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TIBETAN TSHA-TSHA

Daniel BEROUNSKY", Lubomir SKLENKA

Artistic value is often seen in items of very elaborate pieces of work. Skills of many
generations are often felt in them and enigmatic tireless effort led by some unshakeable
ideas now opening to the spectator. On the other hand, it is rather amazing, that also some
pieces of not very elaborated art provoke imagination of their collectors. In such cases it is
often because of the cultural or religious ideas connected with them. This might be applied
also to the strange small clay tablets with rough images of stipas and Buddhist deities
called tsha-tsha in Tibet. There are much more elaborated works of art in Tibet and these
clay tablets might appear mere as a curious business of village people at first glance, but it is
surely not the case. The usage of tsha-tshas is spread across the all levels of society in Tibet.
The following introduction will try to show that these rather uniform rough clay tablets
express very well some religious efforts of Tibetans and without their religious meanings
they lose also their very essential values. These clay images are not a Tibetan invention, but
in case of Tibet it reached a very fertile ground. We do not know if Forman shared such
conviction, but his collection at least documents his interest in the seemingly simple, but at
the same time enigmatic and religiously very rich kind of art.

The background of tsha-tsha

The widespread usage of tsha-tshas predominantly in Tibet but also in neighbouring coun-
tries is indeed in contrast with only a few sources available in western languages dealing
with them. It is not easy to say what tsha-tsha is in a single definition.! Approaching the

" This work was supported by the Grant Agancy of the Czech Republic, project No. 401/05/2744 (2005-2007):
Image and Text in Buddhism: Tibetan and Mongolian Iconography.

' Austine Waddell in 1894 wrote: “Miniature funeral images or caitias, moulded of clay or dough, with or without
the addition of relics, called sa-tsch’a... Small consecrated medallions of clay are also given by the Dalai and
Tashi Grand Lamas to donors of largess...” (A. Waddell: Buddhism and Lamaism of Tibet, Kathmandu 1995,
p. 330). Marion H. Duncan, who travelled in Kham between 1921 and 1936, wrote: “Tsatsa are objects made
of clay with a few blest grains of barley stuck into the bottom, or perhaps clay mixed with either the ashes
or the bone relics of one deceased. Tsatsa are commonly in the form of a bell but solid, others are moulded
in the shape of a Buddha and still others are formed like idols and dorjes...” (M. H. Duncan: Customs and
Superstitions of Tibetans, Delhi 1998, p. 210). John Vincent Bellezza, who led four expeditions in 80™ and
90™ in central Tibet says that “Tsa-tsa are cone-shaped or flat objects, bearing designs are moulded from clay




subject merely from the viewpoint of its appearance, these are mostly clay tablets with
popular images of Tibetan cult, i.e. stipas, deities and Buddhist masters varying in size
approximately from 2 to 20 cm. Most of them are dried by sun, only few of them are baked.
Yet their meaning in the religious context might be shown only through their usage by
Tibetans.

Before we deal with the Tibetan tsha-tshas in detail, we should note that similar images
are not restricted only to the areas where Tibetans live. Besides territories neighbouring
with Tibet, like Nepal, Sikkim and Mongolia, its presence was known in China, Afghani-
stan, areas of Silk Road and till even nowadays they are frequent in Burma and Thailand.
Concerning Burma, according to a experience of L. Sklenka, who travelled there few years
ago, these are always baked and their presence in central Burma is very scarce.

In Thailand, they are known mostly in the form of protective amulets these days (phra
kreung) and are subjects of prolific activity of various native collectors. There is a large
and busy amulet market where one can find thousands of them in downtown Bangkok
near the Royal Palace. People in Thailand buy, exchange and collect them in a way which
resembles collecting post stamps. In the amulet market you can find both very cheap ones
(5 baht) and very expensive ones (climbing up to 10-50 thousand bahts). They are made
from clay mixed with dried flowers, rice and other ingredients or small stones and mostly
depict Buddha Sakyamuni with “earth touching gesture” (bhiimispar§amudra). You can
find them uncovered, stored in small boxes or placed inside a small glass stowage. Nowa-
days, thay are worn round the neck as a necklace. Their cult spread by the end of 19*
century. The predecessors of today’s amulets were so called phra-pim, votive tablets stored
in stupas, caves and temples. These were probably connected with pilgrimage and their
religious “souvenir” aspect might be apparent in their protective necklace form common
nowadays. Such older context of pilgrimage and stupas is closer to their Tibetan form of
these days.”

