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The Dharmarijas of Gyantsé.
Their Indian and Tibetan Masters,
and the Iconography of the Main Assembly Hall in Their Vihara

Erberto F. Lo Bue

This contribution is meant to draw attention to the role played by the kingdom of
Gyantsé, in southwest Tibet, in establishing direct contacts with important Indian
Buddhist masters in the 15™-century, as reflected also by the iconography of several
temples in the dPal ’khor chos sde, the “Glorious Dharma Enclave” of Gyantsé,
and to describe the iconographic programme in the main assembly hall of its gTsug
lag khang (Vihara) primarily on the basis of a first translation, as literal as possible,
of relevant sections from ’Jigs med grags pa’s historical text »Gyal rtse chos rgyal gyi
rnam par thar pa dad pa’i lo thog dngos grub kyi char bebs — started in 1479 and
completed in 1481' — from its 1987 Lhasa edition compared with the correspond-
ing ones in the manuscript belonging to Tucci’s Tibetan Fund*and checked against
the pictures taken 7 situ by Giada Rossi.> Such translation is meant to supplement
the relevant information afforded by Giuseppe Tucci in his partial traslations of
"Jigs med grags pa’s text as published in the appendix to the second volume of his
Tibetan Painted Scrolls.*

1. [Cags mo glang gi lo hor zla brgyad pa, the eighth month of the female iron ox year according
to the Mongolian way of figuring month and year generaly adopted in Tibetan calendar system; cf.
"Jigs med grags pa 1987, 378 (where the date 1421 in the front jacket flap is a misprint for 1481), Tucci
Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 929 (where part of the date of the completion of the text is missing) and
"Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980, 670. The manuscript, consisting of 942 pages, is listed in De Rossi
2003, 338, n0. 694.

2. De Rossi 2003, 338, no. 695, where the dates of the composition of the text are given: 1479-
1481. The colophon of the Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 931-932 states that it was copied by a scribe
from Gyantsé from the original manuscript text (ma dpe) extant at Ri khrod dGa’ ldan in a sa pho byi
ba year, which might correspond to 1520 at the earliest.

3. During the translation of sections of ’Jigs med grags pa’s work as part of my courses in classical
Tibetan at the University of Bologna, I related the wall paintings in the assembly hall of the gTsug lag
khang as indicated in the text to their positions on the walls, suggesting to Giada Rossi, a student of
mine who was very keen on the subject, to photograph the wall paintings in the ground-floor temples
described in the text, which she did in November 2013, my first field work in Gyantsé having taken
place in 1987 and my last visit having occurred in 1996. Giada Rossi photographed the wall paintings
whose positions I had located tentatively on a plan of the gTsug lag khang on the basis of ’Jigs med
grags pa’s description and related a number of her pictures to the text as translated by me.

4. Tucci 1980, 662-670. In his letter of the 12th July 1989 Luciano Petech pointed out to me that
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The first nucleus of the dPal ’khor bde chen, the monastic enclave of Gyantsé
which later came to be known as dPal ’khor chos sde, was raised by dPal Ildan bzang
po (1318-1370), the founder of the Gyantsé dynasty, probably during the first two
decades of the latter half of the 14™ century. Indeed an inscription in its gTsug lag
khang, the main and earliest foundation at the site, reports that the one hundred
and twenty-five images of the Bhadrakalpa cycle painted on the eastern wall of
the assembly-hall were commissioned by the chos rgyal (Dharmaraja) dPal bzang.s
None of the names of the three painters mentioned in the inscription appears
among those of the artists who worked in the nearby Great Stupa in the following
century.

The founder of the monastic enclave of Gyantsé (Fig. 1), in which even Newar
coppersmiths from the Nepal Valley ¢ were involved along with Tibetan masters”
in various arts and crafts, was dPal ldan bzang po’s grandchild, the Dharmaraja
Rab brtan kun bzang "Phags pa (1389-1443), who found somehow small the earlier
gTsug lag khang® raised by his grandfather before 1370 and decided to expand it in
order to host a large statue of the Buddha to be raised in accordance with a new-
ly-discovered iconometric drawing reporting the measures of the image housed
in the Mahabodhi temple of Bodhgaya, India, in whose direction the new Vihara
of Gyantsé with its main image came to be oriented.” King Rab brtan kun bzang
"Phags pa had a special relationship with contemporary Indian Buddhist masters
as reflected by the iconography of several temples in the dPal ’khor chos sde, such
as the Lam ’bras IHa khang (Path and Fruit Temple), on the top floor of the west-
ern projection of the same monastic building, housing the great three-dimensional
mandala of Cakrasamvara according to the tradition of the Indian mahdsiddha
Luipa in its very middle.”

apparently the manuscript used by him, the same used by me, did not correspond to the one used by
Tucci, who translated a different edition that could not be traced, as was the case for other texts used
by the latter for publication and subsequently disappeared from his library. My own translation work
in Lo Bue 2016 confirms Petech’s impression.

