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in the preparation of this study, we were confronted 
with a great diversity of names and spellings for a 
same object. as will be seen further on, this pro-
blem has been constant throughout our research.
these objects are, among other ways, referred to as 
Par-shing by rolf a. Stein, Zangpar by the musée 
Guimet, Zan par by Zara Fleming, Brian Zaharack 
and P. Pal, Klu spar by a description at the musée du 
Quai Branly (Bacot), Zenpar or Zan-spar by the G.W. 
essen collection, and lastly Glud par by the national 
museum of ethnology in Leiden.
Par shing is a term more often used for the engraved 
wood blocks used to make impressions, while Zan 
par refers to molds for food, or a mixture of grilled 
barley and a liquid. We will thus choose the latter 
term, which corresponds more precisely to the ritual 
use of the pieces this study concerns.

THE ZAN PAR 
by François Pannier

Sometimes also called Par-shing: an instrument 
used to make imprints, selected as a function of the 
ritual involved, on dough figurines.                                                     

Rolf A. Stein
Tibetan Civilization, Ed. Dunod, 1962

Monk making Gtor-ma. 
Photograph by Ernest Krause taken in 1938-1939
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TRANSCRIPTIONS

to the extent possible, we attempt to normalize the 
spelling of tibetan terms. 
nonetheless, when dealing with simplified trans-
criptions, the Wylie transliteration scheme, and the 
question of whether or not to include prefix letters, 
we often find it neither possible nor judicious to ar-
rive at a final decision. rather than corrupt the in-
tentions of an author or a quote, we have preferred 
to opt for the original spelling in some cases. 

ORIGINS

the origins of the Zan par are generally attributed 
to the Bön religion.
However, Giuseppe tucci1 refers to iranian, indian 
and especially Shivaist influences on these origins.
it must be noted that the legacy of these traditions 
lacks any religious homogeneity to the extent that 
“it was subjected to geographical factors, and as-
sociated with very diverse ways of life, sometimes 
pastoral and agricultural, and elsewhere nomadic 
or sedentary (even echoing primitive hunting and 
gathering). this legacy has a close relationship with 
tribal traditions, which saved it, and transmitted the 
heritage of the oldest substrate periods to later ones.”

Sylvain Lévi2 also mentioned the extraordinary pro-
liferation of influences that converged on india, 
and the land’s amazing capacity for assimilating, 
altering, and then retransmitting them. in addition 
to the influences mentioned above, he adds those 
brought by the Greeks, the Jews, the Christians and 
the Phoenicians. Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Le-
gend certainly gives an account of Saint thomas the 
apostle’s visit to taxila at the invitation of the local 
king, identified as Caspar of the magi, in order to 
erect a Greek temple there. 
While there is no trace of them in the old texts, 
shamanic influences inherent in these particular 
contexts are evident.
it is impossible to know whether the Zan par 
are creations which can be attributed to Bön, or 
whether they represent surviving elements of these 
even older traditions. one can however note that 
in ancient rituals of indian Buddhism the Sanskrit 
term bali is used to designate the Gtor-ma, offerings 
which were imprinted with designs engraved into 
Zan par, and take that as a strong indication of their 
earlier origin. Louis Frédéric defines the term as an 
offering of food to the divinity in Brahmin sacrifices.
While the use of bali is not explicitly referred to in 
the text3, ravana’s Kumaratantra, which pre-dates 
the 10th century, prescribes rites of homage to “mo-
ther” demons (matrka) which “seize” children and 

1 and 2. Imprints taken from a Zan par for the manufacture 
of Gtor-ma at the Lubrak monastery (Mustang, Nepal)
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give them illnesses. usual etiological doctrines of 
medicine are not considered here, and the text per-
petuates the ancient notions of demonic posses-
sion. it bears resemblance to the chapters on me-
dicine against demons known in ayurvedic texts. 
these rites of homage could well correspond to the 
imprints made with Zan par in the Himalayas.
representations of animals made of flour were 
among the oblations prepared for a Spring festival4 

associated with syzygy. the text does not provide 
details on exactly how they were manufactured, 
but one gets the idea that these creations relate to 
similar practices.
in looking at animal friezes sculpted on Zan par, one 
cannot help but make a rapprochement between 
them and the terracotta “amulets”5 from mohenjo-
daro (2600–1800BC). 3
any assumption of a relationship is of course based 
only on iconographic similarities, since the function 
of these “amulets” remains unknown. one does 
however find a series of 31 imprints6 made from a 
same mold. one can surmise that that these were 
used in the same way as the Zan par. a theory was 
advanced in this same catalog according to which 
the “amulets” might have been used as money. 
even if correct, the question remains as to whether 
they were commercial money, or rather a ritual cur-
rency for offerings made to pacify, and to resolve 
conflicts in which gods and demons were implicated. 
the frieze of caprids on the Sibri cylinder seal, 
which dates from about 1900BC7, poses the same 
question. 
as Professor V. Gordon Childe pointed out howe-
ver, in speaking of ritual objects8, “this is merely 
a scientific way of saying that we know nothing 
about what they were intended for.”
Kidar nath Puri states the following with regards 
to copper tablets from the same site which depict 
animal designs9 : “these tablets were a kind of 
money, but the fact that no great number of them 
was found shows that they were not commonly in 
circulation. it is also possible that they were worn 
as amulets and considered to have magical powers 
either as talismans to ward off evil spirits, or to at-
tract the favor of the gods.”
the kinds of animals seen on the ruthog petrogly-
phs in tibet10 are stylistically similar to those on the 
Zan par. the fact that they are earlier is clear, but 
the existence of an influence, if there was one, can-
not be proven. the relative isolation of this region 
made it possible for these designs to be conserved 
and perpetuated.
When one speaks of terracotta tablets, one cannot 
help but think of an extension towards mesopotamia.

3. Terracotta “amulets” from Mohenjo-daro (2600–1800BC)
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in this area, pictograms replaced drawings very ear-
ly on. Seals and other media with designs on them 
showed codified scenes which do not appear to be 
related to the tablets of mohenjo-daro.

it is on other kinds of objects that resemblances can 
be found. an examination of the stele of nebuchad-
nezzar i at the Louvre (12th century BC) reveals that 
the representations of planets and animals of the 
subterranean world show many similarities with 
the designs sculpted on Zan par. 
moreover, it is thought that it was customary to ma-
nufacture a wax image to be thrown into a fire while 
reciting incantations in order to neutralize it.11

mark J. Geller12 reproduces a tablet which dates to 
about 500BC and concerns a prayer addressed to 
the sun god Shamash and to Gula, the goddess of 
healing, by a patient whose illness can be imputed 
to an attack by demons or to a worm:

Shamash, sublime judge and master 
of the heavensand of earth

nintinugga [Gula], the lady who can bring 
the dead back to life

[gods] who can bring [back] to life
a slave or a monarch!

he suffers, he is prostrate, 
he is exhausted, [this] man.

within his body is the sickness,
the epidemic, the demon Lamashtu,

the demon ahhazu [jaundice], [the sickness] 
bibirru or the worm, 

which destroys the body of man. 

We will see further on that in mustang (nepal), an 
account given by michel Peissel indicates that a 
healer attributed medical problems to 1420 kinds of 
demons responsible for 424 kinds of illnesses, also 
attributed to as many kinds of worms.
While one cannot help but be struck by these simila-
rities, drawing any conclusions from them is outside 
of the purview of this study.

When Bön appeared in tibet, a certain number of its 
traditions were adopted by Buddhism, first by the 
rnying-ma-pa, and later by the different religious 
orders.
Zara Fleming13 relates that her discovery of a Zan 
par occurred in 1973 at Bodh Gaya at a Kalacakra 
ritual. often presided over by the dalai Lama, and 
thus dGe-lugs-pa, this ritual does not however ap-
pear to be specific to this order. moreover, in the ti-
betan world, in which things are not rigorously de-
fined, nothing would have prevented a tibetan of a 
different religious conviction from having attended 
this ritual.
this influence of dGe-lugs-pa is however manifest 
on a Zan par which has a chained linga on it, like the 

4. FB Coll.  – detail 
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one seen in the Fournier14  donation’s secret Visions 
of the Ve dalai Lama (ma 5244) on page 125, or like 
emile Guimets’15 (rG 1656) on page 95. 4-5-6

no tibetan religious power has judged it useful to 
codify divinities and rituals in a strict way, a very 
Cartesian and Western notion, and we thus find 
ourselves confronted in our research with a very 
large quantity of contradictions.
Lama Sangay Chhotar Sherpa for instance, replying 
to a question put to him by adrien Viel and aurore 
Laurent, maintained that the Bön did not use Zan 
par, an assertion that both texts and especially in 
situ research completely contradict.

