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FEMALE DEITIES
IN MONGOLIAN BUDDHIST VOTIVE PAINTINGS!

Helena Heroldova?

ABSTRACT: The present article focuses on iconography of peaceful and wrathful female
deities in Tibetan Buddhism in Mongolia. The female deities in Tibetan Buddhism
play various roles in everyday practice. Besides the bodhisattvas in female form, they
represent personal deities, various protectors and local deities. The following examples
depict various types of female deities. Vajrayogini belongs among the Dakinis, the female
deities assisting in spiritual development, and worldly Dharma protectors. The most
important among the protectors is Palden Lhamo. Mo lha belongs to protective spirits.
Sitatapatra with a parasol symbolizes the spiritual protection. Usnisavijaya represents
one of the popular Long-life Deities.

KEY WORDS: Tibetan Buddhism — Mongolia — female deities — Dharma protectors —
iconography — Vajrayogini — Palden Lhamo — Dakini

This article is based on the previous study devoted to the origin of the collection in the
Néprstek Museum and to the iconography of the goddess Green Tara published in the
Annals in 2014. The present article focuses on peaceful and wrathful female deities.
A selection of six examples from a set with thirty small votive Mongolian paintings
depicting the Buddhist female deities is provided. The pictures were choosen to
represent the five types of female deities found in the collection. The assortment of the
particular paintings was made to show the iconography of the deities.

The methodology is descriptive. The description focuses on the composition and
visual elements that are important in terms of iconography. The descriptive approach is
particularly needed because the small votive paintings under scrutiny come from the
folk environment where there the traditionally strict iconographical rules became
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distorted and simplified. Especially the iconographies of lesser known deities were
often mingled together, interchanged and altered. As the result the semantic fields of
the deities gradually blurred. The careful description of paintings and comparison with
other visual sources help the accurate identification of the depicted deities.

Generally, the paintings of women in Tibetan Buddhism depict the historical
personages such as female teachers or consorts of famous religious leaders (not the
subject of this study), bodhisattvas in female form such as the already mentioned Green
Tara, and various female deities — the topic of this essay.

The concept of female deities in Tibetan Buddhism is based upon traditional Indian
imagery. Powerful female deities symbolize the energy imbuing the world. They
represent the Wisdom (prajiia I=1T, the insight, knowledge, intuitive apprehension),
while the male gods depict the Method (upaya, 39T, skillful means) (Essen 1989: 174).
Female deities play various roles in everyday Buddhist practice. Besides the bodhisattvas
in female form, there represent personal deities, various protectors and local deities.
The personal meditation deities yidams (istadevati TEATT, yi dam &=ar) are helpers
during the meditation (Tibet 2006: 307), whose task is to transport “practitioner to the
same state of enlightenment that they themselves symbolize” (Mullin 2003: 40). Yidams
possess particular form (wrathful or peaceful) in accordance with the practitioner’s
nature. The Naro Dakini discussed later represents the yidam.

Among the nomads, various helpers and protectors were widespread. These
Dharmapilas (5/8997e1, chos skyong #v§=') represent the protectors of the Dharma
teachings. There are either worldly protectors who are not enlightened and dwell in the
realm of Samsara (F9T2) or fully enlightened protectors who are emanations of particular
buddhas sent from the Real world of Dharmakaya (THFTT)  (Mullin 2003: 180). The
Dharmapalas often serve as the guardian spirits. The example is the very popular
goddess Palden Lhamo, also discussed later.

Buddhist female deities are present in the Tibetan Buddhist art that is spread all over
a large geographical area influenced by its teachings, including Mongolia and part of
China. The paintings presented below are selected to show various approaches to the
subject, as well as changes in the proper iconography.

The Space Lady

The Naro Dakini belongs among the female Dakints STt (Mkha' ‘gro ma SRR aya),
the Sky-Goers or Space-Travellers. The explanations for the Dakinis may differ among
various schools of Tibetan Buddhism. The living female teachers can be called Dakinis,
the female deities assisting in spiritual development are also Dakinis, and worldly
Dharma protectors can be Dakinis as well.

