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9. Macrophase 9a: Late Buddhist tsha tshas (S. Baums, M. Minardi and M. Prota) 

Introduction 

Tsha tshas are Buddhist votive offering objects usually made of clay. In Tibet they were traditionally sold to pilgrims, 
and these ex-voto are still widely used in Bhutan (Fig. 1). According to Tucci (1932: 57-60) tsha tshas can be categorised 
into two main types: inscribed tablets and miniature stupas. Typically, the first type was inserted into the second during 
a consecration ceremony. Both were crafted from the same material (usually unbaked clay) and produced using the 
same method through moulds. Both types shared a common significance as votive offerings (dāna), which Buddhist 
pilgrims often placed near larger stupas (Taddei 1970). As described by Tucci (1932: 17) the stupa-shaped thյa tshas in 
Tibet had the aim of reproducing real monuments: the so-called mcյod rtens.189 In contrast, the tsha tsha tablets, in 
addition to inscriptions, could also feature figurative representations of the Buddha and other Buddhist imagery. These 
images, like the inscriptions, were impressed onto the clay and, in later periods, were often painted in various colours. 

The objects 

Two unbaked clay tsha tshas in shape of miniature stupas with their tablets have been discovered in BKG 14 (Olivieri, 
Minardi 2023; Figs 2-5). In one case, the tsha tshas tablet was still enclosed within the building model (BKG 5667), 
while the second example was found still intact among the fragments of another specimen (BKG 5665 and BKG 5666). 
An additional terracotta bead-sized stupa was found in the same context (Fig. 6). To this small collection, we can now 
add a further fragment of tsha tsha tablet that was discovered in 2024 during the excavation of the Islamic graveyard 
BKG 24.1 (BKG 11700; Minardi, Prota in this volume; Fig. 7). Chronologically, it is noteworthy that all these objects 
were found in contexts associated with Macrophase 9. In particular, the nearly intact unbaked clay specimens found at 
the top of the acropolis, within the stratigraphic accumulation investigated in BKG 14, suggest that during the 
Ghaznavid period, some Buddhists in the Barikot area continued the practice of producing and circulating votive 
offerings. This may indicate that Bazira at that time was still regarded as a traditional Buddhist sacred site. 

BKG 5667 – Tsha tsha in shape of stupa (Fig. 2)  

Swat Museum. 

BKG 141 (94) 

Unbaked clay; h. max. 6, d. max. 5.9 cm. 

The tsha tsha is shaped as a miniature stupa with a two-stories square podium characterised by four flights of steps. This 
type has been classified by Taddei (1970: 72) as Type E, stupa-shaped tsha tsha (chaturmukha stĬpa). The aṇЉa has a top-
hole at the centre that was probably used to add some other elements. The upper part of the tsha tsha is heavily damaged. 
The cracked lower portion of the item reveals the tablet, still lodged inside of it. 

 

  

 
189 The meaning of this term corresponds to ‘receptacle, offering support’ and it refers to Buddhist architectural structures as stupas and caityas 
(Tucci 1932: 13). Note also that the Tibetan word mchod rten iV prREaEO\ a WranVOaWiRn RI an ,nGian IRON HW\PRORJ\ RI VWĬpa aV stĬ-pa “worship 
container. These stupas/caityas, typical of late Buddhist Tibetan architecture, were composed by two parts: the base, which was not 
reproduced in the tsha tshas, and the upper structure, which was consider the actual mcյod rten. It is important to make a distinction between 
the tsha tsha clay tablets and other similar objects with different function: the seals. In fact, even if they share a similar appearance, the kind 
of impression and the use purpose differs between the two (Taddei 1970: 78). Add here also Skilling 2005, 2008, and Namgyal-Lama 2013, 
2014. 
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BKG 5665 – Tsha tsha in shape of a stupa (Fig. 3) 

Swat Museum. 

BKG 141 (94). 

Unbaked clay. 

Heavily fragmented object, of the same type of the previous. The aṇЉa is better preserved although still damaged. 

