culture which was still in evidencehat beginning of the
20th century not only in the Himalayas, but alsmagindonesian 9. Karo Batak
islanders such as the Batak of Sumatra (9) andtitvd of Timor, as mask
well as among the tribal people of India, the shasvat Siberia (14) and others.

The making and use of masks, born of shamanisrandgt into Himalayan village folk
traditions and eventually became absorbed intdidjleer classical traditions, invigorating
them and giving them new meaning. In Asia, mask®wweobably first used in a shamanic
context, and for this reason, my discussion of Hayen masks begins with the primitive-
shamanic.

Primtive-Shamanic Masks

At best, specific ethnic attributions of primitiglamanic masks are
speculative. The reasons for this uncertainty ihelsimilarity of
function and iconography and the aforementionelai®m of these
peoples from Western observers. However, it isrdlea most
Himalayan shamanic style masks were created inIN€pa Magar
and Gurung tribes, living at an altitude of 7,086tfin the middle hills
of the Himalayas, have produced hardwood maskshateind toward
a glossy, high patina arising from exposure to ssrenkd butter fat.
Less well known ethnic groups of the middle hilislude the Sherpa,
10. Gurung or Bhotya, Tamang and Rai, some of whose masks with&etioned
Magar mask below.

Masks of the lowland Tharu people, living near litndian border, are often of a softer
wood, pigmented with polychrome or white kaolinyclelardwood examples also exist.

Some masks from the Tharu tribe are among the privsitive
examples to have come to light, while those ofRlaghansi (village
dwellers in the Tharu) display iconography moredliy derived from
Hindu models. The latter are examples of what ehavmed village
masks, to be discussed in greater detail belowinfemesting illustration
of the distinctions between primitive and villageafu masks can be
seen in plate 22.

http://www.asianart.com/articles/murray/index.t 4/7/201(



Thomas Murray: Demons and Deities : Masks of theadfaya Page3 of 8

On first examination, these masks appear to defgoaisation. Each
mask seems to be unique. But after viewing manyhegen to see that
they fall into iconographic groups. Masks with &itachments, creating
a bearded, mustachioed character (or charactemsjendentity remains
undocumented (9, 10) are often encountered. Othsksn probably
from the Middle Hills, do not now possess beardéatcaments, but
perhaps once did, and may therefore also belotigg@roup.

Another character, with a lumpy head and brutish :
facial features, also appears often: we have dubbed?- Tharu tribe
this type 'Potato Head' (12). Markings on the mask
forehead sometimes offer a means of classifyingkma3ne example
(13) bears a prominent trident mark - an attrilmitdhe Hindu god
Shiva - and many masks with this mark have survitvever, in this
context the trident does not necessarily imply a®edge of Shaivite
religious dogma, but may simply be an instance frabol borrowed
in isolation from its original meaning.

12. 'Potato Head'

mask Other masks display a solar disc above a cresceahnbut again the

meaning of such a motif remains as yet unclear.riiigk illustrated in plate 16 has a ring
in his nose which is a common feature of the Tantehg, though we cannot be certain i
this particular type arises from the Tamang etlgnozp.

13. Mask with trident 17. Mask, Rai tribe 18. Mask, Middle Hills
marking on forehead

The Rai are known to fashion house-protecting masks tree fungus (17), while another
multi-ethnic character mask is created from fett gonat skin4] The red pigment around
the mouth of plate 18 may well symbolise blood i$i@er, either animal or perhaps (in
former times) human.

We may infer great age for these masks. Their bisluky patina and
their surfaces of multi-layered pigment all suggastinspecified but
undeniable antiquity. That they have survived fofang suggests they
were greatly valued by the Himalayan societies ¢hedited and used
them. Passed on as heirlooms from generation tergeon, each use
added sacred power. It is also clear that old masgke repaired rather
than discarded (16).

There can be little doubt that many of these mas&$undreds of years
old. Precisely how they were used we cannot saywbumay infer muc
by examining, albeit briefly, the principles of shanism.

16. Mask, Middle
Hills

The Roots of Primitive-Shamanic Masks

Shamanism is the term commonly used to describmtligenous belief systems of the
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ancient cave painters of Europe, the autochthoAsign minorities, and the North and
South American Indians. More of an animist worldwithan a religion, it is thought to he
been brought to the New World from Siberia by reedhunters following their prey at the
time of the last Ice Age, circa 15,000 BC.