The origin of the concept of Dakinis is not clear. There is a probable connection to the
notion of female spirits in the Central Asian shamanism, or to various local female
deities. The term is Dravidian; in the Dravidian India the social structure was based
upon matriarchy, and the female goddesses were worshiped. Later, with the arrival of
the Indo-Aryans the former goddesses played the role of retinues to male gods. In
Tantras, the female partners symbolized by the Dakinis became an important part of the
Tantric practice, whether the female partners were real persons or imaginary symbols.
In the Hindu Tantra the female became the energy (shakti 9Tf<F), while in the Buddhist
Tantra she developed into the Wisdom, the intuitive insight.
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The Dakini Vajrayogini aSIaTT (Rdo rje rnal ‘byor ma £3zwa¥=w) is described as
a consort of the male deity Samvara in the Cakrasamovara (FF8EIL, Bde mchog «3s&) texts
and is common in all schools of Tibetan Buddhism. She is known under different names
and is depicted in many colours and forms, either wrathful or semi-wrathful.

Vajrayogini depicted in the small votive painting under scrutiny is called the Naro
Dakini (Na ro mkha’ spyod ma s%sragrsr). Her tradition comes from the Indian teacher
Naropa (956-1040), who allegedly received teaching from her. The Naro Dakini is
popular both in the Sakya and Gelug schools.

No. 1

Inventory No. A /12268

Pigments on canvas, 18.8 x 10.7 cm

Purchased in 1974, previous acquisition history not known
Mongolia, 19" century-20* century

The example shows her precise iconographic form (Tibet: 356).

The background of the painting is simple; the landscape is represented by green
colour in the bottom part of the painting, while the sky is deep blue with the Moon and
Sun in both upper corners.

The figure stands on a lotus throne encircled by a mandorla of red flames symbolizing
pristine awareness, standing on a “corpse seat” (bam gdan =sv q73) and pressing down
the backward bent head of the blue-coloured “Frightful” Bhairava , the manifestation
of Shiva, and the breasts of his consort, the red Kalaratri STeT<T{=r (Meinert 2011: 419).
She is shown turning to the right. She stands astride with her right leg bent. Her head
is turned right, with her face painted in profile.

Her body is depicted in red colour. Her hair falls down in long tresses over her body.
She has three eyes and a large mouth. She looks fierce.

Her body is adorned with a necklace of fifty dry skulls (in the Sakya tradition). She
wears jewellery such as necklaces, earrings, bracelets and anklets, and a golden crown.

She carries a khatvariga staff (see later) on her right shoulder. In her right hand she
holds a skull cup and drinks blood from it. In her left hand she holds a chopper.

The picture mostly in red and gold colour is simply painted, however, with details.

The painting shows the Dakinis” attributes that consist of bone ornaments, chopper
(karttrka ¥, gri gug Fygay), skull cup (kapala FTE, ka pa la m=rar or thod &) and the
kharvariga staff (AT, kha toam ga mrearay). They are derived from the tantric attributes
of the ascetics, yogins and yoginis. The origin is with the kapalikas or skull-bearers of the
Hindu caste system, originally the miscreants sentenced for killing a Brahmin. They
were forced to live in forests, desolate places and charnel grounds where they begged
for food, dressed in rags or animal skin. They bore the skulls of their victims on a
wooden staff and used the top half of the human skull as an eating bowl. Smeared with
ashes from the funeral pyres and intoxicated with marijuana, those outcasts lived in the
twilight zone between the world of the living and the world of spirit. They performed
rituals in charnel grounds, invoked spirits and venerated the mighty gods and
goddesses (Beer 1999: 249). The Tantric iconography turned their attributes into the
iconography of powerful deities.

The khatvanga staff symbolises the enlightenment-mind as a union of bliss and
emptiness (Beer 1999:253). Itis also a symbol of male or female consort. Iconographically,
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itis an elegant ritual implement with a rather sinister origin. It was a wooden club with
a bulb on top used for breaking the human remains on charnel grounds (Beer 1999: 252).
As an attribute of the Dakinis, it bears the adamantine sceptres vajras (I, rdo rje £3),
the vessel with ambrosia (amfta f9q), the damaru drum (S9Z) and three human heads
— a freshly severed head, a decaying head and a dry white skull (Beer 1999: 252).

