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M A S K S  

HIMALAYAS 

Over the centuries. tlie many ethnic groul)s that r)opuIate thr 

Himalayas have producecl a myriad of Sascinating masks. Pre- 

sented together, they evoke the spirit of' the anc,ient c,ul tures of 

this region of  he world. K'hile the classic,al art of the llima- 

layas (bronze: wood. and stone scwll)tures as  well as  murals ancl 

paintings on cloth) has heen accluirecl l ~ y  western museums and 

is recognized Cor its quality and richness through ~~ublications. 

the art of tlie Himalayan mask is just I~eginning to 1)e c1isc.o~- 

ered. Several exhi bitions in the United States and in Europe 

have aroused the curiosity of museums and collectors, yet, un- 

fortunately, ethnographic studies of Himalayan masks are almost 

nonexistent. 

The masks presented in this exhibition reveal a great diver- 

sity of styles and forms. of colors and patinas. They were cre- 

ated in various regions of the Himalayas and thus originate from 

widely disparate cultures, from the Nepalese 'rerai on the north- 

ern border of tlie Indian plains to the high plateaus of Tibet. as  

well as  the middle hills of Nepal, Bhutan. and Ladakh. 

The diversity in beliefs of ethnic groups who have been iso- 

lated by the n~ountains has resulted in a variety of dance perfor- 

mances in which masks are used. The masked dances of the 

Himalayas are generally ritual in nature. and differ from the 

westerri carnivals by their religious significance. 

The masks themselves reflect the beliefs of Hindu and Bud- 

dhist religions and the shamanistic cults of the hills. Hinduism. 

born in India, is found predominantly among the populations of 

the soutli and certain central regions of Nepal. while Buddhism. 

of the Tibetan variety, dominates the northern regions. 

This collection of masks car1 be divided into two broad cate- 

gories: c.lassica1 and tribal. The classical masks appear as  
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figures of dei~ies ,  humans, and animals. 'I'he sc,ulpiure is rrla- 

tively sophistic,atetl with precisely defined, traditional fea~ures. 

Personalities from diverse pantheons are represented. many from 

the major religions. The masks are well maintained and often 

show signs oT repeated painting. The interior, when i t  has not 

been recul, has a rich brown patina from use. 

Among the classical examples are I)oth Mahayana Hud(1hist 

and Hindu masks portraying the gods and heroes of the, great 

epics, masks used in monaslcry or village clances to c:elel)rate 

ritual ceremonies and seasonal festivals, and masks portraying 

other characters from 111~. myths or I)oth great religions. 

Budclhist sr~bjec:ts inc,lude the t~>rril)le p~.otrc,tors sr~c%h as tht. 

cjifft:rent firms of Mahakala; [he Sour grcaaL Kings: I'adrnasnln- 

hhava, or Guru Kirripoc.lir: in I)otli his ~)vac*t*fuI and ~tlrr.il)lc. 

forms; the deities arltl tl(~mons of the. Ual.do: the. king oS tIi(* tl(.atl: 

and saints ancl anc,rstors. 



, . 1111. 1~1ow11 is n I'I.I*I~II(~III I<11c1(lllis1 31rl1;c.e.l 111 i~ t  i s  oI1t.11 11r1.s- 

cm[ ill r r~askc~l  (li~r~(,cb (II-~II~I~I~ 01' 1111. t l i r ~ ~ i ~ l a > i ~ s .  '1'111. 1t1ost 

I'LI~IIOIIS is III(- l i g ~ ~ r t f i  of' l l \ V ~ I S ~ I ~ I I I ~ .  1l1e2 (;IIIII~-\~, I I*~(~II I~~ 01 Ill(. 

(:hall s c ~ . ~ .  A l ' l ( ~  his tlrI 'c. ir t  i r ~  I ~ l ~ i l c ~ s o l ~ l ~ i c ~ a l  e lc- l~ i~~~. 1)) III(. grc.at 

111tlial1 MaIia)ii~lris~ Kun~alasll i la. I-lwasl~arig I~c~c~arr~o 1i~1- 'I'il)t.larl 

I~II(J(III~~IS the c.ornic,al I'ig~rrca 1ju1. t*xc.rll~-~~c.c.. HI. i s  slrowr~ as a 

gl.olesclue rlionk. \rilh lal.gc.. t t~ ic .k  lea111r.c.s irrr(l LI ~)lac,i(l c.xl)rt.s- 

sion corr~rnonly ahse)c.ia~c.tl w i ~ h  Ill(. c,ort~ic s11il.il a r l~ l  lhc. l)~lI'foe~rl. 