The etymology of the word shaman is interestingid-believed to be derived from the
Siberian Tungus word saman (itself thought to bevaaltaic), it has recently been
suggested that its etymology goes deeper stidedims that the Siberians borrowed the term
from the Chinese shamen, meaning 'wandering Buddiusk', to give title to their own
ancient religious practices. This linguistic redaship reflects the respect felt by the
Siberians for the awe-inspiring Buddhist practiaésch they observed. As discussed in
greater detail below, Buddhism also assimilatethelgs of shamanic practices.

Certain themes present themselves wherever
shamanism is found. For example, the shaman is nof
the greatest warrior of the tribe, an office makelly

to be held by its chief. Rather, the shaman oftegirts
his or her life as a sickly individual - either wngally

or mentally impaired. There comes a time when he o
she must depart the community and live al@japd

it is during this isolation that the shaman cafiemi
nature spirits, such as animal totems, to be vehict
self-healing. If unsuccessful, he or she is notdhea Gorgon figure

from again. However, assuming a positive outcome,

the individual returns to the community empowergdhese spirits in strange and
mysterious ways. As a result of this ‘conversiopegience’, such an individual may live
within the village, but is always perceived as abigidistinct from others in the community.

=N

And what role does a shaman play in his or her conity? Ancestor spirits hover nearby,
monitoring adherence to local traditions and tab@bgy require careful propitiation.
Moreover, all of man's ills ultimately derive fraime spirit world. Malevolent spirits must
be subdued. All of nature is alive with the supara. The shaman, through his or her
magical interventions, operates on this other pl&nxestentially, the individual who is 'the
other' within the earthly community more truly ittts the world of the spirits.

Fertility and 'life crisis' transitions are the Isagf many animist concerns and rituals. These
include birth, puberty, marriage, attaining a sb@ak (status) and death. At these mom

of transition, an individual is in grave dangehasdies' in terms of his former self and has
not yet been reborn into his new identity. At thesenents of vulnerability, it is the shan
who ushers the initiate's soul across the uncegtalin Therefore, the shaman serves as a
bridge between this world and the next, acting 'ssa guide' to ease these life passages.

In order to operate on this higher plane, the simamast fully identify
with the powers which he hopes to wield. Masksaare of the
empowering mediums by which the shaman 'becomesinit which
he invites to possess him. Such possession isibedas an ecstatic
experience. Other tools which help bring about titasformation
include ritual costume (20), weapons, drums, ambgges psychotropi
substances, including fly-agaric mushroom (amanitacaria) and
hemp (cannabis)k]

20. Siberian

) The shaman functioned not only as priest of thigioworld, but as a
shaman's costume

practising physician whose knowledge of drugs edeelrto practical
cures for physical ills. These organic medicameamtht be administered during rituals
involving mask use for demonic exorcism$ JFolk medicine entailed a great understanding
of ethno-botanical pharmacology. This knowledge pr@served from generation to
generation, and thus the office of shaman encorepabsit of ecological conservator.
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Shamanism in the Himalayas

Central Asian shamanism was diffused on horseltgaity archaeological evidence
suggests that shamanism permeated a bronze-udingecstretching from Tibet through
Ordos, west China, and southern Siberia. Acrosstéiniitory, two primary cultures existed,
often in opposition- settled farmers and aggressivenadic herdsmen. Both held animistic
beliefs, each using shamans to intercede in thi sirld for their own particular ends.

Icons of the aggressive herdsmen include animékdei
expressed in an art that has come to be knowredarimal
style'. Subjects depicted include the steppe (i)Y leaping on
the back of a deer, reflecting the theme of vietod victim. A
lineage of shamanic barbarians must include théh&oys (6th to
4th century BC), the Huns (300-100 BC) and latez,Mongols
(Genghis Khan, circa 1162-1227, and his descenddrtis
settled peoples, frequently targeted by the agyesorsemen,

sought refuge in remote valleys where their desaetsdmay still
15. Ordos/Western Han be found today
amulet '

Himalayan scholars generally believe that the nsgif the Tibetan people lie in the
nomadic, norzhinese Ch'iang tribes who lived off animal huslvgmdany centuries befo
the Christian era in eastern Central Asia andenféin northwest border region of Chirg.[