EVOLUTION OF FUNCTION

in former times when mass animal slaughters oc-
curred, human sacrifice was occasionally used 
as a remedy to solve both personal or community 
problems. When an important member of the Bön 
community fell ill in the 11th century, 100 yaks, 100 
goats and 100 sheep were sacrificed. the impor-
tance of this ritual, sung of by milarepa16, which due 
to that importance was mentioned in the chronicles, 
must not cause us to forget other more popular ones 
which were already being executed by officiators 
perhaps and even probably using Zan par.

in Religions du Tibet17, funerary ceremonies are 
mentioned during which quantities of valuable ani-
mals like couples of the famous courser and destrier 
horses, do-ma (precious animals), yaks, or sheep 
were sacrificed by specialized Bön priests. Human 
victims were place into their tombs living. in Les 
annales Bleues18, it is stated that in former times, 
in a part of Western tibet, a man’s death called for 
the sacrifice of six or seven other men to be bur-
ned alive. Given the importance of such a sacrifice, 
it could only be performed for high-ranking indivi-
duals. after this custom was suspended, following 
the intervention of a Siddha preacher of Buddhist 
law, this human sacrifice called «the wheel of fire» 
(me-khor) was ultimately definitively abolished.

that was not however entirely true of the practice 
of animal sacrifice. in 1906, Sven Hedin witnessed 
a ceremony at tashilum-po, presided over by the 
Pan-tchen-Lama. in the course of this rite, a mas-
ked individual appeared, brandishing a bowl filled 
with goat’s blood at arm’s length. it should be noted 
in connection with this that Lamaism is permeated 
with elements which he identifies as Shivaist and 
with practices that date back to pre-Buddhist times. 
in spite of Buddhism’s fundamental rule that forbids 
the taking of any life, he observed that Lamas ate 
meat and used goat blood, but that animal slaughter 
was performed by a third party.

5 . MD Coll. - H. 21 cm 6 . MD Coll. - H. 21 cm
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in some texts, blood mixed with tsampa is used to 
create the imprints made on the Zan par.
these extremely bloody rituals have been replaced 
by other means of action, designed to elude the 
many dangers with which hostile powers threaten 
humans.
the gtor-ma offerings decorated with imprints made 
with the Zan par represent one such means. 
7-8-9 

RITUALS

the following rituals were means of action for esca-
ping the dangers that hostile powers posed. G.tucci 
and W. Heissig describe them very precisely.19

the mdos is supposed to protect the individual who 
accomplishes it, or the person whom it is destined 
for, from dangers, obstacles, harm, sickness and all 
of the forms of adversity attributed to the evil forces. 
the act consists of making offerings which are par-
ticularly appreciated by those hostile powers, so 
that they will be sufficiently satisfied (mnes) and sa-
ted (ts’ims) to calm down (zi ba) and renounce their 
persecutions.
in this type of ceremony, «one can make offerings of 
real things like wheat, barley, clothes or reproduc-
tions of animals, sheep or horses made of tsamba.»
the ceremony is accompanied by a snags pa.
G. tucci20 observed various kinds of mdos: those in-
tended to counter physical dangers (lüs), spiritual 
ones (sems), as well as dangers threatening the 
land (yul), men, women, or herds.
String structures mounted on crosses, nam m’ka, 
are erected for the ritual, and are intended to func-
tion like spider webs to snag and imprison demons 
and maleficent forces.
the most appropriate places to hold mdos is on 
mountains with triple summits, at bifurcations and 
intersections, near waterfalls, or in places where 
neither sunlight nor moonlight ever penetrate.
the Yas ritual is much simpler and can be perfor-
med by an individual on his own behalf. Sacrificial 
offerings are scattered around the inhabited area, 
at the crossings of paths, to the sound of noises and 
strident cries.
the glud implies the idea of buying back, and that 
in turn implies the representation of the person for 
whose benefit the buyback is being made.
a human being will be decked out in clothing or bits 
of shoes.
an animal will be represented by a reproduction. 
Hair, or manes will be incorporated into the offering. 
this substitute glud of the human being or the ani-
mal serves as a ransom given to the hostile entities.
other forms of buyback glud can be performed. in 
exchange for a small payment or a piece of clothing, 
a beggar can be made to take the sickness upon 

8 and 9. Gtor-ma offerings at the Bön monastery of Lubrak 
- Mustang - Nepal. One observes a representation of an 
animal carcass in the foreground

7. Monk making gtor-ma
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himself.21 Hugh richardson22 describes an annual 
ceremony in this spirit which he witnessed and took 
place at the end of the second month. in exchange 
for remuneration, two men wearing goat hides and 
with their faces painted half black and half white, 
were banished from the town, taking with them all 
of the negative elements of its population. two pho-
tographs of this ceremony taken before 1950 are re-
produced in his book.
the gto expulsion rite requires much more exten-
sive means. the officiator calls on his protective di-
vinities which are invoked in their state of ire, and 
inspire fear. the offerings are projected against the 
perpetrator of the evil. 
Combats are staged between protectors and ene-
mies using real or ritual weapons. representations 
of such weapons are seen on certain Zan par. 10
the tsampa used for the imprints is essentially made 
of grilled barley flour mixed with water, butter and 
milk. as we will see, wheat flour may also be used. 
Certain texts mention a mixture of four cereals as 
well. What type of cereal is used does not appear 
to have any importance, and is determined by agri-
cultural context and availability. all complementary 
materials, like nail cuttings, hair and fragments of 
clothing enhance the effectiveness of the ritual. 
traces of polychrome on some of the designs show 
that colored powders were used in some cases.
Some Zan par are associated with a piece of metal 
called gser-dar made up of strips of different metals: 
gold, silver, copper, iron and brass. this composition 
is mentioned in the article titled an introduction to 
Zan par - tibet23, and a file is also present. Filings 
of these metals may be mixed with the tsampa and 
constitute a particularly precious offering.
the composition of the alloy cited above does not 
seem to us to be correct. neither does the one given 
by the essen collection24, which mentions four me-
tals: gold, silver, iron and copper.
Brass being an alloy which can contain copper and 
zinc, as well as lead, tin, nickel, chrome and magne-
sium, one would speak more rightly of the use of se-
ven metals, each being a symbol of one of the seven 
planets: gold for the sun, silver for the moon, copper 
for Venus, iron for mars, lead for Saturn and tin for 
Jupiter. mercury would probably be represented by 
cinnabar. 

FUNCTION

one of the oldest descriptions, along with that gi-
ven by alexandre Csoma of Koros, of the ceremo-
nies in which Zan par were used to heal illnesses 
was published by emile de Schlaginweit25 in 1872.
the details we offer here are taken in part from the 
book of tibetan medicine published by Csoma, and 
based partly on the observations of my brothers.

10. MD Coll. - H. 21 cm
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the tibetan book enumerates three main causes 
of illness and four secondary ones. the three main 
ones are: 1) envy or desire; 2) passion or anger; 3) 
stupidity or ignorance. the first causes wind, the se-
cond  bile, and the third mucus. the four secondary 
ones are: 1) the seasons, and the attendant hot and 
cold; 2) a demon of some kind: 3) abuse of food; 4) a 
generally bad lifestyle. this book contains informa-
tion on illnesses, advice on how to avoid them, and 
provides a large number of rules relating to food, 
occupations, and how to live properly according to 
the seasons. it describes the symptoms of illnesses 
and the questions the healer must address to his pa-
tient concerning his nourishment, his occupations, 
the circumstances in which the illness appeared, 
his progress and the pains he experiences. there 
are 1200 remedies prescribed to cure illnesses, each 
of which falls into one of four categories: medicine, 
manual labor, diet, and lifestyle.

