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During their carlier visits, late Dzongsar Ngari Choddje Thingo Rinpoche and S.v.d Heide
had rediscovered near the Tibetan border a complex of various temple sites, some hewed oy
of the rock, Exceptional wall paintings probably dating back to the late 11", beginning of the
12" and the 14% century were found, the iconographical features of which are common 1o
the Kadam, the Sakya and Drukpa Kagyu traditions (Pl. 1).

Studies were subsequently carried out to sift through the art-historical evidence of early
Buddhist wall and ceiling paintings in ancient cave temples throughout Upper Mustang (most
of which are now threatened by decay), document them and ascertain relations among them,

I shall introduce three different sites within the present monastic complex, which is called
Chidzong (chos rdzong), *Stronghold of Dharma”. It contains paintings from different centuries
that are seemingly under the influence of different schools, as witnessed by, among other things,
how Tantrik themes are treated.

WRITTEN HISTORY

OF particular interest for the history of Chiidzong is a ting-yig (spring vig) — a written
message — dating from the 13" century that Dzongsar Ngari Thingo Rinpoche was able to
examine at the palace of Lo Manthang. This document refers to the cave temple site and
identifies it as being affiliated 1o the Kadam and Sikya traditions. The message itself was writien
by King Bumde gén, the influential ruler of Gungthang (Bum lde, 1253-12380).

In the message, he orders that puja ceremonies should henceforth always be carried out
in Chédzong in honour of Lama Sharawa Yonten Dakpa (1070-1141), a famous Tibetan master
of the Kadampa school, otiginally from Zho, who according to the ting-yig had stayed for
three months in the holy temple of Chédzong when he could not proceed further due to high
water blocking his way.

Lama Sharawa Yonten Dakpa's teacher was the well known Potoba (1031-1106), an
abbot of the Radeng Monastery, and one of the three important disciples of the famous
Kadampa Master Domtiinpa (1004-1064), who himself was a disciple of the great Kadampa-
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Just how highly the lama was esteemed - even more than hundred years later - and
the 1(. ada.m' pa SCI'HJD{ES a whole as well-is attested by King Bumde-gn's written
srder to carry out puja ceremonies at the Chodzong temple. :

Lo Manthang along with the neighbouring areas of Dolpo and Ma W |
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sacking of the great Sakya master Phagpa (1235-1280), who was the religious and secular
ruler of Tibet during that time, and the Mongolians. The Gungthang rulers were in fact related
o the Sakya Khon family.

i may be noted, finally, that Padmasambhava is said 1o have visited the site where Choedzong
jater stood on his way to Tibet, and a rock with the imprint of his head can still be seen there.*

ATISA’S INFLUENCE IN MUSTANG

Dzongsar Ngari Thingo Rinpoche cited a biography of Marpa’ that reporis that Atisa
ravelled to Guge via the old trade route through Upper Mustang and met Marpa there when
the latter was serving the great Tibetan scholar NydLotsawa (gmyos lo)* in Gerphu (Gerphu)
and Nyephu. We know that during his three-year stay in Purang-Guge Atisa had a disciple
from Lo with him whose name was Lama Tonpa Yangrab (ston pa yang rab), and who later
became well known throughout West Tibet.*

\. See mar lo rnam thar dad pa 't my gl Fo. 36, 4-6 and find explanations in the next chapter
2 concerning the life of Padmasambhava see Essen and Thingo /Dzongsar Ngari Rinpoche 1991
3 Mar lo rnam thar mthong ba don yod, fol. 9r, 19 and fol. 10v, 19

4 short for gnyos lo 153 ba

5 see Roerich 1996: 262; Dhungel 2002: 49
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be assumed that Atisa paved the wuyl‘unhediﬂ'usiunui‘ludim pala art in West Tibet and
for Nepalese artists to visit the prosperous kingdom of Purang-Guge.

We know now that the great Buddhist masters Atisa, Marpa and Milarepa (1040-1123y
and the even earlier master Rinchen Zangpo® had all spent some time during the 11" century
in the Lo Mustang region, in some cases on their way 10 Purang-Guge. They all contributed
10 a renaissance of Buddhism set in motion by the king and later Lama Yeshe O and his nephew
Jangehub O, who continued the legacy of his uncle.”