The white human skull in the hand of a deity represents a libation vessel. The deity
holds it in front of his or her chest, or drinks from it.

The karttrka or chopper is also a symbol of Dakinis and Tantric deities. It symbolizes
the discrimination based on erroneous and mistaken views which are responsible for
the suffering. It chops up the egotistical self. The chopper has a hooked crescent-shape
blade and a vajra handle.

The Dakinis wear the bone ornaments. They consist of a skirt, tiara and jewellery
made of human bones, and a garland of fifty-two human skulls as a necklace. They are
painted strikingly white and detailed. In the Tantric iconography they represent the
defeat of demonic forces by the deities, the defeat of obstacles and passions and their
transformation into spiritual path.

References:

Meinert 2011, description p. 419, picture p. 420, yellow-haired p. 425: both Mongolian,
19 century. Mullin 2003, picture p. 155: Tibetan, 19" century. Elaborate, detailed and
fine drawing and painting.

The Queen of Wrathful Rituals

The most important among the protector female Dharmapalas is Palden Lhamo (Dpal
Idan lha mo ’i’\""gﬁ"é'g”*'f in Sanskrit Sridévi 9>ﬁ%‘°ﬁ). She is a wrathful emanation of the
Green Tara (Sgrol ma §am'), Sarasvati (HT@—CFF or Laksmi (&4 ).

There are many forms of her (Meinert: 528). However, three are the most common.
In the Sakya tradition she has one face and four arms and carries a skull cup and
weapons as protective symbols — a sword (khadga @<, ral gri =«%), a trident (trisila
e, rise gsum zawsr), and a spear (mdung ss=). In the Kagyu tradition she holds a
sword, a trident, a skull cup, and a three-bladed kila (¥4, phur ba ==), the ritual dagger
for marking out a sacrificial space that creates a protective boundary against evil forces
(Beer: 245). The third version belongs to the Gelug tradition. In her two hands she holds
a vajra-tipped club danda (3w, dbyug pa sg=) and a skull cup (Linrothe 2004: 168, 171).
This form is called Magzor Gyalmo (Mag zor rgyal mo sa=<z=%). She is invoked to
establish peace through Tantric ritual (Mullin 2003: 182). She is very popular in both
Tibet and Mongolia as the keeper of secrets of life and death. According to the Mongols,
she is the wife of the Lord of the Death, Yama I# (Meinert 2011: 528). She is also linked
to the institution of Dalai Lamas. The First (Dge “dun grub sRyasgge, 1391-1474) adopted
her as his personal protective deity (Mullin 2003: 182).

No. 2

Inventory No. A /17458

Pigments on canvas, 8 x 6.2 cm

Purchased in 1987, previous acquisition history not known
Mongolia, 19" century-20™ century
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She is extremely wrathful in appearance. Her half-naked body is dark blue. She is
covered by a loose, open dress with flutter sleeves and wears a tiger skin around her
lower part. Sometimes she appears with a speckled snake and a white lion lurking over
her shoulders, but they are not present in this painting. Her face with three eyes and
open mouth revealing fangs is adorned by a crown of human skulls. Red hair is flying
around her head. On top of it there are peacock feathers.

She holds a club with a vajra on it and a skull cup filled with blood.

She sits on the flayed hide of her own son (Meinert 2011: 528), whose head is
dangling beneath her saddle. She rides a white mule with an additional eye on its back
over a river of blood. Beneath the mule’s head she carries the black and white spotted
dice (sho rde’u dkar nag ﬁg@quq-), a book covered in silk used for divination, and the
bag of diseases (nad kyi rkyal pa 553 z==r). The rest of her magical weapons, such as the
“demon cross stick” (bdud kyi khram bam =s5Fmsr=sr), the “bundle of red curses”(byad
dmar gyi khres po ss=s=32x%), and the “ball of thread weapon” (mtshon kyi gru gu s#53g)
seem to be missing (Beer 1999: 305).