AITIOII~ [III- I i i r ~ c l ~ ~  s~rl)j,.c,~s arc. Shivir. L'isl11111. I)lrrga. III- 

tlra, Bliairava. I l an~r l r~an .  ant1 Ille ranks ou elernol~s a l l  clerr.u~(.~l 

one rliiy or another I,y h(.roes or. gotls. The grcBat 1.1)ic.s. ~lir 

I<mmru~?.c~mln ancl the iMnlra0hc~mtrr. as ~ v r l l  as inriurnet.al~lr oll irr 

Hint lu myths, l'urnish ~ l l e  main Ijersonalities inc.arr~atetl in thest. 

masks. 

The sec.ontl gro~rp of masks. tri l jal. inc,lutles exarnl)les l'rorn 

~ht.  vi~rious ethnic. gr.oulx, of Nel)al. i~~c . l~ r ( l i l i g   lie Kai. Gurullg. 
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Magar, and Tharu. Represented are clowns and gods, demons, 

fabulous animals, and local divinities. There are masks used by 

shamans, masks used in divination, and even scarecrow masks. 

Often they boast a lustrous black patina reminiscent of objects 

from Africa, Indonesia, or the Philippines, or a simple poly- 

chromy of three or four earth colors, most prominently the white 

of China clay. 

The appellation tribal (:an also be applied to masks repre- 

senting subjects from Buddhism and Hinduism as well as  from 

shamanism. The tribal aesthetic is a bridge between archaic 

traditions and the current of the great religions. The features 

and modeling of the masks, which are  the mark of the individual 

carver, can be surprising and full of fantasy or deformed and ex- 

aggerated to lend an amusing or disquieting air. 

The shaman has an important relationship with the art of the 

mask. Though somewhat changed and influenced I)y the domi- 

nant religions, the practice of shamanism still endures l'rorr~ 
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north to south. The traditional way to effect a cure for disease in 

the Himalayas is to call upon a shaman who is able to under- 

stand the cause of the problem by invoking his tutelary spirit. 

Trance and sometimes even psychic traveling are part of his rit- 

ual technique. In every village the shaman is an indispensable 

personality; he knows their rites and myths, he is familiar with 

mysteries unfathomable to the ordinary man. He commands the 

spirits, he can divine the future, and he possesses the ability to 

heal. As a man of knowledge, he actively participates in the 

seasonal masked dances, his visions and trances revealing to 

him the appearance of spirits and gods. His experience and 

knowledge allow him to sculpt their faces in wood as  well as  

perform the dances of propitiation. 

Certain conclusions about the origin of tribal masks can be 

made by examining stylistic elements, such as  the expression of 

eyes, eyebrows, and mouth or the application of hair and beard. 

Details of the structure ol the mask, its weight, the thickness of 
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the sides, and the ~echnique of in~erior csarving also rrvc:al (:er- 

tain styles particular to a region. 'l'he interior may t)e (leeply c.ut 

with deep sides, or carved with l~evelled edges. It mav be circu- 

lar and undifferentiated in form, or i t  may have a fully carved 

mouth, nose, and chin. The most finely chiseled and highly 

finished interiors, for example, are found in the masks of the 

Monpa and Sherdukpen peoples of Arunachal Pradesh. 

The overall patina of the mask is another indication of ori- 

gin. For example, masks from the middle hills are c-overed with 

a brilliant black patina that is never found on examples from the 

Nepalese Terai. In this humid ant1 srlltry region that horders In- 

dia's northern plains, houses are not inundated with thc, smokr 

from cooking fires that fills houses of  he middle hills and in- 

variably produc:es the patina. 

The way the mask was attachetl or worn is also rich in mean- 

ing. The position of the cords that bind the rnask to the dar~c,er. 

often indicates its source. In general, there are two wavs of at- 
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[aching thr: mask. In the first, the mask is tic-cl at thrc:t: ~ ~ o i r l t s :  

on the foreheatl, at lhc. ears, ant1 uneler  he. c:l~in. 'l'hc:sc. arc- I he 

dance masks of the 'I 'it~etans, Bhutanese, ancl thr Mor~pa 11eo- 

pies of Arunac:hal I'radesh. 'l'he sec.orld rnt:tho(l has a simpler 

system of attachnlc!nt: ~ w o  holes for cords al)ovr: the ears.  'I'his is 

the system gent:rally ~ l s e d  l i ~ r  t r i l~al  masks, a s  well a s  ic:orlic: 

masks [hat were suspended in temples or served to clt!c.orate 

ritual mannequins. And in the case  of Newar masks from the 

Kathmantlu valley, the interior often contains a roll of (:loth 

around the mask's perimeter to protect the fac:e of the wearer 

from contact with  he woocl or metal. 

