
WOOD NEPALESE DANCE MASK OF THE HINDU DIVINITY BHAIRAVA
A RARE CARVED WOOD NEPALESE DANCE MASK OF THE HINDU DIVINITY BHAIRAVA ‘THE TERRIFYING ONE’ 

THE MOUTH WORN SMOOTH FROM OFFERINGS ONCE PLACED INTO IT
KATMANDU VALLEY. OLD DARK SMOOTH PATINA

17TH CENTURY
SIZE: 33CM HIGH, 17CM WIDE, 10CM DEEP – 13INS HIGH, 6¼ INS WIDE, 4 INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

BHAIRAVA IS KNOWN AS THE FEROCIOUS DIVINITY: THE WIDE-OPEN STARING EYES DEMONSTRATE ‘THE TERRIFYING ONE’
AND HIS WILD AND UNCONTROLLABLE NATURE. HIS CONNECTIONS TO SHIVA ARE SHOWN IN THE SERPENT IMAGERY OF
HIS EARRINGS, NECKLACE AND HEADDRESS, BY THE UPSTANDING RINGLETS OF MATTED HAIR, THE THIRD EYE SET IN

HIS FOREHEAD, THE CRESCENT MOON IN HIS HAIR AND IN THE SKULL IMAGERY OF THE HEADDRESS.
HE IS ESPECIALLY POPULAR AS A DIVINITY IN NEPAL AND NORTHERN INDIA WHERE HE IS RENOWNED FOR THE

BEHEADING OF A BRAHMIN. NOT JUST AN ORDINARY BRAHMIN, BUT THE GOD BRAHMA HIMSELF. THE LEGEND IS THAT
BHAIRAVA WAS GENERATED MIRACULOUSLY FROM THE ANGER EXPERIENCED BY SHIVA AS HE WAS FORCED TO LISTEN

TO THE VAIN BOASTING OF BRAHMA. IMMEDIATELY CREATED BHAIRAVA SPRANG FORWARD AND CUT OFF ONE OF THE FIVE
HEADS OF BRAHMA AND EVER SINCE BRAHMA HAS BEEN RECOGNISED BY HIS FOUR RATHER THAN FIVE HEADS.

AS PENANCE FOR HIS CRIME BHAIRAVA WAS CONDEMNED TO ENDLESSLY WANDER WITH THE FIFTH HEAD OF BRAHMA
STUCK TO THE PALM OF HIS HAND. ONLY WHEN HE REACHED BENARES, THE GREAT CONFESSIONAL WHERE ALL SINS
ARE WASHED AWAY, DID THE HEAD OF BRAHMA FALL AWAY FREEING HIM OF HIS CRIME. FREQUENTLY PORTRAYED AS A

YOUNG ASCETIC WITH WILD HAIR ACCOMPANIED BY HIS DOG ‘VAHANA’, HE IS KNOWN AS AN EXCITABLE, DANGEROUS AND
AMBIVALENT DIVINITY WHOSE EMBLEM IS THE HUMAN SKULL OR ‘KAPALA’. AN EXTREME SHAIVA SECT KNOWN AS THE

‘KAPALIKA’ EMULATE HIS WANDERING PENANCE, USING A HUMAN SKULL AS A BEGGING BOWL FOR ALMS. THEY
DELIBERATELY INDULGE IN CONTRARY BEHAVIOUR TO DEMONSTRATE THEIR PASSAGE BEYOND THE DIFFERENCE OF



OPPOSITES. LIKE BHAIRAVA THEY BELIEVE THEY WILL REACH LIBERATION THROUGH THE GRACE OF SHIVA.

 