This had an enormous impact on the neighbouring areas of Purang-Guge and Mustang,
Mustang being the southernmost region 1o which the Buddhist revival spread. Monasteries and
temples from different Buddhist schools were founded. Famous Buddhist scholars from the
Nyingma and Kadampa traditions, and from the Sakya and Kagyu schools as well, travelled
10 or from West Tibet through Mustang, or else through other regions (€.g. Ladakh, Kinnaur
or Spiti) on their way to Purang-Guge, which controlled almost all these arcas during the 107
and 12* centuries.

It was during this time of prosperity and change under fresh impulses from mainly West
Tibet, but also from the Kathmandu Valley, that the Chédzong monastic complex scems to
have been founded, followed by the construction of chapels and temples, which continued 1o
be erected even after the 12" century.

THE OLDEST SITE IN CHODZONG

The oldest paintings of the site were found below the main complex in a fragmentarily
preserved grotto (PL. 2), which probably originally formed part of a small temple. Both the
walls and roof of this temple, the whole of which tapers upward pyramidally, are furnished
with paintings. In the upper portion is portrayed what is presumably a scholar of the Buddhist

6. see Martin 2001, 142-144

7. Milarepa also had visited Mustang and stayed there one year on his way 1o lake Minisirovar, as
Ngari Thingo Rinpoche found in one of the biographies written on Milarepa (mi la ras pa” i raam
mgur 1999, 365-369),

sce Klimburg-Salter 1997: 34
9, see Vilali 1996

e
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MAIN COMPLEX: ENTRANCE HALL, LHAKHANG AN
pEDICATED TO INITIATORY AND PROTECTIVE DEITIES 2

Abitabove F]:g.ﬁte'ﬁfthe first discoveries can be found the main temple of the Chdzong
omplex (PL. 4) mcludm.g an attached temple dedicated to initiatory and protective deiti
W'M}' The temple is cmwm_ed by a pyramid-like vault, which leads over 1o a mml '::::
of caves that are 0o Innget accessible. The front side of the temple consists of layers of sfm:
nd carth, while the backside of the complex gives way to the preponderance of conglomerate
gaund in the cave complex. This cliff cave site can be assigned to the Buddhist Drukpa Ka
The main building contains an entrance hall, along with a [ha khang, and mwa:?:ius
ihe back. @ temple dedicated to initiatory and protective deities that is connected to the lha
pang by @ nAITOW, very low corridor. The entrance hall of the main temple is about 5.50m
jong and 1.50m wide. Along the sides the entrance to the ha khang, to the right and left,

there are wall paintings with images of the Lokapilas, protectors of the cardinal directions.

To the right are Virlipiksa, protector of the west, and Vaisravana, protector of the north.
To the left are Viridhaka, protector of the south (his image has faded), and Dhritarastra,
"plotector of the cast.

On the right-hand wall is also depicted a Wheel of Life (bhavacakra). On the lefi-hand

wall there are barely recognizable images of Buddha

$ikyamuni and Buddha Amitayus surrounded by long life symbols. The wall paintings date
from a more recent period, and were coated with a protein-based glaze, which led to the
early decay of the motifs. Originally there were prabably older paintings in the entrance hall,
which were then later painted over, The wall paintings in the [ha khang should also be assigned
a more recent date. :

It is said that a number of lamas lived at the site 60 to 80 vears ago and made an attempl

o restore some of the old paintings. Canonical writings have been placed ona pedestal next
to the corridor in the rear part of the lha khang. Next to the pedestal is the altar area, with

10. ‘The Kadampa tradition is an early Buddhist school that arose paraliel with the Nyingma. lts doctrines
mpswdmdnwnﬂwmgh:h:ﬂak:mpumd,mm importantly, the Gelugpa schools. Besides,
the Kadam teachings were also introduced into the Kagyl schools through Gampopa.



statues. To the right of it the
. His ritual drum still hangs above
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position to the right of it, and finally a statue of the Green Tara.

Other figures are located on top of the wooden case: from lefi to right, Padmasambhava,
in the middle next to him a statue of the Bodhisattva Sadaksari-Avalokitedvara, and to the

On a pedestal shelf that extends along the wall there is an approximately 1 m high statue
of the Buddha Sikyamuni centrally positioned above the altar arca, and flanked by two small
Sakyamuni sculptures, 80 cm and 55 em in height. To the right of the central figure there is
a statue of Maitreya, some 90 cm, followed by a smaller Buddha Sakyamuni, ca. 75 cm high.
The five statues can be dated to the 16% or 17" century.