Masks have various purposes and were not, however, always 

made to be  worn. Some were displayed near the altar and had 

the same function a s  other icons in paint or bronze. Masks ol' an- 

cestors were stored for use in annual ceremonies, when they 

were placed on the altar to preside over the ritual. Other masks 

were used for possession culls which a re  still to be found, noLa- 
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bly in the valley of Kathmandu. 'I'herca, donning a mask may t)e 

the crucial momenl when a god takes possc~ssion of the t)o(ly oC 

the initiated dancer chosen to represent him. 

To wear a mask is o f~en  to vanquish  he demonic- and malrfi- 

cent spirits; or perhaps i t  is a c:elebration, a commemoration of 

that victo~y. The vanquished demon is immortalized in innumer- 

able representations of his agony, such as  the 1)uEFalo demon l ~ r -  

ing killed by the Hinciu goddess Durga. The dvmon may I)ecolne 

a faithful ally of the gods, such as  the protector Lhamo, who was 

transformed from ogress to proselyte of Butl(lhisrn. 

Gods created men, but il  is the duty of men to make the 

gods live. Masks bring the gods and heroes to life; the)- I)ring 

the great epics into everyclay reality. 'l'he MnhnOharcitc~ ;ir~d the 

Ramayc~na are universal sources of inspiratiorr Sor Irrtlian 1heatt.1. 

as  well a s  for the masked dramas of cwtain po1)ulatiorrs of the 

Terai and  he middle hills. The tlanc,c., thv hand grst~rl.r~, rrlusic,. 

and poetry all c:ontril)nte to the sl)ec,tac,le. 
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work it1 the. l i v I ~ l >  i111(l I I I ( *  l ) t , r~ , : t~ . io~~h  s ~ r - ~ t g g I ( ~  for S I I I - V ~ V ; I ~ .  Iov(. 

to clivc.t.t thc.n~sc~lvc.h i t 1  tltc-ir t r ~ ~ t ? r i c ,  ; ~ r l c l  c ~ t ~ t c - t - t : ~ i t ~ r ~ ~ ( . t ~ ( .  Far1far1.h. 

fi~r. irls~arlc,c.. ~)rc.c,c~l(- l10111 tr~;~rriirgt~ ;Incl fr~t~t.r.al. Allcl I hc. 

spirith, i f  ~ h r y  arc- ~ I I O W I I  i111cI r~~irht (~r(~( l .  ~ V ( > I I  i f  thev art, t~ t a -  

Iel.ic. I ~ t ~ o t i ~ c >  11r(v,io11h ~ I I ~ I  I I I ~ I Y > > S ~ I Q  a1Iic.h. 

'1;) c.rlrl)ralc*  he introtluc.tiort or' Butltlhisrn i r ~  '1 ' i l )c . t .  com- 

memorativc: rc4igious c ~ e r r r r ~ o ~ ~ i c ~ s  i n v o l v i r ~ ~  11113 IISC of musks w t w  

institutetl in rrlan? o l  the. ~nor~ustc-ric.5 ant1 I)c*rli~rr~~rcl a n n r ~ a l l ~ .  

Initially hcac.l.el l)rrl;)rtr~anc,c.h. thry havr no\$ I)rc.onlr great pol)u- 

lar festivals ant1 major. e\et~ls i t 1  the religiolrh history of the 

country. Tlir rxl~loits or' the great ( ; I I~II  l ' a ~ l n ~ a s a r ~ ~ l ) l ~ a w  or the 

marriage of thr first Butltltiis~ r m l ~ r r o r  to ~ w o  ~~rinc,esses-ot~e 

from China ancl the olher from Nrl~al-were ~~ lnye t l  out in the 

form of rnasketl (1anc.e~ ancl 1)roc.essions. Certair~ tr~akks of divine 

persunage5 tlec.oratetl ritual mannequins that were part of the 

~~rocess ions .  Masks were oftcan suspended Srom po.st?r or pillars 



in Iiouses or moriasleries, where they served a s  a protection 

against malicious spirits. 

The icons ~ h a l  serve a s  the residences of the gods are held 

sacred, and a mask is recognized as  such a residence. To wear 

it is to become a medium for the divine personality, ~o abandon 

oneself to the divine presence. Here the iniage is more than just 

a symbol; by a magical process the representation becomes the 

divine s u b j e c ~  itself. The slatue of  he god is the god, the mask 

of  he tiger is the tiger. 