5. Cf. Tucci 194111, 8 and 136-137. An inscription on the eastern wall of the gTsug lag khang
mentions the chos rgyal dPal bzang, namely dPal-ldan-bzang-po, as the donor of the wall paintings
illustrating one hundred and twenty-five images of the Bhadrakalpa cycle.

6. See ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 63: Bal bor zangs mgar ba.

7. Ibid., 63: dpon mo che, the term normally used in texts and inscriptions at Gyantsé and else-
where to designate also master artists.

8. Ibid., 65: ¢Tsug lag kbang sngar brtsigs pa khbyon chung zhig chung.

9. The chief images raised in the new temples of the Vihira and of the nearby Great Stupa were
to be fashioned according to the same proportions. See Lo Bue 2016, 135.

10. Jigs med grags pa 1987, 87: [T¢ ba’i char bCom ldan ‘das dpal ’Khor lo bde mchog grub chen
Lit bi pa’ lugs dkyil “khor chen po rten dang bcas pa/ rgyn rin po che las grub pa blos blangs kyi
tshul dn.
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The painted clay statues at the sides of the triad of Vajradhara flanked by Va-
jrasattva and by the Mother Vajratopa,” occupying the central part of the western
wall, the main one, represent the lineage of Indian and Tibetan masters cherishing
the tantric teachings of the Path and Fruit centred around Cakrasamvara following
Luipa’s tradition. Of the Indian masters portrayed in the statues placed along the
walls, mention should be made of the i-century scholar Gayadhara (Fig. 2), who
travelled three times to Tibet, where he spent five years teaching the great Tibetan
scholar "Brog mi and helping him to translate many important tantric texts at the
monastery founded by the latter, and where he was to die.”

On the surfaces of the walls above the statues is portrayed a group of “eighty-
eight great yogins who attained siddbi™ headed by Luipa. The number of those
masters is of no concern here since several sets are known to exist* and this particu-
lar one may have been transmitted either by Gling ras pa® or by the abbot of Bodh-
gayi, the Mahapandita Sri Sariputra (ca. 1335-1426),° the last figure painted in the
sequence (Fig. 3), who had been invited to the court of the emperor Chengzu by
an important Ming embassy in the female water snake year 1413,” reached Gyantsé
in the fourth month of the male wood horse year 1414 and was a guest of the royal
family there, spending a couple of months at the monastery of ICang ra.’®

1. Ibid., 86: Yum rDo rje snyems ma. See translation below.

2. See Lo Bue—Ricca 1990, 442-443.

13. Jigs med grags pa 1987, 87: De dag gi steng phyogs kyi ngos rnams la grub pa thob pa’i rnal
byor chen po brgyad cu rtsa brgyad. It is not clear how the figure of eighty-eight yogins was worked
out by ’Jigs med grags pa. Schroeder (2006, 15 and 24-25) counts eighty-six main figures. However, he
does notinclude the portrait of a Tibetan master painted without a caption at the centre of the upper
register of the western wall, between Luipa and Nagarjuna (Lo Bue-Ricca 1990, 412 and 418, pl. 149,
top left), and there may well be such another figure portrayed in the murals. Be that as it may, the
figure “eighty” reported in the inscriptions in the temple may well stand for “some eighty”, as is often
the case when referring to this set (cf. the following note).

14. See for example Smith 2006. Templeman (2007, 71) points out that “in lesser works [...] we
end up with a generic and largely unhelpful single list of 84 siddhbas which generally lies at the heart of
much of the confusion concerning precisely how such traditions as this are never static but constantly
evolving to this very day”. In order to contextualize the social and literary background from which
those tantric masters emerged, Templeman appropriately refers to Davidson 2002.

15. Cf. Lo Bue—Ricca 1990, 431.

16. For these dates, and a serious and scholarly examination of Sri Siriputra’s life see McKeown
2010. Shastri 2002, 130 states that Sériputra arrived at Gyantsé “sometime in 1418”, introduces errors
in the chronology of the history of Gyantsé and furthermore, possibly following the wrong date pub-
lished in the front jacket flap of the 1987 Lhasa edition, attributes "Jigs med grags pa’s work to 1421,
before the construction of most of temples in the gTsug lag khang and of the sKu "bum.

r7. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 49.

