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In Search of Lamayuru’s dkar chag

Elena De Rossi Filibeck

Before entering into the discussion of my research report about the dkar chag – or 
guide book –, let me briefly explain how I came into possession of the manuscript. 
In September 2010, just a month after the mudslide had damaged a part of  Ladakh, 
I nonetheless went ahead with a trip to Lamayuru which had been organized much 
earlier at a time when I had not been able to foresee the flood. Thanks to the pres-
entation by Lama Konchog Rigzin of the Central Institute of Buddhist Studies at 
Choglamsar (Leh) and by Lama Paljin of the Centro Mandala in Milan, my col-
league and friend Kristin Blancke and I were received by the rTogs ldan rin po che.1 
He helpfully opened the library of the monastery for us. At my request he allowed 
me to take photos of the dkar chag manuscript owned by the monastery.

In his Kingdom of Ladakh,2 as far as the events of the Dogra conquest are con-
cerned, Professor Petech refers to three sources quoted by Gergan which he him-
self had been unable to consult. These included: «An account of the mishaps and 
destructions undergone by the Lamayuru monastery during the war, compiled in 
1862 by its bla zur dKon mchog rang grol».3

Observing the colophon where author and date were reported, I later realized 
it could be the same text. 

On my return to Italy, before translating the text, I checked to see if it was al-
ready known. 

For this purpose the only person I knew who could help me was the late Gene 
Smith. As far as he knew, the manuscript was indeed unrecorded4 and he asked 
me to send it to the TBRC Centre as soon as I had finished my work, which I shall 
certainly do. He also suggested that I contact the Chetsang rin po che of the Deh-

1. Name: dKon mchog bstan dzin thub bstan rgyal mtshan, the ninth of the series, born in Dur-
buk in 1939. Part of this paper was presented at IATS 2013 (International Association of Tibetan 
Studies, Ulan Bator).

2. Petech 1977, 138.
3. Gergan 1976, 594.
4. It was only in 2014 that I found mention of this text in the article by Blancke 2014, 274, n. 1. 

She wrote «[...] it is being translated by K. H. Everding». Unfortunately this translation, if it exists, 
was not available to me.
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radun Songtsen Library to find other versions. I spent the first week of May 2012 
there and spotted two more dkar chag-s5 but did not find the one I was looking 
for. On my last day in Dehradun, just a few hours before leaving, Dehradun Kagyu 
College’s mkhan po Shes rab appeared. Knowing about my research, he brought 
me a copy of the manuscript written in capital letters (dbu can).6 It was a great joy 
for everybody. The Library employee went away to photocopy the text but unfor-
tunately after just a few pages the machine broke down.

A month later I found a pdf copy of the manuscript in dbu can in my inbox, 
sent and prepared by the mkhan po, whom I sincerely thanked.

When I started the work I realized that the original manuscript was missing 
some pages. Thus, without the pdf I received from Dehradun mkhan po – to 
whom Gene Smith had referred me – I would not have been able to come into 
possession of the complete text of the manuscript. 

Since this is not the place to present a translation of the whole text, I will just 
mention the most noteworthy information about it.

The manuscript (1a-15b) titled //g.yung drung dgon dang po ji ltar chags rabs 
dang da ltar ji gnas tshul gyi rnam dbye bi dza har ti sma// (from now on text A1) 
is written in dbu med, measures 20 x 5 cm, and contains seven lines per page. The 
margins of the pages are marked by two red vertical lines. 

The author of the text was bla zur dKon mchog rang grol nyi ma, who wrote 
the dkar chag in 1862 when the monastery was restored. He was also given the title 
of Bakula – the second of the series. He was born in sKyid ring to the family called 
Gong ma steng pa. We also know he learned how to read and write at the g.Yung 
drung monastery. At the age of 18, he went to Tibet where he took the vows of 
dge bsnyen in ’Bri gung thel. He completed his studies, and after seeing ’Bri gung 
skyabs mgon in a dream, he decided to come back to Ladakh.7

The author does not refer to his sources but writes relying on notes from the 
oral tradition (thos lo).