BKG 5666 - Inscribed tablet from tsha tsha 5665 (Fig. 4) 

Swat Museum. 

BKG 141 (94). 

Unbaked clay; h. 3.3, D. 3.1, t. 1.2 cm. 

The inscribed tablet of unbaked clay was found still partially wrapped by the fragments of the poorly preserved tsha tsha 
stupa BKG 5665 (Fig. 5). The tablet is almost circular in shape with a convex backside. On the upper face of the tablet 
a round impression is encircled by a thin fillet. The inscription consists of an impressed text of six lines in late 
(Northwestern) %rāKPì VFripW, variously called Proto-ěāraGā Rr *iOJiW-Bamiyan type II, used from the sixth century CE 
onwards. The language of the inscription is Sanskrit. Each line is separated from the others by a thin fillet. The execution 
of the script in the 1RrWKZHVWHrn IRrP RI %rāKPì iV rRXJK, anG WKH prRGXFHr RI WKH VWaPp XVHG IRr WKH WaEOHW iJnRrHG 
the single and double dots forming the signs ь and к, possibly while copying mechanically from an exemplar. 
$FFRrGinJ WR 7aGGHi֢V FOaVViIiFaWiRn, WKiV iV a tsha tsha Type B (Taddei 1970: 74).  

The content of the inscription, as in an overwhelming number of similar tablets from India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, 
is the so-called \e dharmā formula (Boucher 1991, Taddei 1970). According to the Pali Vinaya (Vin I 40; cf. Baums 
2013, 28–29), WKiV YHrVH ZaV RriJinaOO\ WaXJKW WR ěāripXWra E\ WKH %XGGKiVW aVFHWiF $ĜYajiW aV a FRnGHnVaWiRn RI WKH 
%XGGKa֢V WHaFKinJ. Later Buddhist tradition treated it as a shorthand for the formula of dependent origination 
(pratìt\asamutpāda), and from the middle of the first millennium CE onward, it was used as a substitute for physical relics 
of the Buddha in contexts such as our miniature stupa BKG 5665. 

The inscription on the present tablet can be transcribed as follows:190 

�. >\H@ GKarPā KH 
2. WXpraEKaYā KHWXڍьڎ 
3. teѠaڍьڎ WaWKāJaWa>к@ p(r)ā 
4. ha teѠ>ā@ڍьڎ ca yo ni(ro) 
5. dha evaڍьڎYāGì Pa 
�. KāĜraPaṇaڍкڎ 
7KH IRrPXOa iV a YHrVH in WKH Âr\ā PHWHr, anG WKH inVFripWiRn Fan EH PHWriFaOO\ arranJHG anG WranVOaWHG aV IROORZV� 
>\H@ GKarPā KHWXpraEKaYā 
hetuڍьڎ teѠaڍьڎ WaWKāJaWa>к@ p(r)āKa 
teѠ>ā@ڍьڎ ca yo ni(ro)dha 
evaڍьڎYāGì PaKāĜraPaṇaڍкڎ 
‘Those factors that arise from a cause – 

 
190 [ ] mark uncertain readings, ( ) lost material, and ڎ ڍ material omitted by the inscriber. 
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WKH 7aWKāJaWa KaV GHFOarHG WKHir cause 
and which cessation there is of them. 
Thus speaks the great ascetic.’ 
The inscriber omitted, as already noted, the signs for С and Б and, in the second quarter of the verse, the length mark 
on the second syllable of teгaС. At the end of this quarter, he used the Sanskritization prāha of the original Middle Indian 
verb form āha, as opposed to the alternative Sanskritization hy avadat. The latter is the only one occurring in Sanskrit 
Buddhist literature, but prāha is well-attested in the epigraphic record, including two unprovenanced stamps alleged to 
be from Swat (Strauch 2000). The last word of the verse occurs in the correct spelling with m, as opposed to the 
pronunciation spelling v in the two stamps and many other versions. 

BKG 5789 - Miniature bead-shaped stupa with lotus flower (Fig. 6) 

Swat Museum. 