18. Ibid., s0-52: Shing pho rta’i lo la/ [ ...] ’Di lo zla ba bzhi pa’i nang du/ [ ...] chos kyi rje pan chen
[dpal Sha ri’i bu] Shakya Shri Sha ri pu tra Maha swa mi [dpal Sha ri’i bu] zhes mtshan yongs su
grags pa de nyid/ ta bzbin [li chen ] gyis spyan drangs nas phebs kyi yod pa’i bsu ba la/ chos kyi ryal po
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Pan chen Sri Sariputra, as he is called in the caption painted under his portrait
in the Lam ’bras Temple, performed the consecration ceremony of a six-arcade
bridge with a stupa rising in the middle of it, which Rab brtan kun bzang had built
across the Myang river, giving its name to the region, to reach nearby Gyantsé. The
inner walls of the stupa were painted with nine large mandalas, whereas figures
of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas were painted on its sides.” In 1420-1421 the gilded
copper statue of Sikyamuni (Fig. 4) occupying the central position in the main
temple (grsang khang) of the gTsug lag khang at Gyantsé was fashioned according
to the proportions of the image housed in the Mahabodhi temple at Bodhgaya and
following the model of a statue obtained from India by Sri Sériputra, and the nails
and hair of that scholar, who was regarded as a root-guru in the entourage of the
king of Gyantsé, were placed inside that statue.*

Below the image of Sri Siriputra there is the portrait of Kun dga’ bkra shis rgyal
mtshan, who is placed first among the dignitaries of the monastery of Sa skya men-
tioned in the Mingshi, which gives much room to his visit to the Ming court: he
received the title of Mahayana Dharmarija from the emperor and stayed in China
from 1412 to 1414.” Through his contacts with the imperial court, Kun dga’ bkra
shis rgyal mtshan may have played a role in keeping the ties of the kings of Gyantsé
with Chengzu (r. 1402-1424), as his father had already done with Togan Temiir
(r. 1348-1368). Incidentally, the earlier connection of the Gyantsé rulers with the
Yiian dynasty through their Tibetan overlords, the abbots of Sa skya, is illustrated
by the portraits of the emperor Qubilai Khan and of Sa skya Pandita on the south-
ern wall of the very Temple of the Path and Fruit (Fig. s).

Rab brtan kun bzang ’Phags-pa was responsible for inviting another impor-
tant Indian scholar of the time, the Bengalese Vanaratna (1384-1468; Fig. 6), who

dus byung du phebs/ | ...] [Cang ra chos sder gdan “dren zhus/ [ ...] [Cang rar zla ba gnyis rtsam bzhugs
[...]. Ta bzhin stands for the Chinese # ren, “His Excellency”, and presumably refers here to the Ming
ambassador (Tucci 1980, 686, n. 91, and 703, n. 818), Li chen (editor’s note in ’Jigs med grags pa 1987,
s1), sent by the first Ming emperor, Chengzu, who invited the abbot of Bodhgaya and under whose
rule several models of the Mahabodhi temple at Bodhgaya were made (cf. Stoddard 1975, 92, pl. 65,
Pathak 1986, pls. 45-48, Lo Bue 1994b, 102, pl. 61, and Weldon-Singer 1999, 46-47, pls. 7, 7a and 7b).

19. Cf. Taranitha (?) 1983, 51-52, and "Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980, 665-666.

20. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 66-68.

21. Cf. Tucci 1980, 686, n. 93, Lo Bue—Ricca 1990, 272, pl. 92, 274-275, 456, pl. 179, and 459-460,
Ricca-Lo Bue 1993, 15, and Lo Bue 1996, 125, fig. 3, and 131.