Approaching the Tibetan cultural space, it should be first noted that the orthography
used for tsha-tshas in Tibetan is not uniform. Apart from tsha-tsha (tsha tsha), they are
known in written form also as sa-tstsha (sa tstsha) and others (tshwa tshwa etc.). They
bear no meaning in Tibetan with the exception of the syllable sa in some of its written
forms, which designates soil. G. Tucci argued that their Tibetan name with its variety of
written form is probably a corrupted loan word from Indian Prakrit sachaya, derived from
Sanskrit satchaya meaning “perfect image” (Tib. gzugs brnyan). This hypothesis might be
supported by the Thai expression phra pim with similar meaning.” And indeed in San-
skrit-Tibetan Dictionary compiled from various indigenous Sanskrit-Tibetan word listings
appears a Sanskrit expression, which is identical with one of the written forms in Tibetan.*

with an admixture of sanctified substances; they are placed as offerings at holy places. The are often found in
caves and fissures in large groups. They come in different colours and vary in the age and intricacy of their
design” (V. Bellezza: Divine Dyads — Ancient Civilisation in Tibet, Dharamsala 1997, p. 221, note 19). Juan Li
writes in his article from approximately similar time: “Tsa-tsa are clay impressions made with a metal mould
containing the hollowed, reversed image of a deity or sacred symbol. The stamped images are dried in the
sun and in some cases fired into hardness” (J. Li: Images of Earth and Water; The Tsa-Tsa Votive Tablets of
Tibet, Asian Art /The internet journal: http://www.asianart.com/li/tsatsa.html, 11 November 1995/).

* Apart from the experience of Lubo§ Sklenka, for some details we are indebted to M. Hubina. For detailed
information see M. L. Pattaratorn Chirapravati: Votive tablets in Thailand: Origin, Styles and Uses. Kuala
Lumpur and New York 1997.

* G. Tucci: Stupa: art, architectonics and symbolism, New Delhi 1988, pp. 54-55.

* Dmu dge bsam gtan et al.: Sam bod skad gnyis shan sbyar gser gyi phreng mdzes (Sanskrit-Tibetan Dictionary

called Beautiful Golden Rosary), Xining 1989, p. 842.




It is a Sanskrit expression saccha translated as “excellent image” (7ib. dam pa’i gzugs brn-
yan). Its Sanskrit written form corresponds perfectly to its transcription into Tibetan as sa
tstsha. Although Tucci himself refers to the bilingual Tibetan-Sanskrit title of a text deal-
ing with tsha-tshas, where for the Tibetan tsha-tsha stands enigmatic Indian parallel sar-
vaka and Laufer connects it with Indian safcaka meaning “mould”,® the connection with
the Sanskrit expression for “perfect image” is far the most probable. The written form of
tsha-tsha and other forms seem to derive from sa tstsha transcribing Indian saccha mean-
ing “excellent image”. Tsha-tsha is probably a corrupted form much more convenient for
pronunciation in Tibetan.

As far as their ancient origins are concerned, we find ourselves in the area of hypoth-
eses. Outer similarity with several images found in Mohenjo Daro deserves some note.
In this locality, a form for stamping images of religious figures was excavated together
with large number of seals dating back approximately to 2 500 BC. And these seals per-
haps eventually found their expression in today’s tsha-tshas and might be also ancestors
of ancient seals from Near East.® However, these are just hypotheses with too many empty
spaces.

Tsha-tshas seem to be a purely Buddhist kind of art and no Hindu parallels are at-
tested. They probably appeared in the context of worship of sttipas, which were frequented
by pilgrims and might have served as a "religious souvenir” for them. Close relationship
to the cult of stupas is according to Tucci confirmed by the fact that the oldest tsha-tshas
represent mostly images of stiipas.