On the wall behind the altar area are seen scholars from the tradition of the Kagyu School.
The paintings on the right-hand side represent. starting at the altar and moving towards the
front entrance, first of all Padmasambhava, flanked by the Yidam Guru Dragpo and Dakini
Simhamukha. These are followed by the 42 peaceful deities of the Mandala of the 100 peaceful
and wrathful deities (zhi khro't dkyil “khor), in the middle of who are the Adi-Buddha
Samantabadra, flanked by the Tathagatas Amitibha, Amoghasiddhi, Aksobhya and
Ratnasambhava, each in union with his female partner. In the Iha khang entrance area, on
the sidewall to the right, are paintings containing depictions of a local rsen protective deity
(hisan) along with the protective deity Caturbhuja-Mahiksla. On the left-hand side of the
entrance are wall paintings displaying the protective goddess.

& Devi (dpal ldan tha mo) astride her mule, and next to her the raven-headed Dharmapila
Kakamukha. These paintings are followed on the lefi-hand wall (as seen from the entrance)
by the 58 wrathful deities of the Mandala of 100 Peaceful and Wrathful Deities. with Sri Mahd-
Heruka in the middle. Next to them is the image of the Buddha Sakyamuni, flanked by two
of his favourite disciples and surrounded by the 35 Buddhas of Confessions of guilt.
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" enting meditation deities of the highest Tantrik level (Mahavoga Tantra), ﬁzmge—hﬂlde;ﬁls
ofthe various Tibetan El:hﬂ?ls a.nd Mahasiddhas are complemented by six painted carthen/
lay figures, some of them hfe-.sEm,_ representing protective deities of the Tibetan pantheon.
WW about these deities is the fact that they are placed in a random configuration
in the e.

On a stoné pedestal in front of the wall along the right-hand side of the corridor stands
s painted earthen sculpture of Vairavaga, ca. 75 cm high. In front of it is a wooden box,
in which butter lamps were probably once kept, along with a stone slab for receiving offerings

et jiip.

The central figure in the middle of the temple is a fully rounded earthen statue of the four-
mﬁﬁmﬁﬂm&mja-hiahﬁkﬂh.hmmlmmn high, he is sitting on a lotus, and surrounded
by his retinue (P1. 5). Among the retinue are, situated in front of him to the right and left, and
sext 10 the right-hand wall, three figures of Karma-Mahakala Kakamukha (the raven-headed
god), each approximately 160cm tall, and each represented in a posture and with a hand
gesture of his own (P1. 6). Further, to the left and right in front of the central figure are the
lion-headed Dharmapila Simhavaktra (appr. 160 cm) and a local tsen (brsan) demon (appr.
170 cm), who is featured hereas a protective deity (Pl. 7). These two figures, too, also are
part of Caturbhuja’s retinue. The age of these sculptures is very difficult to determine, given
that they have been painted over in places. It appears in any case that the Caturbhuja-Mahikala
and the three versions of the raven-headed deity were sculpted at the same time as the wall
paintings of the meditation deities, dating from the 14% century, that surround them. Dharmapéla
Simhavakra and the fsen protective god are amateurish works in comparison with the other
figures, and could not have been produced in the same epoch as the wall paintings. An

approximately 70cm-tall statue set on the floor close to the right-hand wall represents the greal
yogi and poet Milarepa.

The cult room is adorned with wall paintings of the deities of the Mahayoga Tantra, which
suggests that originally initiations and other rituals associated with these deities were performed
here. Both stylistically and technically, these paintings compare favourably with a number of
the images in the Sumtsek of Alchi Monastery in Ladakh, which were produced much earlier
(around 1200). Besides, there are several resemblances with wall paintings of different images
at the Sadaksari chapel, north wall, at the Shalu Monastic complex in Tibet, dated to the early



14* century'': the patterns of the fabrics wom by Avalokite$vara and Rahula, for example,
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Chédzong. Whereas the paintings along the entrance wall have decayed to the point where

A frieze below the ceiling leads around the entire cult room. It displays images of scholars,
Mahdsiddhas and Bodhisattvas, above who is situated an omamental slat embellished with
double flounces (phur ma) in imitation of a Tibetan curtain, A fricze running around the whole
room is likewise visible beneath the images. It displays representations of the retinues of the
meditation deities depicted above it. One can estimate that the cult room was originally fitted
out with a total of 15 images of meditation deities. Only the first four representations to the
right wall - when looking towards the front - can still be identified. These are the Tantrik
meditation deities Buddhakapala (P1. 8), Vajrasattva Yogamvara (P1. 9) and, presumably, the
sixteen-armed Cakrasamvara (Pl. 10) together with Hevajra (P1. 11) each in union with his
female partner.