22. During the second month of the male water dragon year 1412 the king’s father, the bdag chen
Kun dga’ "Phags pa, went to sBad cod to give a feast on the occasion of the arrival of the emperor
Chengzu’s ambassador (ra bzhin), who had come to invite Kun dga’ bkra shis rgyal mtshan, and gave
lavishly gifts to the ambassador and to his retinue of about five hundred people (Jigs med grags pa
1987, 44). For the title ta bzhin referring to Ming ambassadors see ’Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980,
686, n. 91, and Tucci 1980, 703, n. 818.
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travelled to Tibet on three different occasions and eventually settled in the Nepal
Valley.” Vanaratna’s journey to Gyantsé took place some time after 1426. That In-
dian master was an expert in the tantric tradition of the Kalacakra, which played a
fundamental iconographic role at Gyantsé first in the vimana of the palatine tem-
ple in the royal fortress on the rNam rgyal rtse mo, towering above the city, then
in the vimana at the top of the gTsug lag khang and eventually in the Great Stupa,
particularly its topmost chapel. The importance given to the Kalacakra in Gyantsé
is also related to the ties of its Dharmarajas with the princes of Zhwa lu, of whose
monastery the great Tibetan scholar Bu ston, who had been especially trained in
that tantric system, had been the abbot, and in particular with Thugs sras Lo tsa ba
Rin chen rnam rgyal (1318-1388), Bu-ston’s spiritual son, who made the Kalacakra
the main object of his teachings.*

With the construction and furnishing of the most significant and complex re-
ligious monuments in Tibet, and with his new edition of the 6Kz’ gynr, the most
important canonical collection of Buddhist texts in Tibet, Rab brtan kun bzang
"Phags pa was the last great Dharmaraja of Tibet since the imperial period. His
life represents a combination of lay power and religious faith characterized by a
broad-minded attitude towards all religious schools, including Bon, which was un-
usual in a hierocratic society in which political power tended to be a prerogative of
the clergy and of competing religious orders, eventually the dGe lugs pa under the
Dalai Lama’s succession system.

The date of the foundation of the dPal ’khor chos sde, 1418, and its attribution
primarily to mKhas grub rje as reported in Tibetan, Chinese and English on the
stele set at the entrance of the monastic compound in 1993, reflect the s Dalai La-
ma’s view of the relationship of its founder, the Dharmaraja Rab brtan kun bzang
"Phags pa, with Tsong kha pa’s famous disciple mKhas grub rje dGe legs dpal bzang
(1385-1438), called mKhas grub Rin po che by the s* Dalai Lama in his short account
of the dynasty of Gyantsé, in which the “Great Fifth” describes mKhas grub’s re-
lationship with the King of Gyantsé in the foundation of the “Glorious Dharma
Enclave” as a mchod yon (“patron-priest”) one.>

23. gZhon nu dpal, who received initiations from Vanaratna, tells his life in some detail in his
Deb ther sngon po, where he refers to Rab brtan kun bzang as “Si tu Rab bstan pa” (Goslo 1984, 935).
Portraits of Vanaratna were made in Tibet and Nepal: cf. Prats 2000, 208, fig. 176, where the portrait
is not identified properly, and Jackson 2011, 94-98, figs. 3.20-3.21.

24. Cf. Ricca-Lo Bue 1993, 17.

25. Dalai Lama V 1967, 1105 on this term see in particular Ruegg 1991. Calling mKhas grub Rin
po che mKhas grub rje in the Vaidiirya ser po, the Great Fifth states that at some point the relation-
ship between mKhas grub rje and the Dharmarija of Gyantsé ended (cf. Tucci 1980, 646 and 696, n.
412). Be that as it may, from 1431 the former declined the latter’s repeated invitations to go to Gyantsé
(Jia-He 1990, 164).
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However, Tsong kha pa’s disciple mKhas grub dGe legs dpal is not mentioned in
relation to the foundation of the dPal ’khor chos sde in the history of the Dharma-
rajas of Gyantsé, whose author mentions instead mKhas grub chen po ’Jigs med
grags pa, the author of the eulogy of the Lam ’bras Temple related to the Sa skya
tradition reported at the end of the translations included in this article, who is
mentioned elsewhere in the same history** and whose name is different from that
of Tsong kha pa’s disciple.””

Portraits of masters of the dGe lugs order, including Tsong kha pa, are con-
spicuous for their absence from the original iconographic programmes in the dPal
’khor chos sde and no chapel is devoted to that school out of the eleven opening
on the fourth storey of the Great Stupa, illustrating the chief Buddhist traditions
in Tibet, from the rNying ma to the bKa’ gdams one. There are instead portraits
of mKhas grub chen po Bo dong Phyogs las rnam rgyal, a scholar expert in the
Kalacakra tradition who had a special relationship with Gyantsé, in the chapel de-
voted to the Kalacakra tradition on the fourth storey of the sKu ’bum,*® and of the

26. For example in Jigs med grags pa 15202, Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, so. mKhas grub
chen po Jigs med grags pa should not be confused with the author of the history of the kings of
rGyal-rtse, who was “the learned Sakya monk” (Sha kya’i mang du thos pa dge slong) known by the
title of Phyogs thams cad las rnam par rgyal ba (“Victorious in All Quarters”); cf. ’Jigs med grags pa
15207, Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 926, and Tucci 1980, 669.

27. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 63 and Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 148. The Great Fifth’s iden-
tification has remained unchallenged presumably because of his reputation also as a scholar and has
been followed by Tibetan as well as Western scholars who have not noticed the confusion of mKhas
grub chen po Jigs med grags pa with mKhas grub rje dGe legs dpal bzang. There are several prece-
dents of such confusions in the Indo-Tibetan tradition, which has mixed up at least two Nagarjunas,
eight Indrabhtis, two Mar pas and half a dozen Ma gcigs (cf. Lo Bue 1994a) in spite of the fact that
in his Blue Annals’Gos gZhon nu dpal gives different dates and hagiographies for them, as well as
two different Kashmirian Buddhist female practitioners named Laksmi (cf. Lo Bue 2015, 296, n. 103).
Several important masters bearing the title of mkbas grub (panditasiddba) were present at Gyantsé in
connection with the construction of the dPal ’khor chos sde during those years: mKhas grub dByangs
can dga’ ba, who wrote a eulogy on the occasion of the consecration of the private apartment (gzim
kbang) known as gSer po mkha’ spyod in the abbot’s palace (bla ma’i pho brang, 1418; cf. Jigs med
grags pa 15202, Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 237-239); mKhas grub chen po Phyogs las rnam rgyal
from Bo dong (1375-1451), who wrote verses praising the Mahabodhi statue (1420-1421) in the main
temple as well as the ceremony of consecration of the wall paintings (1422-1423) in its deambulatory
and in the circumambulation passages of the assembly hall facing it (see relevant translations below;
cf. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 72 and 83, and Lo Bue 2016), and who in 1438 would be invited to Gyantsé
to perform the ceremonies commemorating the Awakening of Siddhirtha (cf. "Jigs med grags pa in
Tucci 1980, 666, and Lo Bue-Ricca 1990, 303); mKhas grub gSang ba bde chen and mKhas grub *Chi
med grub pa, who wrote verses in praise of the main temple, housing the Mahabodhi image (’Jigs
med grags pa 1984, 75); and mKhas grub chen po mKha’ ‘gro dbang po, who wrote verses in praise of
the Chos rgyal IHa khang (1423; see relevant translation below and cf. ’Jigs med grags pa1987,78). The
title mkhas grub chen po (mabapanditasiddba) appears also in ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 49.

28. Cf. Tucci 194111, 222, and Ricca-Lo Bue 1993, 295.
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Dharmaraja Rab brtan kun bzang identified by inscriptions on the first floor of the
gTsug lag khang and in temples on the fifth storey of the sKu ’bum (cf. Fig. 7)>.

Significantly, in the male earth dog year 1418 Rab brtan kun bzang went to the
monastery of Sa skya to receive the titles of ta’% bwsi tu, nang chen and tukang
which the Yiian emperors had already granted to his grandfather,” and then, in
the summer of the same year, he laid the foundations of the gTsug lag khang in the
chos sde> No wonder that in ’Jigs med grags pa’s account the date of the founda-
tion of the monastic compound is preceded by specific references to the Sa skya,
not dGe lugs, religious and political context, mentioning important masters such
as Sa skya Pandita (cf. Fig. 5) and as his nephew and successor ’Gro ba’i mGon po
"Phags pa, who had accepted Mongol rule and become viceroys of Quiblai Khan in
Tibet since 1249, "Phags pa having received the title of # shri (tishe, “Master of the
Emperor”) from Qubilai in 1260, a title conferred under the Yiian dynasty also to
another Sa skya master, Kun dga’ blo gros rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po (1299-1327).»

Therefore the inscription on the stele at the entry of the Vihira of Gyantsé
reflects the later Great Fifth’s attempt to involve his order in its foundation for
the purpose of obscuring the crucial role played by other Buddhist shools and re-
ligious orders, primarily the Sa skya one supported by King Rab brtan kun bzang
"Phags pa, whose ancestors had served the monastery of Sa skya also in its military
expansion in south Tibet,** and to celebrate the dGe lugs religious and political he-
gemony over southwest Tibet (gTsang), including Myang and the gTsug lag khang
of Gyantsé, following the s Dalai Lama’s conquest of that region in 1642 thanks
to his Mongol ally, the Mongol ruler Gushri Khan, whom he appointed “King”
(rGyal-po) of Tibet in reward for his military support.