my brothers had never seen or heard of a medicine 
being taken or a surgery performed without being 
preceded or followed by prayers to the Buddhas 
of medicine - the «manlas» in tibetan, or supreme 
healers - or accompanied by ceremonies meant to 
enhance the curative powers of the medicine. there 
are eight manlas and their names are pronounced 
as the medicine is being made and prepared. their 
names or images are usually printed at the begin-
ning of books on medicine. they are invoked espe-
cially when mani pills, used only to treat the most 
severe illnesses, are being prepared. the ceremo-
nies which accompany the preparation of these pills 
are called manii rilbou group tab, or «preparation 
of the mani pill». these mani are made of a kind of 
bread dough mixed with fragments of the relics of 
saints either in the form of powder or of ash. the 
dough is moistened with sacred water and kneaded 
together with ordinary dough. Small pills are made 
of the mixture which is then administered to the 
sick. the vase which holds the dough and water is 
placed in a circumference divided into six sections 
with a smaller central circle. the syllable «hri», a 
powerful mystical invocation of Chenresi, is inscri-
bed in this center. each of the six other sections has 
a syllable form the om mani padme houm prayer 
written in it. For as long as the dough remains in 
the water (the prescription indicates from one to 
three weeks), the Lamas (who may not eat meat 
during this period) will recite long special prayers 
honoring the manlas every day. the seventy-third 
chapter of the fourth part of this book of medicine 
names twelve kinds of illnesses caused by spirits 
and demons, and the seventy-seventh part names 
eighteen.
my brothers obtained the information which follows 
on the diseases and the methods used to treat them. 

every harmful spirit causes a particular illness. ra-
hou thus causes paralysis, called zanad in tibetan. 
Fifteen other demons called donchen Chonga26, «the 
fifteen great demons», cause children’s diseases, 
etc. When a Lama healer has recognized that a pa-
tient’s illness has been caused by a demon, he exa-
mines the circumstances in an effort to determine 
how the spirit was able to take hold of the patient 
and how he became ill. When the illness or injury is 
minor, like cold, hoarseness, a small wound, etc., the 
healer, according to tibetan belief, has little trouble 
expulsing the demon. the prescribed medicines are 
either charms that the patient must wear, hang on 
his door or read, or noisy music which makes the 
spirit surrender. alternatively, the dragshed that is 
the particular enemy of the harmful spirit is invo-
ked, and his image is suspended after having been 
carried around the house. one might also have re-
course to the Phurbu. these are the methods most 
often used for the restitution of health, but of course 
these rites exist in infinite varieties.

When an illness is severe, and especially when the 
afflicted individual cannot get up, it is believed that 
the demon has introduced himself into the house 
in the form of an animal, and remains close to the 
patient in this form. the Lama’s first task is to find 
out what form the spirit has taken, which he finally 
succeeds in doing through the performance of a va-
riety of ceremonies. He makes an animal out of clay 
or bread dough using a wooden mold, of which he 
has a number to choose from, and forces the soul 
of the demon to leave the form it has taken and to 
enter into the figure he has just manufactured. He 
also traces magic circles and recites incantations to 
ensure the desired result is obtained. When the spi-
rit has been successfully contained, the Lama reads 
passages from certain books and gives the patient 
the animal mold for him to burn it or bury it. im-
prints made with it are also applied to various parts 
of the house, and the marks thus made are not to be 
removed until after healing has occurred. if these 
actions do not succeed and the patient dies, it is be-
cause the sickness was a punishment for immoral 
acts committed in a previous existence.»

tucci27 writes: «thus, when Lamaism is conside-
red, one must always distinguish between Buddhist 
beliefs and pre-Buddhist beliefs, myths, rites and 
conjuring, which Lamaism ingeniously revised and 
incorporated into its own religious universe. this 
magical and religious heritage, corroborated by La-
maism, was certainly not introduced to india in its 
totality, although it is frequently codified into speci-
fic ritual schemes influenced by indian ones. it is the 
basis and foundation of tibetan man’s defense and 
support in his struggle against the hostile powers.»
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this incorporation poses some problems when one 
investigates the Zan par, their iconography and 
their function. in spite of the harshness of the cli-
mate, one might have expected that such a rustic 
universe would engender a peaceful and bucolic li-
festyle for its inhabitants. that is however not at 
all the case. they live in a world in which they are 
confronted by a large number of gods and demons, 
and diverse entities which can be either maleficent 
or beneficial. 

Patrick Kaplanian28 states that in Ladakh alone, in-
habitants recognize some 80000 different kinds of 
(s)notpa, or kinds of damage caused by supernatu-
ral entities. they in turn refer to an incredible num-
ber of entities and instances of the supernatural 
that can cause misfortune, evil and sickness. moreo-
ver, Ladakh is a relatively small area compared to 
the one we are examining for the distribution of Zan 
par.

rené de nebesky-Wojkowitz29 also puts forth ama-
zingly high numbers, and affirms the existence of 
about a hundred thousand Tsen and a hundred 
thousand Dregs pa.
even the tibetan landscape is invaded by the many 
species of divinities which inhabit it.30 «the gods 
(lha) live in the places of eternal snow and the de-
mons (dü) live in the black rocky mountains, while 
the divinities (Tsen) prefer the red mountains. 
mountains with meadows are the domain of the 
gods of the territory (yul-Iha) and the masters of the 
ground (shidag).the theurang live in the caves, and 
the tshomen live in the lakes. Lastly, the lou reside 
in springs and marshes, while the nyen prefer the 
trees and the forests.»

there are however differences in the classification 
proposed by marcelle Lalou31: «the spirits which 
inhabit the snowy mountains are the lha, those in 
the black rocky mountains are bdud, and those in 
the red rocky mountains are bcan, while those in 
the forest are gnan. unfortunately the apparent 
simplicity of this precise and color-coded list does 
not really correspond to the complex reality of the 
cult of the mountain gods. every personified summit 
is the hero of particular legends, because it can be 
the god which exceeds the 360 summit gods of the 
chain, and can, like Yar-lha-sam-po, be the hierar-
chical chief of all of the spirits and chthonian gods 
of a province. it can be the enemy or the ally of the 
spirits which inhabit the mountain; it can dominate 
the eighteen masters of hail, etc.»

one must honor the spirits as a function of one’s 
activity, whether one is a herdsman, a cultivator 
or a caravan driver, but one must not neglect the 

others either. they are by nature easily provoked, 
very punctilious about what respects what must be 
paid to them, and liable to react fearsomely if they 
feel slighted.
they are not different from our Western gods. ar-
temis and apollo massacred the children of niobe, 
who was so proud of their beauty and number, but 
mocked Leto, the killers’ mother, and her children.

among these throngs of often harmful, maleficent 
and demonic beings, are a part of those which Fran-
çoise Pommaret32 associated with the «eight cate-
gories of Gods and demons (Lhasin degye)»: Mamo, 
Gyelpo, Tsen, Lu, Lha, Shinje, Dü and Za.

But as she noted in her examination of piece #140 
in the same catalogue, made up of a series of six 
boards for ritual figurines: 
«in light of these elements - indicators of positio-
ning  for a ritual, diverse inscriptions and categories 
of nefarious spirits - one can advance the hypothesis 
that these boards were a series used in the Gyelpo 
Karpo Drug Dö ritual.
this important ransom ritual is known as having 
been dedicated to Pehar, the chief of the Gyelpo ca-
tegory of spirits (and of whom the divinity incarna-
ted in the nechung oracle is an emanation). only ca-
reful scrutiny of this ritual and of oral explanations 
attendant to it, would make it possible to unders-
tand all of the figures engraved on these boards and 
their functions.»

the author’s cautious approach is an indication of 
the complexity of the interpretation of these de-
signs. Prior to providing an overview of these cate-
gories, it is useful to take note of the introduction of 
a text by anne-marie Blondeau33:

«the Collected tantras of the ancients (rnying 
ma’i rgyud ‘bum) offers a considerable repertoire 
- as yet unexploited - of tibetan numina and their 
myths of origin. Here we will only analyze the the 
tantra of the network of the thousand gods and 
demons (lha’dre stong gi dr[w]a ba’i rgyud) which 
seemed the best suited to furnish information on 
how the eight classes of gods and demons (lha srin 
sde brgyad) developed. this classification is not in 
fact always clearly enunciated, but one repeatedly 
finds lists which enumerate the classes of entities 
generally designated by this collective term (other 
list in a different order: lha, bdud, btsab, rgyal po, 
gnod sbyin, ma mo, the’u rang, klu). moreover, other 
classes are known: hybrids like the klu btsan, sub-
classes like the ya bdud and the ma bdud, specific 
ones like the ja la ma (which go in tandem with the 
‘u rang in chapter 4 and could be their wives), the 
mtsho sman, the pe kar/dpe kar (with their chief 
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dPe dkar rgyal po, master of wealth), and the dozen 
goddesses bs tan ma.
it must be noted that these numina are collectively 
designated as dreg pa, «the arrogant ones», and 
not as lha srin, «god-demons». one could arbitrarily 
place them into the dreg pas sde brgyad classifica-
tion of which nebesky-Wojkowitz provides several 
lists, but very few correspondences between these 
lists and tantra exist, whether with the names of 
chiefs and representatives of various classes, their 
descriptions, or the myths associated with them. it 
is also a characteristic of this tantra; it offers com-
pletely original information, unfortunately fragmen-
tary, on famous but poorly understood categories 
(for example the rgyal po, the btsan or the the’u 
rang), as well as on hitherto unknown categories.»