In [he Himalayas, even the animals have souls. In the 

masked dramas of the Sherdukpen peoples of Arunachal 

Pradesh, the spirits of mistreated animals come back to torture 

their keepers in the hells, even unlo death. 

There exists an after-death ceremony in which a mannequin 

is dressed in the clolhes of the deceased, a printed paper mask 

serving to evoke his image in [he gesture of prayer. In rites that 

may well come from the tradition of the early Bonpo religion, the 
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figure is 1)urned to a\.oid the return of the sl~irit  in thr form of a 

l~othersomc. ~)hanton~.  The representation of the figure is all im- 

portant in this ritual. as is the tliscluieting reality of the de- 

parted spil-it and its terrible power to disturb. 

No matter what group of rnasks is considered. a multitude of 

clowns and buffoons is always found in addition to sul~jects from 

the conventional pantheon. These masks teach as  well as  make 

the audience laugh by practicing a type of self-criticism, caus- 

ing those who watch to reflect upor1 their own lives. Even that 

personage found in many dramas. known everywhere as  "the 

yogi," who clearly represents the ef'lort of spiritual search, is a 

clown. Atzara. or Acharya. he is both teacher-such as  the firs1 

Indian masters who introduced Huddhisrn to Tibet-and 

buffoon. 

Clowns often open the spectacle and populate [he intermis- 

sions between acts in religious drarnas. The amateur clowns of 

the village spectacles come forth Srorn their houses for Sestivals 
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such as  Ti har, the festival of lights in honor of the Hindu god- 

dess of fortune Laksmi, or for the fes~ival of Ilurga, the great 

Dasain. They dance through the laughing crowds in the strerts, 

miming legends and begging for small coins. 

Prolessional actor troupes bring their dramas from village to 

village throughout the winter months, inviting the c:row(ls ~o ad- 

mire their spec1ac:les. They know how to take advantage of the 

powers of the night, performing in the trembling light of \)utter 

lamps that lends mystery and illusion as  i t  animatrs their 

masks. Their rich broc:ade vestmc:nts have l)atternr~d waves and 

clouds that amplify every gesture. And brc,ause the danc,rs often 

commemorate I~attles against demons, ~ht' darkness is pl.opitious, 

for it is only then that the dernons appear. A s  gootl wc.atht.r is 

necessary for the staging of the drama, a sl,c.c.ialist l)t~rf;)t.ms tht: 



MII)IlL.E HII.1.S T H I U A I .  (;ROllI' 

Nepal 

Yeti 

Wood, leather, and ha11 

Heigh~:  9% inches 

r i~uals  guaranteeing such conditions, for neither masks nor cos- 

lumes will benefit from rain. 

Those behind the masks are possessed by the divinity 

whose visage they wear; they tremble and roar, brandishing 

swords in their hands as if to attack the crowd, abandoned en- 

tirely to the spirit that has seized hold of their bodies. The 

dance and the ritual evoke, consecrate, and create a space for 

the sacred to manifest itself. 

Each mask has a message of its cultural function within its 

context, but to the Western eye this message may be parlic- 

ularly veiled. Both Buddhist and Hindu masks often have dis- 

tinctive and readable signs through color, form, details of 

headdress or crown, aspects of the mouth or eyes, beards and 

teeth. or other elemenls. The various features, dimensions, col- 
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ors, and types of hair designate and identify the personage by 

character trait. Each mask is part of a precise idea; the details 

of the face reinforce, support, and illustrate that idea. The 

structure of the object is always in direct accord with the senti- 

ment the sculptor wishes to invoke in the spectator. 

Tribal masks are  less easily read. Lines and features are ex- 

tremely personalized, with techniques and styles that can radi- 

cally differ. The freedom of expression makes it dilficult to 

identify even well-known deities. 

In almost all cases the mask is a sign of good auguly, im- 

plying a notion of protection. It is a witness for the ancients and 

a symbol of continuity. Often the mask is associated with an 
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tion of the chin, the dimension of the forehead, the amplitude of 

the brow all have meaning as  well. The man who carved, sized, 

and modeled the mask had an intuitive understanding of the 

face, of its rapport with the soul and human sentiments. 

First, the mask is a silhouette, the essence of a face drawn 

from the very source of human character. And then, as  in all 

art ,  there is a spiritual power, an allusion to the soul, the 

preservation of a sacred presence. Such is the power of the 

mask-that it transcends the elements of its evolution and re- 

mains above all the embodiment of a face, a window to the soul 

of man. 

Eric Chazot 

Translated from the French by Ian Alsop 
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