Temple, Palace, and Museum,

the Three Best Houses of Classical Mongolian Art

by Xander C.M. Piper


Mongolia is home, not only to vast landscapes and beautiful natural surroundings, but also to a vibrant history of art and culture. While staying in Ulaanbaatar, art enthusiasts have a range of galleries and museums to enjoy, ranging from the traditional to the contemporary. Of all of these however, three stand out as the finest collections of classical Mongolian art: The Zanabazar Museum of Fine Art, the Bogd Khan’s Winter Palace, and the Choijin Lama Monastery Museum.


Located just north-east of the State Department Store, the Zanabazar Museum of Fine Art should be the first stop on any art lover’s tour of Ulaanbaatar. This museum takes the visitor through a comprehensive tour of Mongolia’s artistic legacy, starting with the prehistoric deer stone monuments and petroglyphs, weaving through the classical period and the beginnings of the revolutionary period, and ending with the Red Ger contemporary art gallery. The museum is named after the first Bogd Khan (Head of the Mongolian state and Buddhist religion) Zanabazar who ruled Mongolia during the seventeenth century. This influential ruler acted as both Michelangelo and Medici to Mongolia, patronizing a renaissance of Mongolian art, and proving to be it’s most talented sculptor and artist.


Working mostly in cast bronze, which was later gilded, Zanabazar crafted some of the most sophisticated works of Buddhist sculpture in the world. With unparalleled grace and beauty his figures served as powerful devotional figures to contemplate the mysteries of Tibetan Buddhism. Not to be missed are the five Nepalese inspired figures the sculptor executed at the height of his artistic and creative career. They demonstrate his admiration of the various sculptures brought to Mongolia from Nepal by Angie, an artist who was a guest in the court of Kublai Khan. In these five figures, seated on lotus pedestals with elaborate crowns, Zanabazar masterfully portrays not just texture and form, but complex theological ideas.


The museum also houses some of the finest examples of thangka painting. These elaborate devotional scrolls are painted with vegetable and mineral dyes on cotton. Containing images teeming with different gods, teachers, and saints these pieces were painstakingly created to stimulate meditation and contemplation. Heavily stylized, and with a vast repetition of forms, they are fantastic examples of the complex and rigid iconography of Tibetan Buddhism. While Mongolia greatly advanced the art of thangka painting, the climate of Mongolia was not entirely suited for these fragile works. This led to the development of one of the most unique art forms of Mongolia: the intricate and beautiful appliqué, some of the finest examples of which are on display at this museum. These stunning tapestries are created with hand-sewn shapes of silk, felt, and other materials. Combining patterned and solid color fabrics, the masters of Mongolian appliqué created a dazzling array of effects, while matching the thangkas in complexity and scale.


In addition to these the museum contains the finest examples of Mongolia’s most famous painter, B. Sharav. Working in the early 1900’s on the eve of the revolution, B. Sharav’s work gives evidence to the beginning of changing art styles. His celebrated Day in the Life of Mongolia is a delightful sprawling composition of scenes of daily life in Mongolia painted with affection and irreverence. This is a favorite of visitors to the museum, who enjoy spending time examining the many little scenes. Executed in a very “folk” style, hidden in the work are comments and jokes about every aspect of herding society, from religion, to family life and agriculture. A very different Sharav is seen in his portraits of the Eighth Bogd Khan and his consort. In these two paintings the detailed backgrounds and costumes are painted flat and stylistically, recalling the ritual and mystery of the thangka. However the faces and hands of the figures are painted in a photo realistic style reflecting new influences in Mongolian art at the beginning of the 20th century. 


The Bogd Khan’s Winter Palace is a sprawling complex south of Ulaanbaatar. The largest of the three museums, it consists of six large temples and was the residence of the Bogd Khan from the end of the 19th century until the last Bogd Khan’s death in 1924. The palace houses the Bogd Khan’s diverse personal collection of art, costumes, jewelry, furniture, and taxidermy. Included in the collection are the impressive beds of the Khan and his consort. These canopied palatial structures are almost rooms unto themselves, adorned with exquisite woodwork, and upholstered with sumptuous fabrics. Even more impressive is the ceremonial ger (traditional felt tent) made out of 150 snow leopard skins. A spectacular nineteenth century robe is on display covered with a dazzling pattern of yellow and gold dragons, trimmed in black velvet. This gift from the Manchu emperors of China demonstrates their high favor. Although the palace contains a collection of thangkas, appliqué, and sculpture as impressive as that of the Zanabazar museum, it’s costumes, documents, and artifacts make it equally interesting as a museum of political and cultural significance.


The Choijin Lama Museum was constructed during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was built in honor of the influential lama Lubsanhaidub, brother of the Eighth Bogd Khan. Referred to as “temple for god” the monastery was reserved for special religious ceremonies carried out by the Choijin Lama, rather than being permanently occupied by monks. It was in use until 1938 when it was put on the list of cultural and historical monuments to be preserved, and converted to a museum in 1942. Today it is one of the most enjoyable museums in Ulaanbaatar. Just south of the city’s main square, the grounds are a peaceful oasis of green in the hectic pace of the modern city. A masterpiece of art and architecture, it is a wonderful demonstration of how Mongolia combined influences from Indo-Tibetan and Chinese cultures and formed something uniquely their own. The southern entrance faces a large elaborate stone screen carved with dragons playing in the clouds, the first example of the temple’s strong references to classical Chinese architecture. Each building is comprised of two tiers of pagoda like buildings. The up-turning roofs each have four corners decorated with small sculptures of animals and mythical creatures. Intricately carved woodwork covers every surface with dragons, tigers, gods, and saints. The temple comprises five buildings connected by open-air walkways that boast lush green lawns and flowering trees in the summer.

Entering the temples the art transitions from Chinese to Indo-Tibetan style iconography, even though the images are no less dense. It would take days to give attention to each of the myriad sculptures and paintings. The main temple contains a fabulous collection of artifacts connected with the Tsam dance. This ritual dance was performed in oversized masks of papier-mâché elaborately embellished with a variety of precious materials. The most impressive is the costume of Begtse, the protector deity. With the face covered in over 7000 pieces of flaming red coral this is a testament to the brilliance of Mongolian mask makers. The whole costume together weighed 100 kilograms, making it only possible for a strong and well-trained monk to play this crucial part in the dance. (The National Dance Ensemble performs a variety of dance styles, including a sample of the Tsam dance every day at the museum from 5-7pm between May and September.) The inner sanctuary of the main temple, where the Choijin Lama entered prophetic ecstasies, demonstrates the fascinating contrasts in Buddhist imagery. Covering the walls are friendly Gods and benign protective spirits smiling down on visitors, while above paintings and embroidered appliqué display the grisly corpses telling of punishments visited on the wicked. The surrounding temples contain some of the finest examples of Mongolian sculpture including many works by Zanabazar.

All three of these great houses of Mongolian art are detailed in Mongolia: Museum Highlights. Distributed by the Arts Council of Mongolia, this book contains full color illustrations of the most important works in each museum. Adapted from the catalogue of P. Berger and T. Bartholomew’s groundbreaking exhibition of Mongolian art in San Francisco, each piece is described in detail, and placed in its artistic and cultural context. All proceeds are directed to the three museums that came together to create this beautiful book. This fantastic introduction to the rich art of the Mongolian steppe is available in many stores and information booths around Mongolia, and is worth the investment. The book is available at shops including the Red Ger gallery located in the Zanabazar Fine Arts Museum or check for details at fundraising@artscouncil.mn.  