this introduction provides an idea of the incredible 
complexity associated with the study of these ca-
tegories and of the many impossibilities of finding 
connections between them and the designs seen on 
Zan par. We will limit ourselves here to examining 
only a few of the most representative ones. 
the Mamo34 are black, hideous and ferocious. they 
are considered responsible for a sickness called dal 
yam, which is a kind of pestilent infection. G. tucci 
identifies nine Mamo sisters.
the Gyelpo (the kings) are white in color, and their 
main activity is causing mental problems and disor-
der in the religious communities. there are four of 
them and Pehar is their chief. 11
the Tsen are represented as red horsemen, wearing 
armor and riding red horses. they carry a spear, and 
a red cord. they provoke a variety of illnesses, and 
colics in particular. their chief is Tsi-ou-Mar.
the Lü can cause leprosy, cancers, skin diseases or 
renal disorders.

another form of Lü effigy substitute is found in the 
tarap Valley.35 it is a human figure, about thirty 
centimeters in height and made of dough, which 
represents evil or the enemy. all of the maleficent 
forces have been attracted to it and imprisoned in 
it by the spider web-like string crosses. When night 
falls, raytega Jamyang, the wolf hunter, a man of 
low status, carries the effigy downstream from inha-
bited places, and makes it disappear in the torrents, 
thus expulsing the evil forces and sending them far 
from the human world.

Some of the descriptions of how occult forces were 
controlled among the Sherpas of nepal36 appear to 
involve similar rituals. the manufacture of gtor-ma 
is described, as is the application of various repre-
sentations onto them, particularly ones of animals, 
but the author has never observed the use of Zan par.
the Lha can cause certain illnesses, most notably 
insanity. they are directed by mahadeva, one of the 
aspects of Shiva/ rudra. this idea has its origins in 
ancient indian culture.

the function of a Zan par in the musée du Quai 
Branly (inv. 71.1932.86.14) was to neutralize their 
malicious deeds. it includes representations of lha 
(demons) and tsan (kings) figures, as well as of ani-
mals and Buddhist emblems. the imprints are used 
in the ritual of the lha-bsans in which these offe-
rings are burned to honor divinities (according to 
tensing - translated by Corneille Jest).

there were 360 Dü, powerful pre-Buddhist spirits 
which could provoke states of unconsciousness.
there were 300 kinds of Dön, not included in the list 
above, including 18 very powerful and dangerous 
ones and 15 which attacked children, and they were 
greatly feared as the cause of illnesses. they wore 
long robes and had animal heads.

11 . MD Coll.  
– L. 31 cm

12 . DA Coll.  
– L. 18 cm
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it was these Dön which Françoise Pommaret37  iden-
tified in the series of six boards for ritual figures 
very certainly used in the Gyelpo drug dö ritual de-
dicated to Pehar.
the Shri Devi group, armed with the demon’s 
sword, on a small red sandalwood tablet marked 
with notches and crosses, which was used to in-
flict maledictions and misfortunes onto others and 
to deflect those directed at oneself, was also quite 
terrifying.12

marcelle Lalou38 mentions that «another category of 
demons, the sri, is born from the eggs that resulted 
from the union of a «winged terrestrial rat» with a 
«celestial black bird with broken wings». they can 
have a human body, but an animal head - that of a 
wolf (on the summits, devouring male beings), of a 
camel (in the lakes, devouring females), of a weasel 
(under beds, eating children), of an owl, of a pig (in-
habiting the temples), of a yak or a tiger etc.
they are so ubiquitous and their aspects and spe-
cialties are so interchangeable that it is futile to 
attempt to enumerate and describe them. indeed, 
everything can be the Sri’s realm or prerogative: the 
year, the month, the days, injuries, suicide, desire, 
fire, water, disease, death, the horse, youth, ail-
ments, adolescence, the door...

in addition, the sri couple with other demons also 
born from eggs: egg of blood, black egg stained 
with blood, copper egg... other creatures are born 
of these unions that are doubly demonic. there are 
also the klu, born of the eggs of the cosmic turtle. 
they can mutate into klu-bdud, klu-sri, etc. and it 
would appear that each of these kinds of demons 
is equipped with the attributes of the universe, so 
that this demonology’s complexity would appear 
overwhelming to anyone who want have an over-
view of it. in its most unelaborated form, it is inse-
parable from legends, toponymy, onomastics and 
iconography.»
this genealogy’s complexity and its interpretation 
justified the precepts formulated by Phags-’od who 
forbade his disciples to write down what he taught 
them, for fear that the written versions would be-
come a substitute for oral teachings. We are confron-
ted  by particularly hermetic texts, deprived as we 
are of the oral decipherings that accompanied them.

anne-marie Blondeau39 notes for example in the 
tantra that she studied: «in the general exposé of 
the arrogants, at the beginning, he adds a strange 
category, that of the Bodhisattvas as we will see be-
low. there are also four original classes with their 
description: four lte dkar («white navels» ?). But 
other categories are also identified as lte dkar, a 
term which remains  enigmatic for the moment. the 
entire text is moreover full of the names of numina, 
with a more or less detailed description of them,  
but to list them all would be beyond the purview of 
this article and would lengthen it excessively.»

these hordes of demons of all kinds give us an idea 
of the frightening visions which the soul of a de-
ceased person must confront in the beyond. in the 
intermediary stage, the Bardo, between death and 
rebirth, his spirit encounters infernal visions which 
horrify him and make him lose his way. the reading 
of the Bordo thödol40 is necessary to deal with these 
visions.

these few indications give us an awareness of the 
complexity of the rituals needed to solve the various 
problems, including illnesses, misfortunes and ma-
leficent forces, that human beings face. there are a 
number of circumstances in a normal day in which 
one cannot avoid breaking the rules, or shirking the 
duties, homages and veneration that are imposed, 
and reparation must be made for such transgres-
sions. Having a panoply of Zan par on hand to deal 
with this situation is vital.
indeed, in addition to the demons, one may not for-
get the gods and various entities which will make 
themselves manifest to man if they are not shown 
the respect which they have the right to expect.
even in a situation where no conflict is present, gar-
nering their favor can, for a variety of reasons, only 
have beneficial effects.

michael Peisse41 describes his encounter with doc-
tor tashi tsuchan at Lo mantang from a purely me-
dical point of view. He was told that there were 1420 
malicious spirits, who cause 434 kinds of illnesses 
attributable to the same number of worms, and 15 
demons which specifically  caused children’s sic-
knesses. in addition to the illnesses, there were also 
the 360 calamities - falling from a ladder, a horse or 
a stone outcropping, burns, drownings, etc. - which 
were not caused by demons but rather by karma.
after performing his examination, doctor tashi 
tsuchan issued two prescriptions, one for medi-
cations, and another for the monks with the name 
of the demon responsible for the illness. the ritual 
which followed included the use of a Zan par to neu-
tralize that demon. the descriptions given of the 
consultation and the exorcism ritual very closely 
resemble those mentioned above given by emile 
de Schlaginweit.

s
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Per Kvaerne42 had a ritual intended to evoke a di-
vinity performed for his benefit by two clerics at a 
Bon-po monastery in india. the divinity in question 
was sMra-ba’i-seng-ge, the «Lion of Speech», which 
in its Sanskrit form corresponds to Vadisimha, in 
other words manjusri.
this divinity is invoked for the purpose of obtaining 
supreme wisdom and the perfect mastery of speech 
which it provides. 
Prior to the beginning of the ritual, two preparations 
were necessary. the ritual cakes (gtor-ma) had to be 
made and the altar had to be readied.
nine cakes were needed. the central part of these 
cakes are called «the vase» and their placement is 
the most important action in the ritual.