5. Text B //Thub bstan g.yung drung thar pa gling// de yang mang yul la dvags gsham phyogs 
phyi nang sa mtshams su thub bstan g.yu (sic) drung dgon gyis lo rgyus sa bcad tsam bkod pa la// 
59-79 (modern print, s.l.s.a).

Text C //g.Yung drung thar  gling dgon gyi chags tshul dang//  rten gsum ji ltar bzhengs dang 
bzhugs pa dang// ‘dus sdes bslab gsum nyams len mdzad tshul sogs//  cung zad gleng la lhag ltas 
gnang bstsol// 633-658 (modern print, s.l.s.a.).

6. Text A2, 1-28.
7. This information can be found in Text C, 664. See also Nawang Tsering Shakspo 1988, 439: 

«sKin dyang born Bakula dKon mchog Rang gro Nyi ma (sic)». See also Gergan 1976, 594.
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Origin of Lamayuru
                                            
The author claims to tell the history of Lamayuru before the arrival of the Tibet-
ans: «At that time in Ladakh stod there were no villages and everything was a com-
plete desert. Later the Kla klo, called ’Brog pa8 settled in the region of Sham, but 
since it was infested by bandits fighting each other, they built a little fortress in 
every valley».9 

According to the oral tradition the arhat Nyi ma gung pa or Arya Madhyantika 
arrived in one of these valleys. He was the first to prophesy that the place where 
the monastery would be built would also be a centre for the propagation of the 
Buddha’s doctrine.

He miraculously arrived in Yu ru from India, crossing Kashmir, Zangs skar and 
Gar zha. Performing the ritual of chu gtor he freed the lake from the Klu or Naga, 
who had been living there since ancient times. 

As he pointed to the lake with his hermit’s stick the lake itself drained.10 It is 
told that the mountain on the east side of Yu ru from which the arhat foretold the 
future of Lamayuru was called sKam bur11 because it was an arid (skam) protuber-
ance (’bur). 

The origin of the name of the future monastery is explained as follows: 

Because of the movement of the waves of the lake the offerings made once in the 
chu gtor, were gathered from all directions at the centre of the lake, and these mixed 
with the humid air and earth upon the protuberance of the soil. And in the place 
where the monastery would arise since g.yung drung-shaped grains of corn were 
born, it was given the name of g.yung drung or swastika.12

It is important to remark that Tucci13 found the erudite form of Yu ru, the original 
name of the village in the toponym g.Yung drung. It was then to be linked to the 
names of places in ru, highly recurrent in Indian Tibet toponymy – such as Miru, 
Suru and Taru. In the manuscript the toponym Yu ru is always kept distinct from 
the name of the monastery indicated as g.Yung drung dgon pa.

8. They are Dardi people, see Petech 1977, 6, and Vohra 1988, passim.
9. Text A1, 2a.
10. As we know, settling in a saintly place (chapel or monastery) which had previously been a 

lake seems to be a topos in Tibetan literature. See Venturi 2002, 55, and Sorensen–Hazod 2005, 56-57.
11. The place is recorded with this name on Francke’s map (Francke 1926, II, 148), precisely be-

tween Lamayuru and Kalartse. 
12. See Thubstan Paldan 1976, 8.
13. Tucci 1932, 69.
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The origin of the name Seng ge sgang is also explained, which, as we know, is 
the oldest building in Lamayuru:  «When Nyi ma gung pa made the lake miracu-
lously drain, two swampland lions appeared. Later in that place the chapel named 
after that event would be built».14 

The author refers the spread of the Buddha’s doctrine to the presence of the 
Indian siddha Naropa (956-1040), remarking that the spread was not confined to 
the Yu ru area: 