The oldest surviving examples date back to the 8" century in Dunhuang, Khara-khoto,
Eastern India, but also in Afghanistan (Juan Li).” At the same time Buddhism found its
firm place in Tibet during the rule of the king Thisong Deutsen (755-797). It is also the
time of flourishing development of tantric Buddhism in Northern India. The place of tsha-
tshas in Tibet is firmly based within the tanric rites. It is attested by the title from one of
the earliest catalogues of Buddhist texts translated into Tibetan, which is dated to the early
9 century and known as Phangthangma (‘phang thang ma). The text “Five diverse ways of
ritual of imprinting tsha-tsha [ce ti (?)” is included into the tantra section of the catalogue.®
It also appears to us that images considerably resembling tsha-tshas appear as unnamed
effigies used in several tantric rites. As striking example of that kind we might present
a paragraph from the 8" century text of SarvadurgatipariSodhana-tantra, very frequently
used for funeral purposes in ancient Tibet. Forming image of stiipas (caitya in the text) or
deities might help the deceased to attain better rebirth (translation of T. Skorupski):

He should gather together the ashes in accordance with the rite reciting the mantra of this vajra-
gathering. He makes into lump the ashes and particles of bones together with scented water
and the five products of cow, blessing it one hundred thousand times with the purification
mantra. Mixing it with camphor scent and clay, he should make either an image or a caitya.

° Tucci: Stupa: art, architectonics and symbolism, p. 57, B. Laufer: Loan Words in Tibetan, T’oung Pao 17, 1916,
pp- 404-556, no. 29.

® Li: Images of Earth and Water.

7 Ibid.

® The full title in Tibetan is Tsha tsha lce ti gdab pa’i cho ga mi mthun Inga and it includes enigmatic word lce
ti, where Ice is “tangue”, but in archaic language means also lit. “heavenly iron” and the given manuscript
of the catalogue, copied approximately in 13" century says, that several editions of this list included in its
tantric section another rites connected with production of tsha-tsha, see Rta rdo, ed., Dkar chag ‘phang thang
ma; Sgra sbjor bam po gnyis pa (The Phangthangma list, The Translation of sounds in two volumes), Beijing
2003, p. 64.
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Having consecrated it once, twice, thrice, four or five times, or as many as one hundred and
eight times by applying mantras and mudras, he should perform the recitations two hundred
thousand times. Then the caitya blazes with light or the image smiles or scent and incense are
smelt or light shines or different groups of gods and others reveal themselves or magical events
take place. (...) If still it does not come about then he should proceed with method of recitation
and meditation. He writes the name (of the deceased) and makes a series of caityas or he makes
an effigy. He performs the consecration and offers the homa sacrifice. One is certainly born in
heaven.’

Such examples from tantric texts raise questions about the connection of tantras and
tsha-tshas which are not to be answered easily. Did the cult of tsha-tshas evolve through
certain tantric rites? The earliest appearance of them in 8" century might point to this. Or
was it the other way round and tsha-tshas found their place as effigies in tantric rites from
more common usage of them? We have to leave the question open, but as tantra seems to
be incorporated into Buddhist practice not always sharply separated from other mahayana
texts, it might be the case of tsha-tshas as well. However, it is seen even from the Phangth-
angma catalogue that in Tibet, from the earliest times tsha-tshas were bound to tantric
rites. And also the frequent usage of ashes and bones of the deceased points clearly to the
tantric practices at the burial grounds.

Kinds of tsha-tsha and their appearance

We divide tsha-tsha into three general groups here according to their usage and ways of
producing them. However, it should be confessed here that the division does not follow
any clear-cut indigenous classification, which we simply have not come across. It is thus an
attempt to identify three common purposes of tsha-tshas:

i. Funeral tsha-tsha.
ii. Offering tsha-tsha.
iii. Protective tsha-tsha.

Roles of tsha-tshas in these groups are often interwoven. For example, by empower-
ment of famous master, the offering tsha-tsha becomes protective, funeral tsha-tshas are
often offered to nagas and placed into river etc. As we will see later, ritual texts deal with
tsha-tshas in terms of purification, which is the central topic of tantric procedures in gen-
eral, be it purification of the deceased in case of funeral tsha-tsha, or purification of the
person who has produced tsha-tshas. Yet we are aware that for many lay people the purifi-
cation might not be the main association with tsha-tshas and that other roles as protection,
religious “souvenir” from pilgrimage to holy places and others are much more primary for
them. Ideas of tantric practices and meanings for the public outside the tantric practices
are often intermingled.

i. Funeral tsha-tshas are made from ashes of lay people after their cremation. Their
bones are ground to powder and mixed with soil; sometimes hair, nails or teeth are added.
These tsha-tshas are kept only in certain specific places, e.g. in caves or in so-called funeral
stupas (i.e. chorten, mchod rten). Another type of funeral type are tsha-tshas made from

* T. Skorupski, ed. and transl.: The Sarvadurgatiparisodhana Tantra; Elimination of All Evil Destinies, Delhi
1983, pp. 85-86.