King Rab brtan kun bzang 'Phags pa, unlike the s Dalai Lama,” was an en-
lightened and non-sectarian ruler, as confirmed by the edict he issued in 1440, in

29. The portrait illustrated in Fig. 7 is found in the Prajidgparamita Temple, facing north in the
bum pa on the fifth storey of the Great Stupa, and is identified as M7 dbang Kun bzang "Phags in the
general inscription running along the painted walls. In reporting that inscription Tucci (194111, 115)
places it wrongly in what he calls “Tempio primo”, whereas it is found in the northern temple hous-
ing the statue of the Prajidparamita, the third one according to Tucci’s order proceeding clockwise
from the first and main temple facing south and housing a statue of the Bhiagavata Mahimuni. Cf.
Lo Bue 2000, 389, fig. 3, and 392.

30. Taranatha (?) 1983, s2: thus dkon.

31. For more details see Ricca—Lo Bue 1993, 19.

32. Cf. Taranitha (?) 1983, 52-53, "Jigs med grags pa 1987, 63, and Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694,
147, and Jia-He 1990, 165-166.

33. Cf. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 63, and Lo Bue-Ricca 1990, 279, 1. 87.

34. See ’Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980, 662-663.

35. See for example the references in Lo Bue 2015, 27, n. 27.
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which he invited all Buddhist monks, mantrins and followers of bo#n*° to be zealous
each in the virtues of his own dbarma traditions, and thanked those subjects of
his who had supplied compulsory labour, a usual substitute for taxation in Tibet,
suffering greatly from tax-collectors, and exempted them from taxes for a three-
year period.”

The section translated below describes the images and wall paintings, mostly
covered by the smoke of candles and incense as well as the dust of almost six centu-
ries, in the circumambulation passages along the main assembly hall and in the am-
bulatory surrounding the main temple housing the statue of Mahamuni, the main
image in the gTsug lag khang at the northern end of the hall, reflecting its author’s
high degree of religious devotion as well as iconographic competence.®® Better pre-
served images such as those of the Indian master Atisa, who played a crucial role in
the renaissance of Buddhism in Tibet in the 1™ century and is unmentioned in "Jigs
med grags pa’s description, were painted after the dGe lugs takeover of the country
in the 17" century.

36. ’Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980, 668 and 746: ban de kun dang/ sngags bon rnams.
37. Cf. Ibid., 666.
38. On this chapel see Lo Bue 2016.
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Translation

The Circumambulation Passages of the Hall

Regarding the sequence of what is found externally,” as for the criterion on whose
basis the images of the Sugata are painted in the circumambulation passages (of
the) hall** as a whole, there are the images of: the vast realm (of) mThong ba don
ldan* described in the Manjuséri root tantra, painted on cotton* on the surface
to the right of the door of the three deliverances;# with that, the realm of the
nirmanakdya of the Buddha Vairocana surrounded by the whole (of his) circle
(and) “sons”** to the right side of the circumambulation passage;* the realm of the
Jjina Ajita surrounded by the sixteen Noble Mahasthaviras on the central door’s
left surface; with that, the Tathagata Nagesvararija surrounded by his “sons” and
disciples on the side to the left of the circumambulation passage; and, above the
door, the triad of the ancestral Dharmarajas*® (with) the Taras fulfillers (of) good
auspices.

Then, westwards,* there are the images represented in the figures of the realm
of the venerable Mafjughosa surrounded by all sorts of kamadevas on the right
surface (in relation to) the door (of) the Vajradhatu Temple;* to its right the realm

39. Along the corridors in the hall and the ambulatory, surrounding respectively the assembly
hall and main temple on the ground floor.

40. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 80: kbyams bskor khang.

41. Ibid.: “Meaningful to Behold”, name of a Buddha image the sight of which brings merit and
success to anyone.

42. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 80: ras bris, painted on cloth here applied to the wall, according to
a technique documented also in Himalayan areas from Ladak to Bhutan, as well as in the Tibetan
settlements in Karnataka, south India.

43. “Left” and “right” are used from the point of view of the main image in the temple, not from
that of the visitor.

44. Related Bodhisattvas, next to the previous painting.

4s. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 8o: bskor lam.

46. Ibid. and Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 191: chos rgyal mi dbon rnam gsum, presumably
for: chos rgyal mes dbon rnam gsum, the three ancestral Dharmarijas regarded by Tibetans as having
played the most important role in the first spread of Buddhism in Tibet (7*-9* century) and who are
portrayed in the temple east of the assembly hall.

47. From the point of view of the deities painted on the wall facing that direction, towards the
entrance of the Dharmarija Temple opposite, across the hall.

