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Ritual masks

The Himalaya religion which spreads from the fertile plain of Terai on the border between Nepal and India to the temperate valley of Kathmandu, from the mountainous Arunachal Pradesh, where India meets Tibet and China, to the eternal glaciers of Bhutan and Tibet is a true puzzle of races – Caucasian, Mongol and Indian that blend ancient animist traditions with Buddhism and Hinduism.

For these people the mask is not a simple image but a connection with the supernatural world, an instrument for communicating with the divine forces of nature, fertility and death.

The local rites for appeasing the occult forces of nature live together with feasts celebrating mythical Gods and heroes and the masks kept in the monasteries, the houses or the village temples are brought out and worn or simply worshipped.

The Himalayan masks present us with a great variety of forms, colours and sizes, which stems in the religious and ethnic differences. They could be roughly divided in two important categories – the classic masks of Buddhism and the tribal masks connected with the animist traditions that in some regions of Nepal still manage to co-exist with the official religion. The classic Buddhist masks have been provided by monasteries in Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan and represent the faces of Gods, persons and animals. They are used during religious feasts and are worn by richly dressed dancers. The masks are made of wood and their size is larger than the natural proportions of the face. They are sculpted with great craftsmanship and painted in vivid colours.

The study of tribal masks is more complex as there are no precise anthropological studies and there is no specific knowledge yet as to the origins and the ritual significance of these masks.

The mysterious fascination of these masks is underlined by the resemblance with some African and Indonesian masks and it is exactly this closeness of “primitive” aesthetics that gives us an interesting insight into the presence of almost unknown artistic forms in a region dominated by the classicism of Indian art. 

There are many types of tribal masks. Some of them strive after harmonious and regular lines, while others are contorted or made by the natural knots of the tree trunks in a way as to accentuate a given expression or the form suggested by the wood itself. They often have a black patina and at times the surface is covered with clay or mud and decorated with animal skin. They are rarely painted and if so, never in bright colours. 

It is difficult to guess the use of the masks – some of them have patina on the inside, which is the result of continuous wearing, while others were placed on home altars or in the village temples and probably portray the tribal ancestors.

All these masks belong to the popular animist traditions of various ethnic groups, they are related to an oral tradition that has been almost lost with time and of which only faint traces have remained.

Apart from the cult for the ancestors, there are masks depicting the deities protecting the herds and the villages from lightning or from the evil spirits. Other masks were used during the ceremonies marking the transition from childhood to adolescence, during weddings or at harvest ceremonies.

Despite the difficulties and even sometimes the impossibility to classify them, the Nepalese tribal masks are a gateway to a mysterious and fascinating world in which the hand of man has sought to reflect and respond to the magic of life and nature

There is a third group of masks coming from Arunachal Pradesh, a region at the border between Tibet and north-eastern India inhabited by the Monpa, an ethnic group with Tibetan culture. These masks combine tribal elements with a refined aesthetic sense. They are famous for the variety of their expressions and forms which originate in local folklore and range from pure caricature to stylised imaging. The careful carving and the figurative fantasy are distinctive elements of the extraordinary artistic quality of these masks.
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