* Following lines are besides scarce notes in literature results of field research conducted by L. Sklenka in

1995-2001 in Central Tibet (U-Tsang) and North-East Tibet (Amdo) and in 2002-2003 years in Ladakh.




clay with ash from burned sheets of Tibetan religious texts used during funeral ceremo-
nies. Sometimes the grains are also added and green shoots appear from these tsha-tshas
with the time passing. Nobody touches funeral tsha-tsha and they are left to decompose.
Funeral tsha-tshas of high-ranked masters are produced in a similar way, but can also be
given to disciples of a deceased teacher and represent then the link between the teacher
and his disciple.

ii. Offering tsha-tshas are made from clay and other usual ingredients as grains, scant-
ed water and ground precious stones without adding the remnants of deceased bodies.
Tibetans can obtain them in monasteries and at their holy places. They might be produced
both by monks and laymen. People often buy them for a few coins; monks also sometimes
present them for free. These are the most frequent ones and might be used on various occa-
sions, for example as a means of curing illnesses. A very unusual kind of tsha-tshas might
be related to this group too. These are “water tsha-tshas”, which are produced by continu-
ous pressing the form used for imprinting tsha-tshas (called “seal”, rgya) to the river sur-
face. Invisible tsha-tshas are thus produced and carried off by the stream.

iii. Protective tsha-tshas are, like the offering ones, made without adding remains of
the deceased bodies. Their protective role is given mostly by the empowerment of a highly
respected master. They are put into gau (ga 1), small boxes enshrining ritual objects, might
be kept either hung on the body or placed at the altar. In the case of illness, a very small
piece of it is eaten.

The places where tsha-tshas (mostly offering and funeral ones) are placed comprise
rocks at the pilgrimage sites, caves, sttipas etc. Hundreds or even thousands of tsha-tshas
are often inserted into the main body of stuipas during their construction. Tsha-tshas are
also placed inside temples and at home altars. People sometimes bring home tsha-tshas
as a kind of remembrance of a holy place they visited during pilgrimage and it represents
a spiritual bond with the visited place then; especially in the case when the tsha-tsha is
somehow interesting. They usually place their new offering tsha-tsha at the pilgrimage site
instead of tsha-tsha which had already been put there by someone else. A protective tsha-
tsha is often placed into a gau.

The shapes, sizes and colours of tsha-tshas are quite unified all over Tibet. Their most
usual shapes are tablet-like rectangular or square, statue-like shape with round base form-
ing the lotus throne or combination of these. A Buddhist image is in the centre and some-
times an inscription is also present. Very frequent kind of tsha-tsha is of conic shape rep-
resenting a small sttipa.

The usual size of a tsha-tsha varies from 3 to 7cm in the diameter of the statue-like
ones and this is also the usual size of the rectangular and square tablet-like tsha-tshas.
Less frequent are smaller ones (1.5-3 cm) or bigger ones (10-20 cm). The tablets are usually
from 0.5 to 1 cm thick and conical stupas usually reach the height between 3 and 7 cm.

The most common colour of tsha-tshas is the natural colour of clay, i. e. white, light
brown, dark brown, reddish or grey. Less frequent colours of tsha-tshas are dark grey or
black. Tsha-tshas, both dried in the sun and baked ones, are less frequently gilded or col-
oured. Coloured tsha-tshas could be sometimes identified with a certain monastery, place
or the tsha-tsha producer (for example violet colouring is distinctive for a particular tsha-
tsha maker of the Depung monastery in the vicinity of Lhasa).

Inscriptions are most frequent on the tablet-like tsha-tshas with the image of a stupa.
The conic ones representing stipas (photo 4) and statue-like ones bear inscriptions very
rarely.
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