Along the front are depicted, from right to left, the meditation deities Kalacakra (P. 12),
Dakasagara-Samvara, Vajradhdtu (Pl. 13) and Guhyasamija (P1. 14), all in union with their
partners.

On the left-hand wall, looking from the rear back towards the entrance, there are only
three meditative deities, since the fourth one has decomposed. They are the buffalo-headed
Vajrabhairava and two images from the series of Paficakila- Yamdantakas (P1.15): first Vajra-
Yamintaka (P1. 16) and then Padma Yamdntaka, each united with his partner.

The iconographic adornment of the space beneath the dome is devoted to images of the
lineage-holders of the various Tibetan schools and to images of Mahasiddhas, all of them
surrounded by life-like floral motifs that fill up the vault of the dome. Unfortunately, the paintings
in the vault of the dome that are located above the entrance wall- have been completely
destroyed, along with a large surface above the lefi-hand sidewall. The best-preserved image
is that of a scholar, perhaps the son of Khoin Khiinchog Gyalpo (1034-1102), Sachen Kiinga
Nyingpo (1092-1158), the first of the five Sakya hierarchs and the third to occupy the throne
of the Sakya line (Pl. 17).

He is surrounded by other famous scholars of the Sakya tradition: under him to the nght,
presumably, Phagpa Lodr8 Gyaltshen (1235-1280), the religious and secular ruler of Tibet

1. See Neumann, 2001, 40
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o yyan period; and above the latter, portrayed in somewhat ize. the Mahasiddha
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#ﬂﬁmbﬁ the 1magcm Khin dnchog Gyalpo, the founder of the Sakya school. Over
#ﬁgntﬂf]‘ﬂ-mﬂ s image beneath the vault of the dome is probably that of the Adi-
, Vajradhara, Wi ch has suffered much damage. He is flanked below and to his right
HW- cholax, no longer identifiable, above whom another smaller depiction of the Mahasiddha
Vilipd can be seen. Judging by his headgear, the scholar to the left of Vajradhara may be

" 1der of the Kagyu School. Under him 1o the leftis a smal :
:meﬁmm n of an unidentificd Mahasiddha small figure together with

The paintings under the vault of the dome above the left-hand side wall have all been
jestroyed except for what is probably an image of the important translator Ngog (rngog)
{otsawa (1059-1109) off to the far right, towards the front wall. He is also called Loden
Sherab'?, as an inscription that still needs to be accurately read testifies to. The vault of the
wiling can only have been painted after the 11" century, as proved by the type of clothing
wom by the scholars. The great Indian master Alisa introduced this type of clothing for the
upper body during his sojourn in Tibet,

THE SMALL INITIATORY TEMPLE ABOVE THE MAIN COMPLEX

The small initiation temple in the uppermost part of the complex of Chidzong was accessible
only with special gear, along a vertiginous path. Other cave temple sites and monks” cells above
sare no longer within reach. Scholars have more o less been faced with a scene of desolation.
Hardly one of the impressive paintings of Tantrik meditation deities, Bodhisattvas and what
are probably Sakya «cholars - still had recognizable facial features. These figures seem to have
been wilfully destroyed, but no one was able to supply any relevant information.

The cave-like cult room hewn out of the cliff - approximately 2 % 3 m - is completely

at the front, the entrance having been destroyed, and what remains having been exposed

o the elements. Five representations arc identifiable, virtually all on the right-hand sidewall or

along the front. A few fragments can be found on the left-hand wall, but there is only one

figure that of & deity, which 1s still relatively intact; all the other images no longer exist. It 15
no longer pessible 10 reconstruct how the temple site was originally laid out.