«Symbols of divine families, offering objects, etc. 
are made from dough in small wooden molds, and 
attached to gtor-ma.»
and the author further explains in his description of 
the ritual: «one observes first of all that the recited 
text reveals the meaning of each of the stages of the 
ritual. no analysis of tibetan ritual can ignore the 
written text.»
and that indeed sums up the problem where the 
analysis of Zan par is concerned. it is impossible to 
study them with their corresponding texts. all of 
the ones that have come to us and been examined, 
including those exhibited in institutions, were ac-
quired out of context as a result of the events which 
took place in tibet. religious people questioned on 
the subject were not their users, and their versions 
thus vary. as we have noted, the number of possible 
uses for Zan par can be infinitely varied.

an explanation given by Sangay Chhotar Sherpa is 
interesting because in this case, it is the sick indivi-
dual or a member of his entourage who prepares the 
gtor-ma, and not a cleric. this appears to relate to 
the Yas ritual cited by G. tucci. We were not howe-
ver able to obtain information on the origin of the 
Zan par that was used.
«one makes a gtor-ma with flour and water and 
then one applies all of the engraved sides of the Zan 
par onto it. it is not the Lama that makes the gtor-
ma, but rather the sick person himself or a member 
of his family. the gtor-ma is placed onto a dish along 
with other food offerings, and nail cuttings, hair or 
some pieces of clothing belonging to the afflicted 
individual.
a ceremony takes between one and two hours to 
complete, and must take place during the night be-
cause the demons are more likely to come out once 
darkness has fallen. the mantras which are sung 
resemble «Padma Sambava» and «Barche Lamsei».

during the rituals with Zan par, Sangay Chhotar 
also uses an astrology book, a Lama’s phurbu, the 
vajra, the dorje and a tibetan damaru. «i use the 

phurbu and the vajra to kill the demons represented 
on the gtor-ma. the various figures on the Zan par 
correspond to visual representations which demons 
or ghosts breathe life into in dreams or in reality 
when there are apparitions. at the end of the cere-
mony, the gtor-ma are thrown into the center of an 
intersection of paths. the demons, bhut, come from 
all directions, so leaving the gtor-ma at an intersec-
tion ensures that they will likewise be repelled in all 
directions.»
«the killing of demons» is thus probably more ac-
curately interpreted as the neutralizing of demons. 
His interpretation of designs on Zan par is as 
follows:«the images sculpted onto the Zan par are 
imaginary postures which assuage the spirits». He 
further states that «to my knowledge, there are no 
specific stories associated with these representa-
tions.»13

these effigies, accompanied by auspicious symbols, 
and depictions of worshippers and animals could 
not however represent simply imaginary postures. 
in other cases43, and specifically serious ones, the 
Lama-doctor is called on, and through divination, 
he will search for the demon responsible for the sic-
kness, and try to determine in what form, animal or 
other, it succeeded in entering and establishing its 
residence in the patient’s home. once he has iden-
tified it, he makes an imprint of the demon with his 
Zan par, and then, with magical rites, incantations, 
and circles, he forces it to enter into the figurine. 
He then neutralizes it with incantations, prayers or 
magic formulas, and the object is then destroyed or 
burned. during the entire term of the illness simi-
lar effigies are placed throughout the house until 
healing has taken place, and they are subsequently 
destroyed.

thankfully there are also beneficent divinities, in 
particular the nine Dralha brothers, Dralha Che Gou, 
or «divinities which protect from enemies».44

these divinities are beautiful and noble. they ride 
white horses, are bedecked with gold armor, and 
carry tiger skin quivers, a leopard skin bag for their 
bow, and a whip.
a metal falcon flies above their heads. a snow lion, 
a tiger, a dog and a yeti are all part of their entourage.
according to the Ve dalai Lama, it is appropriate to 
ask for their protection against enemies, illnesses, 
thieves and other dangers, by inviting them onto 
the terrace of a house on which prayer banners have 
been set and offering them food, with the knowle-
dge that they do not eat meat.
Beautiful representations of them can be seen on 
the pieces in 14-15. While there were originally nine 
of them, only one of them is sculpted. it is thus pro-
bable that the same design was reused nine times 
to make imprints, unless a complementary board 
representing the other eight has gone missing, and 
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17. FP coll. - Bundle of twelve tablets, 27cm each
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the set in which it was included was not homoge-
neous. in response to questioning by adrien Viel 
and aurore Laurent45, shaman aphile tamang of 
the Kavre district states that he never used this type 
of object, but believed that the Lamas of tamang 
could have used them in the Gawa, a tamang fune-
ray ceremony.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF ZAN PAR

a set of Zan par tablets held together by a strap of-
ten made of leather serves as something that must 
be likened to a «first aid kit» for use in certain situa-
tions which marcelle Lalou aptly calls «little clan-
destine operations».
it is undoubtedly this type of bundle that emile de 
Schlaginweit is referring to when he notes, as has 
been seen above, that the Lama he observed was 
making an effigy «with a wooden mold, of which he 
had many to choose from». 16-17
the Jacques marchais museum of tibetan art in 
new York also has a set of this kind.
in serious cases, when a «first aid kit» is not enough, 
it may become necessary to construct a demon trap. 
rené de nebesby-Wojkowitz46 provides a list of diffe-
rent names for rituals intended to neutralize demons.

more elaborate protections can be undertaken 
to compensate for the absence of a result when 
Zan par are used initially. they can take the form 
of the scene depicted on the photograph taken in 
1938/1939 in Pede (in the tibetan Prefecture of 
Lhoka), which functions as a protection of the house 
against the spirits. the ensemble shown is made up 
of different elements, notably including a group of 
nam mk’a, each of which is an interlacing design of 
strings in a kind of spider web design, intended to 
capture demons. one also finds these on the torma 
which are partly constituted of imprints made with 
Zan par. 18

21 . MD Coll. – L.24 cm

18

19

s
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an even more elaborate form is the setting of the 
linga trap, which involves the participation of seve-
ral people and the presence of monks and musicians 
to accompany its consecration and destruction. it is 
expensive to produce for this reason, and is conse-
quently only used in extreme cases. 19
if the composition of designs follows a logic, it no-
netheless follows one which often remains unknown 
to us. nebeski-Wojkowitz47 illustrates a drawing of a 
red gtor-ma used in the Drang strong râhu ritual. it 
has two impaled figures on it, one male and one fe-
male. 20
among the Zan par we have examined, these two 
designs are represented dispersed among others. 21
the individual board seen from both sides in illus-
trations 22-23-24 is intended to put the individuals 
illustrated by their usual and clothing attributes un-
der the protection of the four Dü.
representations of humans in which the man with 
his symbol, the arrow, and the woman with her 
spindle, are sculpted to protect the couple. a very 
old thangka in the Jean mansion collections depicts 
a couple and these attributes on each end of the 
superposed pagoda roofs. a rather atypical style of 
Zan par, intended to protect people is represented 
with cosmological symbols.
an interesting complete design is seen on a piece 
which appears to be a counterpart to another we 
will analyze further on, which we assume is a book 
cover. 25
a couple around a child, holding it by the hand, is 
surrounded by a spindle, the woman’s symbol, and 
an arrow, the man’s symbol. a gtor-ma next to the 
spindle and an rgyan bu next to the arrow complete 
the composition. they are surmounted by a monk 
surrounded by four interlacing nam mk’a cross de-
signs. these spider web-like elements are supposed 
to capture maleficent spirits.
this type of imprint, whose purpose is to protect the 
family and the house can be likened to the wooden 
sin byan tablets used for the magical redemption of 
the man and woman which G. tucci describes.48

20

s
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23 . DA Coll. – 24 cm

25 . FB Coll. – L.37 cm
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THE PROTECTION OF ANIMALS

the Zan par donated by Bacot to the musée du Quai 
Branly49 depicts animals on its various surfaces. 
according to tensing, translated by Corneille Jest, 
it was used to treat sick animals. two examples of 
this type are shown here. 26-27

BOOK COVERS

Some of the tablets sculpted with designs raise 
questions. When they are sculpted on only one sur-
face, they have the dimensions and configuration of 
book covers.
they are sometimes identified as models for engra-
vers. We have unfortunately not had the occasion 
to get any of these tablets with their accompanying 
texts. it is not impossible that block prints on leaves 
could have been made from them, in order to give 
the officiators indications on how to properly exe-
cute a ritual, but that remains to be confirmed by 
supporting evidence. 28

the light relief in which the designs are rendered, 
perhaps because of restrictions that the thickness 
of the tablet imposed, would not allow for very de-
tailed imprints to be made, and that would argue 
for its function as a model. Given the rarity of wood 
in some regions however, it cannot be excluded 
that this actually constitutes a reuse of previously 
unused covers.

another piece, which is flat and without engraving 
on its exterior, has the same general appearance as 
the preceding one. it is however different in style 
and does not have the same characteristics. it is 
more similar in conception to Zan par such as the 
ones illustrated here, than to the idea of an iconogra-
phic model. this observation is a purely visual one 
though, and is not based on any concrete facts. 29

there are sometimes written indications explai-
ning the rituals for which the Zan par are to be 
used. these are very often have to do with details 
concerning their orientation - north, south, east or 
west - on the gtor-ma. one also finds the names 
of divinities, or a chain of imprints. Bars can also 
outline zones, which are sometimes simple letters. 
this much more closely resembles mnemonic aids 
for the user than the unfolding of any kind of ritual. 
Without the benefit of any additional information on 
their function, we are at a loss as to how to interpret 
them.