48. The Vajradhitu Temple, opening on the west side of the assembly hall.
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of the noble Cittavisrimana Avalokite$vara surrounded by the divine assembly of
Avalokitesvara drawn from the respective sadbanas; to its right the realm of the
Bhagavata Vajrapani surrounded by a multitude of deities in addition to the kdma-
devas; on the west side of the wall to the left of the door,* the vaster realm where
the way in which the Twelve Deeds of the Bhagavata Mahamuni himself (Fig. 8)
were performed is unfolded;* to its right the door guard Krodha Acala together
with the assembly of the manifestations of his circle; on the left surface in relation
to the door of this temple,” the realm of Amitabha’s nirmanakaya surrounded by
the detailed representation of the field of Sukhavati; to its left the realm of the
Bhagavata Ratnasambhava surrounded by his fourfold circle; to its right the realm
of the Bhagavata Bhaisajya Guru surrounded by the seven Sugata attendants to-
gether;™ east, on the right surface (in relation to) the door (of the) Dharmaraja
Temple,” the Bhiagavata Aksobhya surrounded by the detailed representation of
the field of Abhirati; to its right the realm of the nirmanpakaya of the Tathaga-
ta Amoghasiddhi with his attire, surrounded by a divine assembly in addition to
Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and Sravakas drawn for the “Four Continents” of the “One
Hundred Thousand”;** to its right the realm of the Buddha Ratnagarbha, truly
perfect guide of old,” surrounded by a divine assembly drawn for the szt7z of the
Great Realization;*® and on the side (to the) left of the door,” the realm of the
venerable Tara* surrounded by the goddesses of the “Purest Usnisa Ornament”
and by the Tiaras protecting from the eight fears on the basis of the vision of the

49. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 80: yar khyn. Tucci (1941, I, 157) interprets this technical term as
indicating the “wall to the left of the door”. If in this compound khyx refers to a section of the wall,
since yar means “above, higher, upper”, it may be suggested that yar kbyu refers to the higher sections
of the wall next to a door, suiting the description of the temples on the ground floor of the gTsug lag
khang, where however I could not find a corresponding compound mar kbyu to indicate the wall to
the right of a door. As usual “left” and “right” are used from the point of view of the main image in
the temple, not from that of the visitor.

so. This realm as well as the krodba mentioned below are visible on the main entrance wall left
as one enters the hall, but right more tibetico from the point of view of the main image in the main
temple looking towards the entrance from the end of the hall.

st. The Vajradhitu Temple mentioned in note 48, whose paintings on the western wall facing
east are mentioned here.

52. The so-called Medicine Buddhas.

53. The temple housing the three ancestral Dharmarijas mentioned above, across the assembly
hall opposite the Dharmadhatu Temple.

54. “One Hundred Thousand Verses”, extended version of the Prajiaparamita.

ss. This Buddha lived and taught infinite acons ago (cf. Tucci 1936, 146).

56. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 81: 77og (for r10gs) chen gyi mdo, namely the Mahamoksa-sitra.

57. Of the same temple, the Dharmarja one. As usual “left” and “right” are used from the point
of view of the main image in the temple, not from that of the visitor.

58. Jigs med grags pa 1987, 81: 7je btsun ma la, but rje btsun ma sGrol ma lain the Tucci Tibetan
Fund ms no. 694, 193.
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dPyal translator;® to its left the field of the noble Marici described in the (relevant)
chapter,® surrounded by several Maricis drawn from their respective sadbanas; to
its right the field of the Bhagavati® Usnisavijaya Navatmaka surrounded by her
circle® described in the respective sadhbana; on the eastern side of the wall to the left
of the door,® the vast field of the Bhagavata Mahamuni, “Father Meeting His Son”
(Pitaputrasamagama);* to its left the door guard Hayagriva as ruler of the Krodhas
surrounded by the assembly of his manifestations; and, above the door of the hall,
the Bhagavatis (Maha)pratisara, (Maha)sihasrapramardani, Mahamayuari, (Maha)
mantranudhirini, (Maha)$itavani, Grahamatrka® (and) Vasudhira.