Two attendants accompany the deity. The blue bodied Makaramukha Dakini
(7T E) with the face of a crocodile-like mythical creature (makara %Y, chu srin @@ﬁ')
reins the mule and red Simhamukha Dakini (Fg¥@, Seng ge dong chen kha dro ma [=qy
ﬁ:‘a\sﬁ'm'ﬁs«) with the face of a snow lion follows. Both are covered with human skin
(Mullin 2003: 182).

On the bottom of the painting, there is an offering consisting of a skull cup mounted
on a trivet, which contains parts of a human body representing the wrathful sense
offering: the heart (snying %’:)f eyes (mig ‘&m]'), ears (rna §'), nose (sna §') and tongue (lce
@). They represent the sacramental meat consumed by the Tantrics (Meinert 2011: 532).

The background is simple, with a green stylized landscape and dark blue sky with
pink shaded clouds and the Moon and the Sun above the dark violet flames surrounding
the body of the deity.

References:

Meinert 2011, several fine examples from Mongolia, 19" to 20* century, pp. 528-543.
Mullin 2003, description p. 182, picture p. 183: Tibetan, 18" century. For pictures of other
emanations, complex background with other deities, see Mullin 2003, pp. 185, 187.

The Protective Spirit

Mo lha (sy) is a female protective spirit governing health, wealth and good luck
(Meinert 2011: 666). She is popular in Mongolia where she is one of the five protective
spirits, who stay with an individual for his or her whole life. The concept of five
protective deities combines both shamanism and Tibetan Buddhism.

Iconografically, Mo lha as one of the five protective spirits strikingly resembles one
of the Five Sisters of Long Life, originally non-Buddhist spirits of mountains and waters
(Berger 1995: 228).

No. 3

Inventory No. A /16337

Pigments on canvas, 19.8 x 14 cm
Purchased in 1985 from a private owner
Mongolia, 19" century-20* century
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Mo Iha rides a wild ass in a white cloud on a white moon disc above the simple green
landscape and blue sky. She is depicted as a beautiful young lady in an ornate red dress
and colourful shawls. Her body is white, and she wears a five-pointed golden tiara on
her black hair. Her attribute is an arrow with flying streamers and a mirror. Often, the
arrow looks like a staff or a trident. Here it is only depicted as a few lines of golden
colour.

She is depicted surrounded by other protective spirits, all male. They are Yul lha ga
(upper left) with an arrow and bow, who protects the head of an individual, Dra [ha 5
(upper right) holding a spear, who protects the right shoulder, Srog lha g+ (lower right)
wearing armour including a helmet and holding a spear, who protects the heart and the
youthful Po [ha ¢ with a white body dressed in silk and holding precious wish-fulfilling
gems, who protects the right armpit (Meinert 2011: 666). Above Mo lha, there is the blue
wrathful Vajrapani (IST9TR, Phag na rdo rje z15%%) — the picture of a Buddhist element
among the shamanistic concept of protective spirits (Berger 1995: 228).

No. 4

Inventory No. A/26172

Pigments on canvas, 7.3 x 5.9 cm
Purchased in 1989 from a private owner
Mongolia, 19" century-20™ century

The simple painting depicts the single image of the deity. She appears in a pink
cloud above the green landscape. Her dress is depicted in bold colours of orange, green
and blue. Dots of golden colour emphasize the design of her clothes and the tiara and
jewellery.

References:
Meinert 2011, p. 666, picture p. 667. Fine picture of the deity with her entourage,
Buryatia (?), 19" century.

The Undefeatable

Sitatapatra’s iconography (Rraraaa=r, Gdugs dkar TRANFTR) is one of the most
complex in the Tibetan Buddhism. She is a powerful deity, the Dakini, a yidam as well
as the protective spirit against diseases, evil forces, and natural disasters (Tibet 2006:
363). Her name in Sanskrit and Tibetan means ,, A White Parasol”, which is her main
attribute. The parasol symbolizes the spiritual protection (Meinert 2011: 398).

She is depicted in various forms, sitting or standing. In one of her forms she is
presented with “thousands” of heads and arms. This is the form of Tara, a female
counterpart of Avalokite§vara (raeT{aa=a¥, Spyan ras gzigs gya=araBap). She is depicted
as either peaceful in appearance or slightly wrathful.