28 . FP Coll. – L.44 cm

29 . FB Coll. –L.37 cm
 

26 . PG Coll. – L.20 cm 

27 . FB Coll. – L.39 cm
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an unusual annotation on one of the pieces indi-
cates «sorcery - black magic». 30

another carries the notation «nine - to fly» next to 
nine winged subjects which are essentially birds, 
but it also includes the a winged Garuda-type fi-
gure with a bird head, a mysterious combination 
dragon and winged creature reminiscent of a por-
cupine. inasmuch as porcupine quills can be used 
to nail evil spirits to the ground, its presence in this 
context is not surprising. 31

Some of these inscriptions are however illegible. it is 
likely that illiterate sculptors were charged with en-
graving a text that they had been given but whose 
meaning they did not understand. they reproduced 
the drawing according to their own interpretation.

LOCALIZATIONS

the tibetan area in which Bön or Buddhist monas-
teries are present apparently still use the Zan par. 
the persecution and destruction in tibet, and the 
exile of tibetans to more hospitable areas displaced 
the use of these objects southwards. We have been 
unable to obtain any information concerning those 
in Buryatia. the abuses which the religious people 
of this region were subjected to under the Commu-
nist regime, like in mongolia, were so extreme that 
there can be little hope that any of these traditions 
survive. 

no pieces were collected in situ, and it is thus very 
difficult to determine where they were used. it ap-
pears that in Bhutan, there is an unusual structure 
in the shape of a truncated pyramid. We do not know 
what areas this type might occur in. We have seen 
that where masks of the region are concerned50, po-
litical borders do not correspond to their zones of 
influence. 32-33

the very large number of representations - of astro-
logical signs, sri, and Dön - makes it difficult if not 
impossible to make any attributions.
on a Zan par he acquired in tibet, rené de nebesky-
Wojkowitz notes the presence of various members 
of the Sa-Dak: the four Sa-Dak  who were believed 
to rule the four cardinal points, as well as several 
other Sa-Dak  with the heads of a sheep, a goat, a 
stag, a cow, a rat and a tiger. these deities are sim-
ply called «which has a sheep’s head», «which has 
a goat’s head», etc.

in neighboring Sikkim, the pieces in plates XXXiii, 
XXXiV, and XXXV in the annales du musée Gui-
met51 are distinguishable from Bhutanese examples, 
and more closely resemble those known from the 
area of tibetan influence.

31. MD coll. - L.48 cm. 
This same zan par has a frieze 
of twelve figures with animal heads on it.s

32. DA Coll. – L.27 cm
33. DA coll. - H.8 cm - detail of 
photograph 32

30 . MD Coll. – L.34 cm s
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Certain details nonetheless make it possible to 
consider specific areas. one, among others, of the 
recurring designs on the Zan par depicts a camel, 
and that leads one to think in terms of a Central 
asian origin, on the indian side where the single-
humped dromedary is present. another design, that 
of a bird of prey, is so perfectly represented that it 
could only have been produced by an artist with a 
first-hand knowledge of the animal. Falconry was 
a traditional Central asian method of hunting and 
would corroborate this location, if it were not also 
practiced in india. one can however observe a diffe-
rence in the way these two animals are treated. the 
representation of falcons is very realistic, while that 
of camels is more interpretive, a fact which could 
allow for nuance in this identification of location and 
the manner in which we ascribe it. 34-35

making the distinction between pieces of Bön and 
Buddhist origin is difficult. 

L. austine Waddell52 published a Bön piece on page 
420 and a Buddhist one on page 425, but even a de-
tailed examination does not make it possible to dis-
tinguish between them.

the one at the Pitt-rivers museum in oxford is des-
cribed as being shamanic, although it is not possible 
to distinguish between Bön and Buddhist designs 
on it. the pierced lug at one end of the object has 
cord through it to which a green glass bead, a piece 
of red glass and what appears to be a piece of shell 
are attached. these elements are not seen on the 
other pieces studied, but do not appear to warrant 
connecting the object with a shamanic ritual. 36-37

another piece in this museum, seen on the first 
photograph, is also of interest. although it is not an 
imprint made by a Zan par, but rather by an appa-
rently real molar,  the description of its function is 
interesting: «Packet of paper containing small dried 
tsampa (barley flour)  cakes with imprints made 
using the molar of tson-kha-pa, the founder of the 
Geluk-pa sect. made and sold by monks at the Gan-
den monastery for healing dental problems.»

these imprints were made more as votive offerings, 
and were probably put in reliquaries by the tibe-
tans who wore them, in order to help heal dental 
problems.

36 and 37
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MATERIALS

the woods used for the manufacture of Zan par 
were generally very tight-grained varieties which 
allow for the highly detailed and delicate sculpting 
which is necessary for the nature of the represented 
designs to be recognizable.
Woods from the cherry tree, the hazel tree and the 
walnut tree were among the varieties used.53 Since 
the area of manufacture was very large however, 
other species were used as well, as long as their 
characteristics made them well-suited to the de-
sired goal. one observes that the wood of which 
certain Zan par are made is of a very reddish color, 
which of course reminds of Shorea robusta, a spe-
cies frequently used in nepal for particularly elabo-
rate sculptures.
mention is also made of the birch tree54 in connec-
tion with the manufacture of Zan par. in the 17th and 
18th century West, in the  still lifes of alsatian pain-
ter Sébastien Stoskopff, Jacques Linard, and Louise 
moillon, or in the reading Lesson by Louis aubert 
at the musée d’amiens, among many others, one 
observes very simply made birch boxes intended for 
everyday use. they were made of strips of the wood  
held together by plaited materials.
the texture of the Western birch appears to be 
somewhat different from that encountered in the 
varieties found at higher altitudes and in rougher 
climates. Slower development of the latter produces 
a finer grain, and a wood of a better quality for 
sculpting.
However, even after consulting a number of specia-
lists, it remains practically impossible to determine 
the exact nature of the woods used for the manufac-
ture of the Zan par under study here. 
the state of their surfaces, and the patinas they ac-
quired through the use they underwent hinders the 
identification. the only credible solution would be 
to examine an object’s cross-section, which would 
require destroying the piece under investigation. 
With the exception of one piece in their collection, 
the woods of the examples at the musée du Quai 
Branly have not been identified. that piece, from 
the Bacot collection, with the vernacular name klu-
spar, is from the autonomous region of Xizang in 
China and is made of walnut.55

We have touched on a possible indian origin of Zan 
par, under the name of bali, and of shamanic in-
fluences as well.
the use of the bark of Betula utilis as a material for 
writing religious texts on moreover dates back to 
the beginning of our Christian era.
Birch exists in india, the Himalayas and further 
north in Siberia as well. Birch is the tree of the sha-
mans56 as mircea eliade states. it is mentioned in 
Germanic, Scandinavian, and russian mythologies, 
and especially in Siberia. it also occurs in the entire 
area whose Zan par we are studying.

