Preliminary Research on the Tibetan Buddhist Ritual Implements the Kapala Staff

in the Qing Imperial Palace
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ABSTRACT:

Kapala (“skull-cup” in Sanskrit) is a ritual implement made of human
cranium. It is not only the hand-hold ritual implement of deities of the
Anuttarayoga Tantra but also the symbol of all the deities in Tibetan
Buddhism. Categorized by form, kapala consists of kapala bowl, kapa-
la drum, and kapala rosary. The bowl and the drum are most common
implements in the Vajrayana rituals, and offering vessel and musical in-
strument respectively. In the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), as the Tibetan
Buddhism was adopted by the imperial family as the state religion, sanc-
tuaries and shrines were built in large numbers in the imperial palaces
and resorts, thanks to which nearly ten thousand ritual implements used
to be kept in the imperial religious venues have survived. The kapala im-
plements account for one of the categories. Currently the Palace Muse-
um along (the former Qing imperial palace in Beijing) boasts nearly ten
pieces of kapala bowls and drums, which used to be either offered in the
imperial sanctuaries or employed in the Vajrayana rituals. The essay, fo-
cusing on the extant kapala implements and based on related historical
documents, discusses their provenances, forms, fashioning, and employ-
ment in Buddhist shrines.
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