The Ambulatory

There are, in full, the jinas Amitabha and Amitayus dwelling as main figures sur-
rounded by one thousand images identical to them on the west side of the “na-
vel”* of the ambulatory; the three Mahamunis® found as chief figures surround-
ed by images of the same ones on the northern side of the “navel”, and the two
Aksobhyas found as chief figures according to the school of the Lord (Atisa) and
the school of Bu (ston), surrounded by a thousand images identical (in) shape to
them on the eastern side of the “navel”, and the images of Manjusri, Vajrapani
(and) Avalokitesvara found as chief figures surrounded by the three Families’
thousand figures of narhas on the western side leftwards, Aksobhya, Ratnasam-
bhava, Amitabha, Amoghasiddhi, Vairocana found as chief figures surrounded by
the five Families” thousand images on the northern side leftwards; Grahamatrka
Mahavidya, Sita Tara Cintamani Cakra®® (and) Dhvajagrakeytra surrounded by

59. Chos kyi bzang po (12th-13th century) of the dPyal clan, claiming descent from Khri srong Ide
brtsan (cf. Lo Bue-Ricca 1990, 286-287).

60. In the same szt7a mentioned above.

61. bCom Idan dpal gTsug tor in "Jigs med grags pa 1987, 81, but bCom ldan ma gTsug tor, in the
Tucci Tibetan Fund ms no. 694, 193.

62. Of eight deites, making a total of nine deities altogether.

63. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 81: yar kbyu’i shar phyogs la; cf. note 49. As usual “left” and “right”
are used from the point of view of the main image in the temple, not from that of the visitor.

64. The 16th section of the Arya-Mabiratnakista-sitra.

6s. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82 gZa’ yum, the Great Mother of the Planets, namely Grahamatrka
Mahavidy3; cf. Chandra 1991, 375, no. 1007, and Tucci 1941 L, 190.

66. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82: lre ba, namely the main and ideally central portion of the grsang
kbang, the main temple where the main image in the Vihira is housed. See Lo Bue 2016.

67. Presumably the Buddhas of the Three Times.

68. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82, sGrol dkar yid bzhin nor bu ’khor lo, literally “Sita Tara’s Wish-
fulfilling Wheel”; cf. Chandra 1991, 250, no. 647.
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a thousand images of Vasudhara, Sita T4ara (and) Khadiravani Tara, eastwards to
the left side;* (and) the divine assembly described in the dPang skongs phyag rgya
pay® in tull, on the inner surface of the balcony:™ in the male water tiger year [1422]
the thirty-four-year-old”> Dharmaraja had requested that all those should be made.
Concerning the consecration ceremony, endowed with the six excellences,”
performed by ’Jam dbyangs rin rgyal ba, the great abbot of gNas rnying, the Pandi-
tasiddha Phyogs las rnam rgyal™ praised it fully like this:
“As to the third of the eighteen excellences,
This gTsug lag khang beautified by four great projections” (on different)
levels,
Refined because of one hundred levels (of) precious timber,®
Embarassing the vimana,”
It is the third of the eighteen excellences”.

I thank Guido Vogliotti, Cesmeo and Ernani Orcorte, Giada Rossi, Charles Bills, the
Nyingjey Lam Collection and Rossi & Rossi for allowing me to illustrate this contribution
with their pictures.

69. Continuing the circumambulation clockwise and reaching the eastern wall of the ambulato-
ry of the main temple housing the statue of Mahamuni at the end of the assembly hall.

70. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82. This might possibly correspond to the Vinaya text Pan gong
phyag rgya pa.

71. Of the gallery on the upper floor; cf. ’Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82, where a note by the editors
specifies that the old register (dkar chag) simply reports that “As for the hall circumambulation (here:
skor) passages on the whole, there are forty-four realms (zhing kbams) including large painted figures”.

72. More tibetico, that is counting the whole of the first and last year taken into consideration.

73. Jigs med grags pa 1987, 82: bzang po drug, literally “the excellent six”, referring also to six
precious ingredients, such as medicinal spices and drugs.

74. Bo dong Phyogs las rnam rgyal (1375-1451), who would be invited to Gyantsé to perfom com-
memorative ceremonies of Siddhirtha’s Awakening in 1438. Cf. "Jigs med grags pa in Tucci 1980, 666,
Lo Bue-Ricca 1990, 303, and, for the dates, Jackson 1983, 9, and Jackson-Jackson 1984, 146, 148, 179.

75. The vestibule, eastern and western wings with their two levels, and the three-storey tower
rising from the main temple in the Vihara.

76. Cf. Jigs med grags pa 1987, 83, where a note by the editors adds what is reported by an early
document: “The abbot of the congregation of Jo (mo nang gi) gdan (sa, founded by Dol bu pa Shes
rab rgyal mtshan) hesitated in relation to (such) features, apart from the errors made in the under-
standing of the same”.

77. Almost putting to shame the incomparable palace of the gods on Mount Meru.
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