38 and 39
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it has another very important characteristic. the 
fly agaric mushroom, Amanita muscaria, which the 
shamans of certain areas use to enter into trances57, 
grows specifically on birch.
in india, the same mushroom is apparently the ac-
tive ingredient in Soma58 .these relationships would 
require further research, which is out of this article’s 
purview. one can however wonder whether there 
might be correlations between these traditions and 
the choice of wood for this type of object.
Whatever the nature of the wood used, the mythi-
cal notion of the objects’ sacred virtues appear to 
remain with it, perhaps with the intention that their 
powers should be enhanced.
When asked about the choice of woods by adrien 
Viel and aurore Laurent, Lama Sangay Chhotar 
Sherpa offered the following explanation: 
«there is no special wood. Some types are easier 
than others to work with. there are no forests in 
tibet, and not many trees either, so all of the woods 
that can be suitably worked can be used as long as 
the pieces involved are flat. the wood is not blessed 
- neither before it is sculpted nor afterwards. it is 
either Lamas or carpenters who sculpt the Zan par. 
they are the individuals who have the knowledge 
needed to make them.»

the nature of the distribution of the manufacturing 
tasks is not very clear in this explanation. it is doubt-
ful that carpenters would be able to sculpt the often 
very elaborate objects by themselves. it is probably 
correct to interpret this statement as meaning that 
carpenters sculpt the objects with the assistance 
and under the supervision of Lamas.
Some monks in the monasteries are sculptors as 
well, and one of course assumes that they would be 
able to work independently.

two yak bone pieces were sold at Sotheby’s59. no 
other examples made of this material are known to 
us, but nothing on the other hand would suggest 
that using it or, any other material for that matter, 
for the manufacture of Zan par would be conside-
red unacceptable. However, judging from the pho-
tograph, the engraving of the designs is too shallow 
for the piece to have been used to make imprints 
on dough. and was this material really yak bone? 
the same pieces subsequently reappeared at Sothe-
by’s60, and were this time described as being made 
of ivory! 38

an iron Zan par was once in the collections of Sjoer 
de Vries, of astamangala Gallery in amsterdam. 
this is a completely atypical object in our study. 
Since derge is the major tibetan center for ironwor-
king, we tend naturally to think of it as the place of 
origin of this piece, but that remains to be proved. 

the collector believes that the designs were chise-
led in, and not produced by a melting process. 39

the use of wood for the manufacture of these ob-
jects seems so natural that a substitution with iron 
raises some question. Producing this metal requires 
certain skills and equipment which make it a com-
plex matter to fabricate, and it could only have been 
made outside of the context of a monastic center.

the marriage of iron and fire have always given su-
pernatural powers to those who mastered it. the 
blacksmiths, khamis, in nepal practice exorcisms 
with different procedures in rituals practiced by 
shamans. their powers are moreover described in 
a large number of myths - in europe with the Greek 
god Hephaestus, and with Vulcan, the roman god, 
and elsewhere and as far away as africa as well.
in the popular traditions related by Hugues Berton61, 
France’s blacksmiths were reputed for their powers 
as well. the art of controlling fire was ubiquitous, 
and certain special ritual-like methods , like the 
«martelage de la rate» (literally «the hammering 
of the spleen»), practiced in the Limousin area as 
a cure for certain ills, is an example of how varied 
their interventions could be. the choice of iron as 
the material for this Zan par is probably not due to 
chance, but rather born of a desire to enhance the 
object’s power with iron’s magical attributes.
We also examined a very small Zan par made of 
steatite. 40

40 
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41. PG coll.- H.20 cm
Five different views of this 
piece are presented here. 

Like the one used by the Bön monk in a film by 
Charles ramble, the Zan par were often kept in a 
leather pouch.
an ensemble of three Bön Zan par collected by 
rené nebesky-Wojkowitz62 in 1953 and now at the 
museum für Völkerkunde in Vienna are joined to-
gether by a leather strap. two metal pieces osten-
sibly used to scrape out residues of dough are also 
attached to the strap. We were unable to examine 
these pieces but a question arises upon examina-
tion of the photograph in the catalog. While one of 
them is pointed, and thus well-suited to the task, 
the second is straight and could not be used for this 
purpose.  moreover, we have never observed any 
signs of such scraping on any of the many pieces 
we examined.
We are more inclined to believe that these objects 
are gru-dar, which as we have already mentioned, 
were metal pieces used to obtain metal filings that 
were mixed with the tsampa. 
often represented with a human body and the ani-
mal head of the sign, it is no simple matter to make 
the distinction between these hybrid beings and 
other demonic forms of the same configuration, like 
the Sri mentioned by marcelle Lalou and the Dön 
discussed above. in the present case, the name ins-
cribed on the side leaves no doubt as to its astrologi-
cal function. that is not the case for piece 42 on the 
following page. this combination of twelve figures 
with animal heads appears often among the pieces 
we have examined. 41
they are present on piece 43. a hollowed out area 
at one extremity of the piece was probably used to 
hold the dough for the imprints.

DESIGNS

a certain number of recurring themes can be iden-
tified in the many designs and symbols devoted to 
divinities or maleficent entities, demons and spirits 
found on Zan par. these include the astrological 
signs: Hare, dragon, Serpent, Horse, Sheep or dog, 
monkey, Bird, dog, Pig or Boar, mouse, ox and tiger.

alexandra david-néel63 relates a story told by a 
contemplative gomtchen hermit about the activities 
of a painter whose main occupation was to paint 
fantastic beings with human bodies and animal 
heads, supposed to depict the servants of the judge 
of the dead, inside temples.
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42. PG coll.- L.33 cm 
(idem 15, 66, 73 and 82)

the abundance of human representations with ani-
mal heads on these objects brings to mind the text 
by Jean Clottes and david Lewis-Williams64 on pre-
historic cave paintings. 44 to 48

neuropsychological laboratory research has esta-
blished that altered states of consciousness pass 
through three stages. the hallucinations in the third 
stage most often engender a transformation into an 
animal, often with a human body, in this state of 
trance. depictions of this in cave paintings are in 
fact very similar to the representations seen on Zan 
par.

astronomical designs of the seven planets are 
among the other groups of motifs. these same sym-
bols (see below at right) can represent the days of 
the week: a bundle of wood indicates Saturn, an ar-
row point Venus, a Phurbu Jupiter, a hand mercury, 
an eye mars, a crescent the moon, and a disc the 
sun. in some cases, there are nine planets, by virtue 
of the addition of rahu, with a lower body ending in 
a serpent, and of Ketu, represented by the victory 
banner. 49

its presence is observed on a large number of Zan 
par. the eight symbols which augur well are the 
fish, the lotus, the conch, the treasure container, the 
endless knot, the wheel, the victory banner and the 
parasol. 53-54-56-64 

there are the seven gems, represented by the rhi-
noceros horn, coral, the queen’s earrings (square), 
the king’s earrings (round), the mirror, elephant 
tusks and cross-shaped ornaments. 55 (last page)

there are Chakravartin’s secondary possessions: 
the spear, the naga skin, the palace, the royal gar-
den, the throne and the boots.

there are the cosmological symbols: the impaled 
frog for the spirit of the earth, the square, symbol of 
the earth element, the circle for water, the triangle 
for fire, and a crescent or a half-circle for the air.

43. DA coll. - L.42 cm

44. FP coll. - detail of a zan par 
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45. PG coll. -L.20 cm 
(idem 26 and 46)

46. PG coll. - L.20 cm
 (idem 26 and 45)

47. PG coll. - L.56.5 cm
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48. JC coll.- L.35.5 cm. 
Four different views are shown

49. FB coll. - L. 22 cm
t

53 . DA Coll. – L.52 cm
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50. DA coll. - H.8 cm

51. DA coll. - 
Height of the design 4 cm

52. FP coll. - 
detail of the extremity of illustration 64

54. MD collection - Length 44cm

t

t

56. PG coll. L.25 cm (idem 71 and 78)s

57. DA coll. - L.27 cm
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58. FB coll. - H.22 cm

59. FB coll. - H.26.5 cm

60. DA coll. - L.27 cm
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there is every reason to believe that the represen-
tations of Lamas, also known in large format with 
representations of sanctuaries, are used to protect 
religious sites. 58-59-60

this type of Zan par poses an interpretation pro-
blem. We have found no explanation for the dispro-
portionately large size of the human representations 
in comparison with the other designs. While most of 
the designs measure between 1 and 2 centimeters 
in length, the human ones measure between 8 and 
10 centimeters. Zara Fleming presents the figure as 
a nun, which is possible. However, while nuns are 
present in the areas under consideration here, one 
cannot say that they have an important enough role 
to play in society that would justify the importance 
given to them with this design. the figures are 
moreover often surrounded by cosmological sym-
bols whose importance also seems out of proportion 
with that of the status of the nuns themselves. their 
origins are sometimes said to be Bhutanese, but our 
research cannot substantiate that assertion.
other types of Zan par with outsized figures are 
known, particularly in the Jacques marchais mu-
seum of tibetan art in new York, which display 
couples, sometimes also represented on a smaller 
scale, and a chained maleficent spirit.

these representations65 are kinds of scapegoats 
(Lü) offered as substitutes for all of the male and fe-
male members of a household to the maleficent divi-
nities that could threaten their lives and well-being. 
Sometimes a representation of the house itself is in-
cluded so that it too will benefit from protection. it 
has been suggested that the size of these designs 
made it possible to incorporate elements such as 
nail cuttings, hair, and fragments of clothing taken 
from individuals intended for protection, into the 
tsampa. While the texts definitely do mention these 
mixtures, nothing, to our knowledge, suggests that 
they can be related to the designs in question. 63

the different elements sculpted onto the five sur-
faces of the piece shown opposite are particularly 
interesting.