The following example shows her in a peaceful two-armed form.

No. 5

Inventory No. A/8906

Pigments on canvas, 7.9 x 6.1 cm

Purchased in 1971, previous acquisition history not known
Mongolia, 19* century—-20* century
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The small votive painting depicts her seated in the vajra position upon a lotus throne
on a moon disc. She is a beautiful young lady with bodhisattva jewellery. A gold tiara
sits on her elaborate hairdress. She wears a red skirt with golden ornaments on it, and
a yellow-green shawl over her shoulders. Her three-eyed face is smiling. She holds a
white and red parasol.

A white, orange, and blue mandorla of protective light emanates from her body. A
green halo adorns her head. Pink flowers and green foliage are partly hidden behind
the mandorla.

There are two small figures of Green and White Taras in front of her, with three
gems at the bottom of the painting.

References:
For her “thousands heads and arms” form, see Mullin 2003: 112-114.
Meinert 2011, picture p. 399: Mongolian, 19 century.

The Victorious Crown Ornament

Usnisavijaya (Feofierfasrr, Gtsug tor rnam par rgyal ma ng'i)‘:;'g-\arqx@m'&') represents
one of the popular Three Long-life Deities, together with White Tara and Amitayus
(TWTATH=, Tshe dpag med Fraayas) (Mullin 2003: 95). There are two main iconographic
forms of her: the first with one face and two arms, and the second with three faces and
eight arms. Her attribute is the crown protrusion (usnisa 399MT) depicted as resembling
a knot of hair tied on top of her head (Mullin 2003: 112).

No. 6

Inventory No. A /8953

Pigments on canvas, 8.5 x 6.2 cm

Purchased in 1972, previous acquisition history not known
Mongolia, 19" century-20* century

The deity sits on a lotus throne in the royal ease posture on a simple background
of green landscape with dark blue sky. Her white body is dressed in a red skirt and
shawls dotted with gold.

Each of her three faces in white, yellow and dark green (or blue) colours has three
eyes. The dark face is fierce, while the white and yellow ones are peaceful and smiling.
Her neck bears three delicate lines — the sign of female beauty. She has eight arms. The
main pair of hands turns the wheel of Dharma. In her arms on the right side she holds
the red and golden statue of Amitayus, and an arrow. Her right lower hand makes the
boon-granting gesture of generosity. Her left upper hand makes a gesture of protection,
and in her left lower hand she holds a bow and a vessel containing ambrosia (Meinert
2011: 204). Her body emanates the protective light painted in red and pink colour with
golden lines.

References:
Meinert, p.400, picture p. 401: Mongolian, 19* century.

Female deities are spread all over a large geographical area that is influenced by
Tibetan Buddhism, including Mongolia. Female deities play important roles in everyday
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Buddhist practice. For a meditation practitioner, they represent personal deities. The
guardians of the Dharma teaching are depicted in the form of female deities. Among
the nomads, goddesses as helpers and protectors are widespread. The worship of
female deities is an integral part of daily religious practice.













No. 5

72






Literature:

BEER, Robert. The Encyclopaedia of Tibetan Symbols and Motifs. Boston, Shambhala, 1999.
BERGER, Patricia Ann and Terese Tse Bartholomew. Mongolia: The Legacy of Chinggis Khan.
Thames & Hudson, 1995.

ESSEN, Gerd-Wolfgang and Tsering Tashi Thingo. Die Gétter des Himalaya: Buddhistische
Kunst Tibets. Munich, Prestel Verlag, 1989.

LINROTHE, Robert N., ed. Demonic Divine: Himalayan Art and Beyond. Spindrift, 2004.
MEINERT, Carmen, ed. Buddha in the Yurt: Buddhist Art from Mongolia. Munich: Hirmer
Verlag, 2011.

MULLIN, Glenn H. and Jeff ]. Watt. Female Buddhas: Women of Enlightenment in Tibetan
Mystical Art. Clear Light Publ., 2003.

Tibet — Kloster offnen ihre Schatzkammern. Munich, Hirmer Verlag, 2006.

74