BKG 1414 (56). 

Baked clay; d. max 1.8, h. 1.8, d. min. 0.3 cm 

The tsha tsha is a trunco-conical-shaped miniature stupa resting on a lotus flower. This category of stupa-shaped tsha 
tshas belongs to Type C (Taddei 1970: 74). The lower body of the stupa is carinated and decorated with an eight-
petaled lotus flower incised on the base. The upper part of the object is plain, except for a central hole at the top, 
probably used to insert additional accessories such as a chattrāvalì.  

BKG 11700 – Inscribed tablet (Fig. 7) 

Swat Museum. 

BKG 24.1 (201); 2024. 

Unbaked clay, possibly accidentally fired; d. 2.2, t. 0.8 cm. 

The fragment was found in a context of dumped material from the Islamic graveyard BKG 24.1. The layer was primarily 
composed of potsherds intentionally discarded from the upper area BKG 23 (Minardi, Prota, this Volume). The tablet 
almost matches the size and shape of BKG 5666, and only the colour is different (dark brown instead of light 
\HOORZ�ErRZn). 2n iWV FRnFaYH VXrIaFH WKH parWiaO rHPainV RI an iPprHVVHG inVFripWiRn in OaWH %rāKPì VFripW  has been 
identified as the well-known \e dharmā formula. These tablets were usually stamped on a tablet prepared by hand, as 
we can see from the presence of fingerprints on the back (Taddei 1970).191 All these characteristics allow us to identify 
BKG 11700 as an inscribed clay tablet of Type B (Taddei 1970: 74). Its inscription is arranged in three preserved lines, 
and it is possible that a short fourth line was lost. 

Only a few of the letters are preserved well enough to be read with any confidence, as follows: 

�. " .ā >ja@ p>ā@ 

2. + ? ta ? gha 

3. + + + ? dha 

 
191 Also noted by Khan, Wahab 2012: 61. 
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Paleographically, the inscription appears to belong to the second half of the first millennium CE, if the last akгara in line 
one iV FRrrHFWO\ inWHrprHWHG aV a pā ZiWK KaOI-FORVHG WRp, GHVFHnGinJ riJKW VWHP, anG YHrWiFaO ā mātrā to the right. 

Discussion 

Both the stupa-shaped tsha tshas and the clay tablets associated with them are commonly found in Buddhist 
archaeological contexts across Central Asia, the Himalayas, and East Asia. For instance, specimens similar to those of 
Barikot were found by Svend Helms in the Buddhist Sacred Area of Old Kandahar (to be published in a forthcoming 
volume by Michele Minardi) (Fig. 8). However, the main concentration of these objects so far seems to be in the 
Gangetic Plain (Taddei 1970: 79).  

Specimens of stupa-shaped tsha tshas, KaYH EHHn IRXnG in *ĬGXO-i ՋKanJarān (*Ka]ni) anG .Kara-Khoto (China). In 
WKH arHa RI *ĬGXO-i ՋKanJarān (aV in %ariNRW), PiniaWXrH VWXpaV RI 7\pH & (FI. *$. ��-70) and Type E (cf. GA. 64 and 
GA. 65) have been found, along with other types of tsha tshas, such as inscribed plaques, sometimes decorated with 
images of stupas or the Buddha.192  Additionally, there are some examples of tsha tsha tablets as well (Taddei 1970). 

In 1966, a cluster of twenty tsha tshas was found in Hund (Swabi district, Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa; cf. Khaw, Saidin 2013). 
All the tsha tshas found there were in the shape of clay tablets. Based on their epigraphic content, they can be divided 
into two groups: 1) statements of profession of Buddhist faith; 2) ye dharmā formula (Fig. 7).  