It is told that Naropa came from India to Kashmir and stopped in rDzong khul 
phug in Zangs dkar. Then he arrived here and took refuge on the top of the protu-
berance where the grains of corn were born. And even now it is said that in many 
regions such as Pu rig and sBal ti there are signs of the presence of the doctrine, such 
as statues, deserted shrines (lha khang hrul po), ma ni and old mchod rten.15

It is worthwhile noting that in Rin chen bzang po’s biography, the draining of the 
lake is due to Naropa’s presence and action.16 The author speaks of ancient hearsay 
(da lta rags rim tsam gyi thos lo ni), which said that in the past a dpon po lord called 
Bhag dhar skyabs ruled over the region from the borders of Kashmir to Mar yur 
(ka che’i sa mtshams nas mar yul la tshun chab srid du bzung ste).17 This fact is 
interesting because Vitali18 remarks that the modern Ladakhi author Thub bstan 
dpal ldan claims that before the tha Nyi ma mgon conquest, Ladakh was ruled by 
the family Jo Bhag dhar skyabs. The supremacy of this family is then to be placed 
in a remote scenario. The author of the manuscript sets the supremacy of the dpon 
Bhag dhar skyabs before the arrival of Rin chen bzang po giving evidence of the 
vitality of some oral traditions, which, although uncertain, are still remembered. 
This tradition is also present in an article by Abdul Ghani Sheikh19 who writes: 

Western Tibet and Ladakh broke into small principalities. Tibet fell prey to internal 
strife and its monarchy came to an end. Upper Ladakh was then ruled by the Gyapa 
Cho, while Lower Ladakh was divided into small chiefdoms with the Dard chief 
Cho Broqdor Skyabs as the most prominent ruler. 

This means that sKyi lde Nyi ma gong arrived after the Dard chief Cho Broqdor 
Skyabs / Jo Bhag dar skyabs. The author of this article found the information in a 

14. Text A1, 2b; Text A2, 3.
15. Ibid., 3b; Text A2, 4.
16. Snellgrove–Skorupski 1977, 76.
17. Text A1, 3b, Text A2, 5.
18. Vitali 1996, 324, n. 510.
19. Ghani Sheikh 2007, 11.
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modern text by Kacho Sikandar Khan (1987) – an expert whom scholars trust.20  We 
also know from both Ladakh rgyal rabs – translated by Francke –21 and from Vita-
li’s work that a khri dpon Bhag dar skyabs is remembered in an inscription by Wan 
la as the «ruler of the La dvags gsham and Pu rig», and also as the founder of gsum 
brtseg of Wan la in the 13th century. Vitali, knowing that, according to tradition, the 
existence of khri dpon can be located in ancient times, adds: «[...] unless Bhag dhar 
skyabs is a collective name addressing a high ranking family of non Tibetan people 
of Ladakh».22

Vitali considers the domain of the Bhag dhar skyabs of the Wan la inscription to 
be set in 1240. As far as its origin is concerned, he writes: «[...] the people of rGya 
kingdom were of Iranic stock».23 

And also: «Judging from the artistic evidence of his Wan la gsum brtsegs its 
images are stylistically close to those of Bla ma g.yu ru Seng ge sgang and a date to 
about 1240 is sound». This is also consistent with Tucci’s24 hypothesis ascribing the 
oldest building in Lamayuru to a bka’ gdams pa era. 

                                            
       

History of the Monastery

The Lamayuru microhistory mingles with Ladakh macrohistory and with the reli-
gious history of Tibet.

Referring to the arrival of Rin chen bzang po in mNga’ ris, the author writes: 
«In this monastery of g.Yung drung the bka’ gdams doctrine spread, and since that 
time it was established the rule that the abbot or mkhan po of g.Yung drung had to 
come from central Tibet».25 And then: 

Some generations of kings (rgyal rabs) later this monastery adopted the religious 
system of the zhva dmar pa and, specifically, of the monastery grva rgyun Byang 
yangs pa can.26 It was the zhva dmar gdan sa location, and it was customary to go 
there since a monastery called Jo me lung was established there as a representative 
monastery (do ma/ tshab ma) of g.Yung drung.27 