—————

12. rNgog Lo tsd ba = the translator (lo tsd baj {rom the ri¥gog clan. Loden Sherab (blo Idan Shes
rab) is his ordination name.
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(P1. 18). Bodhisattvas and scholars, presumably of the Sakya tradition, surround him (Pl, 19,
Next to them is the image of Sarvavid Vairocana (P1. 20) sitting on a lotus throne and
by 37 deities of the retinue from his Mandala. Clearly drawn ouﬂim::. are visible only o 5
fcwirm;gminﬂmmﬂtmmmwhidagimﬁgtuﬂ:aﬁumpﬁm lhauhu lines were later retraceg.
The colours red, black and ochre, being more resistant to weathering, are better preserved
than, say, the colour blue.

In the middle of the right-hand wall towards the back is a central image, probably thy
of Sachen Kiinga Nyingpo or Domtonpa, flanked by two no longer identifiable lamas, ope
of them being probably Atisa with a Stiipa in hands (P 21) and surrounded by masters of
the Sakya tradition whose faces are no longer identifiable either (PL. 22). Abc?vc Kunga Nyingpo,
and below the vault of the ceiling, is the image of what is presumably the Adi-Buddha Vajradhara
(P1. 23), who, in spite of the destruction, has what appear to be a bell and a vajra in his
hands, surrounded by floral motifs,

On the front wall is the twelve-armed meditation god Cakrasamvara, in union with his
female partner and surrounded by a flame-like mandorla. He, though like the images above
him of what appear to be masters belonging to the Sakya tradition, is almost completely
unrecognizable. The last identifiable image, located on the lefi-hand wall, is that of the sixteen-
armed Hevajra in union with his partner (Pl. 24). He is surrounded probably by masters
belonging to the initiatory tradition of the Sakya School. On this wall, too, alongside floral
omamentation of an archaic appearance, are flame-like floral motifs, but these are only fragmentarily
preserved. The remaining paintings on the lefi-hand wall have by now fallen vietim to erosion
and weathering.

To judge by the style and colour scheme, the paintings in the cult room cannot have been
produced later than the 13™ century; and probably not even later than the end of the 12*,

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The studies Dzongsar Ngari Thingo Rinpoche and the author carried out at the cliff cave
site of Mentsun Lhakhang'' and the discovery of the cave temples of Dragrangjung, Kénchog"
and now Chodzong, have cast new light on aspects of the continuous development of early
Buddhist art in Mustang from the 11™ century on, at a time when it was under the influence

13. setforth in a recent public lecture in Sikkim at the Namgyal Institute for Tibetology in 2008, which
will be published in 2010

4. also introduced by the author in Sikkim in 2008a
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- ﬂmimseﬂfpaiptsaqdnﬂmrwchniqm. It remains for other scholars to broaden
{he lintle knowledge that this article is meant to provide.

|n any Case, WE can now better Llnl:lu'stmﬂhuw a spiritual and cultural centre of Buddhists
was able to develop so quickly following the founding of the kingdom of Mustang by King
Amepal in the 15™ century, inasmuch as a firm basis for it had been laid long before.
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Pl 3 Master of the Kadampa school & Bodhisaltvas
Avalokitedvara, Amityus, Vajrapam
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Pl 7 Tsen demon of the retinue

PI 9 Vajrasaniva Yogamvira PL 10 Cakrasamvari
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Pl. 11: Hevajra Pl. 12: KSlacakra

Pl 13; Vairadhit Pl

14 Gulvasania
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Fl. 16 Vajra YamSntaka,
i Pafcakuls- Yamdntakas)

Pl 17 Padm Yamdntaki Pl 18 Pancakula-Yamfniakas
{ Pancakula Yunantakas) & Vajrabhairava
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PL 19. Sachen Kunga Nyingpo (1092-1158), flanked §

by Phagpa (1235-1280), MahAsiddha Viropa. Sakyn

Poandita (1182-1251), Khon Khonchog Gywlpo (1034
102y

Pl 2 Amatibha and his retinue

PI. 21: Sakyapa master
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pi 22: Sarvavid Vairocana

Pl. 23; Sachen Kunga Nyingpo (1092-1158). flanked
maost probably by Atisa (982-1054), lefi, and unknown
scholar

Pl 24: Masters of the Sakya Tradition
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FL 25: Adi-Buddha Vajradhara with
Ghanta and Vajra

Pl. 26 Sixteenarmed Hevajra in Yab-Yum
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