It is highly likely that they participated in thee@tral Asian culture of shamanism and the
migrations broadly described above. The physicalexce of this prehistoric (pre-7th
century AD) shamanic culture can still be found'ibet today. The Tibetan cultural
historian, R.A. Stein draws attention to "the s#tsinhirs and tombs arranged in stone
circles in the lake region on the southern fringiethe Changthang [the northern portion of
the Tibetan plateau]; and the 'animal style' indbeoration of metal objects (knives,
stirrups, buckles, etc.) practised at Derge anihilo [in eastern Tibet], which is similar to
that of the Ordos bronzes and the 'Scythian' ati@&teppes”(15p]

14. Maskoid talisman 21. Mask, Middle Hills, Nepal

Some of the cultural minorities of Nepal presemeechaic Tibetan tongue. They are
thought to have migrated from the central Tibetateau long ago. Certain scholars sug
that insight may be gained into the culture of Breldhist Tibet by examining today's
Magar and Gurung tribes of Nepab] It is my contention that the primitive-shamanigle
masks of Nepal (14, 21), so similar to those ok8d) are a continuation of a common type
possibly used in Neolithic Tibet.
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Map of Tribal Groups of the Himalayas

Shamanic traditions existed in India as well. Theaditions are preserved among the tribal
minorities of Central India, for example in RajasthThe stylistic conventions of their
masks are most akin to those found on the Taraym@asonably, given their relatively
close geographic proximity.

The Roots of Classical & WVillage Masks

The tribal minorities of India were pushed asidehms/advances of the Aryans during the
second millennium BC. Little is known about thesgak tribes except that they entered
India through Afghanistan and the Hindu Kush, spegak proto-Indo-European language.
They preserved an oral tradition of the Vedas (Whvere to become the fundamental
Hindu scriptures), extolling philosophical prin@glof karma (the laws of cause and effect),
caste, and the authority of the priestly classit8yery nature, Hinduism is syncretic,
absorbing many indigenous belief systems, includtegworship of nature spirits. One

finds many elements of animism, and by extensierptinciples of shamanism, deeply
imbedded in this ‘high culture' religion.

The other great Indian religious tradition to irfhce
Himalayan masks is Buddhism. Biographical details
of the Buddha ('The Awakened One'), historical
founder of the faith, are fairly well establish&trn
a prince of the Shakya clan in Kapilavastu, near th
present border of Nepal and India, he was
appropriately named Siddhartha (He whose aim is
achieved) Gautama, and lived from approximately
560-480 BC. Isolated within the walls of his fatker
Masked ritual in Nepal opulent palace, he was spared the knowledge of
human suffering. In a series of excursions outiéepalace during his twenties, he
encountered the existential suffering which all triase: poverty, sickness, old age, and
death. These encounters so moved him that he reedums birthright and became an
ascetic, joining yogis in the forest. After severags of meditation and ascetic deprivation,
he achieved Enlightenment under the Bodhi treecdiBGaya.

After some initial hesitation, he decided to shaisehard-earned insights and spent his
remaining forty-five years teaching. The Buddheazchings are rooted in a compelling
observation: despite all the efforts of human beitagfind happiness and avoid pain, their
lives continue to be filled with suffering and disisfaction. However, the Buddha did not
stop there. He recognised that the causes of sudfie within our very own minds: they
are delusion, attachment, aversion, pride, and.efivy Buddha also realised that it is
possible to free oneself permanently from suffethmgugh a rigorous and well-structured
training in ethics, meditation, and discriminatingight, which leads to a profound
understanding of the way things really are, thagmightenment - a state of profound
freedom and complete fulfilment.
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The original Buddhist teachings were atheistic. ldoer, it may be observed that it is
human nature to yearn for a personalised saviosith@ tradition was passed from
generation to generation, many buddhas and bodtasgtompassionate beings who assist
sentient beings in their efforts for spiritual setlen) came to form a vast Buddhist
pantheon.

click here to go to part Il: The Spread of Buddhism.
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NOTES

1. See bibliography for further references to maskiaditions in the Himalayasb@cK
2. As noted in Alsop 1993, and Chazot 198f&dH

3. See Alsop, op.citbacq
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4. See Golub 1992, p.7MdcHK

5. Sometimes such individuals are recognised earbaadidates for shamanism, and are made
apprentices to established shamans. Whether they $8s period of apprenticeship or not, they
still undergo this testing period of separatenfssck

6. Chazot, op.cit., and Bradley and Chazot 198a8cH

7. Chazot (1988, 1990) suggests that masks of theldlidills may have served this function.
[bacK

8. Snellgrove and Richardson 1968, p.2fad4

9. Stein 1972, p.34bpcH

10. E.R. Elles 1883 (repr. 1965pdcH
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