there is an impaled frog which certain texts men-
tion but which is rarely represented, and the jewel-
spitting mongoose, a symbol of Kubera, the divinity 
of wealth, is seen on the edge. the latter’s presence 
on a Zan par on which family members also appear 
suggests that it is there to bring the members of 
that family prosperity. 64

61. FB coll. - H.21.7 cm

62. FB coll.- H.21.7 cm - same side

63. BK coll. H.36 cm
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64. FP coll. - L.26.5 cm; thickness 2,5 cm 

t
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65. MD coll. - L.47 cm

67. VL coll. - L.36 cm

OTHER TYPES OF REPRESENTATIONS

other subjects include the five magical weapons of 
Shri Devi, the illness bag, the red bundle of desti-
nies, the black and white dice, the ball of string, and 
the demon’s sword (checkered tablet). 65
animals, like the serpent, the frog, the fish, the ma-
kara or dragon, the scorpion, the crab and birds, can 
symbolize the impermanence  of the body. 66
designs that are sometimes very enigmatic are also 
seen. the religious users of these objects can some-
times provides some answers.

asked by adrien Viel and aurore Laurent about 
the significance of the 3, 5 and 8 point designs ar-
ranged vertically on a horizontal piece, the user, 
Sangay Chhotar Sherpa Lama, asserted that they 
were combs. Sometimes spirits block the mind and 
the entire head. these combs are intended to clear 
them and to purify them. 67
on the other side of this Zan par, the frieze shown 
below depicts a variety of figures on its left part, 
elicited a somewhat enigmatic answer:
«the sculpted images are imaginary postures which 
appease ghosts. if a ghost creates problems for us 
and we become ill, we make images with wheat 
flour which we throw in the proximity of an inter-
section to end the problem. to my knowledge, there 
are no specific stories associated with these repre-
sentations.»  68
in the present case, he uses wheat flour instead of 
barley flour. there does not appear to be any ritual 
reason for this, and it instead has to do with the lo-
cal context.
His level of expertise with regards to the use of 
Zan par nonetheless appears limited. «When i was 
young and i meditated in my monastery, i saw La-
mas practicing the Zan par ritual. it was by obser-
ving them and by taking notes that i learned to use 
the Zan par. i had no specific guru that taught me 
this ritual.»
all of these designs are sometimes accompanied by 
trigrams. according to G. tucci, in his work on the 
differentiation of sources, human and animal de-
signs are the results of indian influence, while the 
trigrams are Chinese in origin. 69-70

66. PG coll. - L.33 cm (idem, 15, 42, 73 and 82)

68. VL coll. - L.36 cm
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69. MD coll.- L.44 cm

70. VL coll. - L.36 cm.
They are sometimes surmounted by 
figures.

71. PG coll.- L.25 cm (idem 56 and 78). 
Squares or magic diagrams may be 
integrated into the designs.

73. PG coll.- L.33 cm (idem 15, 42, 33, 
66 and 82)

74. DA coll.

72. PG coll. - detail of illustration 73

69

70

71

73

74
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A number of varied offerings intended 
to appease gods or demons are 
observed on the zan par tablets.

75. MD coll.- L.24 cm

76. DA coll. - L.47 cm

77. DA coll. - L.47 cm

78. PG coll. - L.25 cm (idem 56 and 71)

79. Astamangala collection

75

76

77

78

79
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CREATIVE FREEDOM

the examination of the approximately sixty Zan par 
we studied led us to the following conclusion: in 
the monasteries, the artists were obliged to create 
thangkas or figures following canons very strictly 
defined by the texts, and any transgression was 
considered to be potentially damaging to the bene-
ficial purpose intended. in ancillary details however, 
such as the bdud demons on the Citipati thangka 
(ma5225), or the little monkeys on the Mahâkâle 
thangka in its Simhamukha aspect (ma5256) from 
the Fournier collection66, the painter allowed him-
self a certain degree of interpretive freedom.

the friezes 80-81-82 offer an example of the humor 
they were capable of in the execution of such de-
signs
on some pieces one observes sequences, like the 
herds of deer, which are very similar to representa-
tions seen on certain thangkas. that suggests that 
there was a good deal of promiscuity in the choice of 
designs between some Zan par sculptors and pain-
ters in the monastic contexts. 83
one often encounters examples of complete inter-
pretive liberty. Sculptors here give free rein to their 
creative impulses, and produce representations of 
various dancing demons and spirits which are full 
of humor. their graphic qualities are testaments to 
a fertile imagination which Western comic book ar-
tists might have every reason to envy. 84-85-86-87

in many cases, it is the monks who sculpt the boards 
for the printing of the pages of the sacred texts 
using xylographic techniques, that also manufac-
ture the Zan par. the reproduction of these charac-
ters requires meticulous work which is abundantly 
evident in the finesse they display. Sometimes en-
graved characters alternate with images. it may 
be that a scholar rather than the sculptor produced 
these characters, and in some instances, the work of 
more than one hand can be discerned. manuscript 
annotations in ink are even present on one example 
we studied. 
one observes mention of right, center, the goddess 
of the earth, left and back on one piece, and of south, 
naga, eight, form, and eight again on a second, and 
of east, south, west, north, northeast and northwest 
on a third. most of these mentions are indications of 
where to place the imprint on the torma. they thus 
function as mnemonic aids for the user.
in other cases, according to Lama Sangay Chhotar 
Sherpa, carpenters sculpt the pieces. the quality 
of their work is beyond reproach but their culture 
is not of the same nature, and they were often illi-
terate. that may be the explanation for why some 
of the inscriptions they produce are impossible to 
translate or indecipherable. on the other hand, it 
also conceivable that their texts are reproduced in a 
dialect or a local linguistic variant that is difficult for 
a Westerner to translate.

80. MD coll. - L.30.5cm

 

81. PG coll.- L.40 cm

86. FP coll. - L.29.7 cm, detail

83. FP coll. - detail of figure 28

82. PG coll.- L.33 cm
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87. FP coll. - L.29.7 cm

84 and 85. FP coll.- L.29.7 cm, detail
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ZAN PAR AND SHAMANISM

do shamans use Zan par in their rituals ? We have 
been unable to find any information that could 
answer this question, but in principle, nothing 
would stand in the way of their doing so.
in the course of their photographing nepalese sha-
mans, adrien Viel and aurore Laurent67 filmed a 
tamang shaman in the Kavre district shooting bur-
ning arrows before the front door of a house in an 
effort to chase demons from it. this ritual does not 
of course make use of Zan par, but its purpose is the 
same. Shaman nire tamang states that the origin 
of this ritual lies in the ramayana, which mentions 
ram using his bow and arrows to kill his enemies. 
the shaman uses them to kill the butha-preta de-
mons. one might thus reasonably believe it could 
be used in other circumstances.

it must be noted however that the Zan par from pri-
vate collections under consideration here are too 
elaborate, and thus too costly, to have been commis-
sioned by shamans. Collectors’ tastes push them to 
acquire higher quality pieces, with lustrous patinas 
and refined engravings, and they naturally avoid 
the simpler, more «rustic» ones. that fact might in-
validate our interpretation on this particular point. 
We were moreover confronted by the same problem 
in our study on phurbus. Contrary to what is stated 
on its accession card at the Pitt rivers museum in 
oxford, the piece mentioned earlier in this article 
does not appear to us to have been associated with 
a ritual linked to shamanism.

in our 1989 publication Masques de l’Himalaya68, we 
interpreted a group of designs on a Zan par, consis-
ting of repeating dhyangro frame-drum designs 
which are reminiscent of a mask and a half-human 
half-bird figure, as the trance-induced transforma-
tion of a shaman into a bird  going to the beyond to 
perform his ritual. in light of what has just been said 
here however, this interpretation no longer seems 
viable, since the object was used outside of any 
shamanic context, alongside monks and Buddhist 
rituals. moreover, what we thought was a mask ap-
pears instead to be the face of a person in a trance 
state, with his hair rising up from his head.
the text by Jean Clottes mentioned above sug-
gests that a shamanic origin for certain designs is 
possible. more extensive research on this question 
would be most welcome and interesting.

all of what precedes might appear quite irrational. 
We thus wish to conclude with a quote from Jean 
Bacot69 in his milarepa: «it is most regrettable in 
the reading of this story that the trained Western 
intellect should be so quick to declare absurd any-
thing it fails to understand, and to reject as fantasy 
anything that cannot coexist with its own version of 
credibility.»
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