The presence of Buddhist tablets containing the ye dharmā formula has been also recorded in Perlis.193 A total of twenty-
one tablets were recorded, with only seven of them well preserved. The tsha tshas from Perlis can be dated to the tenth 
century CE (Khaw, Saidin 2013). They share the same manufacturing characteristics as those found in Barikot (i.e., 
round shape, fillet, concave surface). More recently, in 2011, some tsha tsha of Type E (stupas; 5.9 × 4.5 cm) and Type 
B (tablets from decayed stupa models; 2.2 cm of diameter) were discovered in Manyar, Swat, just one kilometre east of 
Barikot (Khan, Wahab 2012 – Fig. 9).194  

In general, tsha tshas are considered Buddhist ex voto, which became popular at least by the tenth century CE. The 
first tsha tshas were seemingly first produced in the Indian subcontinent; however, due to their easy manufacture and 
the fact that they were intended to be left by pilgrims at various Buddhist sites as offerings, they quickly spread to all 
areas influenced by Buddhism. Even if their shape was different, their function was always the same: they were used in 
the practice of dāna, especially during pilgrimages to the sacred sites. Tsha tshas were easily made using unbaked clay, 
with the help of moulds; at present, there is no direct archaeological evidence related to these matrices in Barikot (nor 
from the other mentioned sites). Pilgrims probably used to take the moulds with them during their trips to produce 
the tsha tshas when needed (Tucci 1932). The availability of inexpensive materials and the simple method of production 
IRr WKHVH ֡aPXOHWV֢ VXppRrWV WKH K\pRWKHViV WKaW WKHrH ZHrH nR VpHFiaOised centres to produce tsha tshas. However, 
monasteries may have played an important role in both the manufacturing process and the subsequent diffusion of these 
objects.  

Tsha tshas remain popular. For instance, in Tibetan Buddhism mouldings are kept within families for generations and 
tsha tshas are still made on the streets in proximity to Buddhist sites (e.g., Magnatta 2024). As in the past, the miniature 
stupa-shaped tsha tshas contain an inscribed tablet, which can now be a small paper scroll rolled and inserted into the 

 
192 Other similar examples come from Dunhuang (BM 2011,3047.2, sixth-seventh century CE) and Khara-khoto (BM 1928,1022.59, 11th-
13th century CE). 
193 These tsha tshas were found in Gua Kurong Batang and in Gua Berhala (Khaw, Saidin 2013). 
194 ֡These stupa models probably came from somewhere near a Buddhist site, which once located at the Manyar village֢ (Khan, Wahab 2012: 
62). 
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bottom of the tsha tsha, sealed with a clay plug (Phuntsho 2021). Both the manufacturing characteristics and the purpose 
of the objects as ex-votos remain the same over time. 

 
 

Fig. 2 – Fragment of BKG 5667 from BKG 14 Fig. 3 – Fragment of BKG 5665 
 

 
 

Fig. 4 – Tablet BKG 5666 
 
 

Fig. 1 – Bhutan: tsha tshas. Photo by LMO. 
[Fig. 2 – Fragment of BKG 5667 from BKG 14] 

[Fig. 3 – Fragment of BKG 5665] 
[Fig. 4 – Tablet BKG 5666] 
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Fig. 5 – BKG 5665 and 5666 at discovery. 
Fig. 6 – BKG 5789 
Fig. 7 – BKG 11700 from BKG 24.1 

Fig. 8 – Tsha tsha from the Buddhist sacred area of Old 
Kandahar. D. max: 8.3 and 7.6 cm. © Old Kandahar Project 
– MM.  
Fig. 9 – Tsha tsha from Manyar, Swat (after Khan, Wahab 
2012: 61-62, pls. 18a-b) 
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Fig. 1 – Bhutan: tsha tshas. Photo by LMO.
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Fig. 3 – Fragment of BKG 5665
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Fig. 4 – Tablet BKG 5666
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Fig. 6 – BKG 5789
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Fig. 7 – BKG 11700 from BKG 24.1
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Fig. 9 – Tsha tsha from Manyar, Swat (after Khan, Wahab 2012: 61-62, pls. 18a-b) 

Fig. 8 – Tsha tsha from the Buddhist sacred area of Old Kandahar. D. max: 8.3 and 7.6 cm. k Old Kandahar Project – 
MM. 
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