20. See Bredi 2010, 26 ff.
21. Francke 1926, 273.
22. Vitali 1996, 325. See also Tropper 2007, 105-140.
23. Vitali 1996, 388.
24. Tucci 1932, 62-63.
25. Text A1, 4a; Text A2, 6. 
26. The monastery is located 20 miles north of mTshur pu. It was founded in 1489 by Mus ras 

’byams pa thugs rje dpal. Then it decayed and was converted to the dGe lugs pa in the years of the war 
with the Gorkha (1792). See Richardson 1998, 339, and Wylie 1962, 78, 150.

27. Text C, 636. /’di ga’i jo me lung zhes pa’i gnas der dgon pa do ma de yod par bshad/.
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The author ascribes the spread of the doctrine to the first kings of the second dy-
nasty:28

After the war with the ’Brog pa from Sham, the people grew and multiplied thanks 
to the establishment of many villages. Later the rGyal ba nyi ma’i gnyen (Buddha) 
doctrine spread among those from La dvags stod sham. According to old rumours 
the holy law spread to the South as far as those subjects of the king of Ladakh – 
including those from the country of Gar zha – were living, to the West – Kashmir 
– from Pu rig, to the North-West in Bru sah and Gilgit (’gyil lid). And, even now, 
those who arrive there can see mchod rten, chapels (lha khang) and rock engrav-
ings with their eyes (mig lam). Regarding the spread and the decline of the faith, in 
Ladakh and in the borderlands, – a king protector of justice having succeeded – the 
holy law had once again increased till now. Many monasteries such as ’Brug pa, Sa 
skya pa and rNyig ma pa were built.29 

The author here accounts for many events happening at the same time, also mak-
ing references to the foundation of Leh and Chu bi.30 

Then he accounts for irrigation works involving the building of channels to 
convey water. The conquest of the borderlands is however set later, in a period 
known as the golden age of Ladakh (1550-1650). 

Between 1350 and 1550, Ladakh underwent several invasions, which are recalled 
by the author just to affirm that during wars, the wealth and richness of the mon-
astery would decrease: «Once the decay had risen from Yar khen in the country, 
Mongols and Balti disturbed the borders and this monastery became impover-
ished».31 This was probably an allusion to the invasion by Mirza Haidar from Yar-
kand who assailed Ladakh in 1532.32

In the text the macrohistory remains in the background, letting names and an-
ecdotes emerge:

Later, according to a prophecy made by rJe ’Bri gung pa ’Jig rten mgon po (1143-
1217), the g.Yung drung monastery was granted to the ’Bri gung pa; the prophecy 
says: «In the West, as far as Bru sha and Gilgit the doctrine is practised». And, ac-
cording to it, the doctrine spread and grew in this monastery and it is said that many 

28. Petech 1977, 25-37.
29. Text A1, 5a; Text A2, 7, 8.
30. Ibid., the author just says: «An heir of the royal lineage of Tibet». 
31. Text A1, 6b; Text A2, 11.
32. See Petech 1977, 26-28. Other invasions were in 1545 and 1548. See also Mohammed 2005, 148.
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great siddhas such as Grung pa rdzong pa33 and others arrived from Tibet because 
here the doctrine was supported, shielded and spread by saintly people.34

Moreover, the reconstruction of the story of the arrival of ’Bri gung pa in Ladakh 
contains a mistake that still occurs nowadays.35 It consists in attributing the encoun-
ter with the chos rje lDan ma of the ’Bri gung pa to the king ’Jam dbyangs rnam 
rgyal (reign ca. 1595-1616) rather than to bKra shis rnam rgyal (reign c. 1555-1575). 
The king gave him the land where afterwards the chos rje would have founded the 
monastery of sGang sngon bkra shis chos in Phyi dbang. Here follows the account: 

The king Jam dbyangs rnam rgyal36 fell ill and any healing rite was useless. Gods 
through prophecies and lamas through decrees asked for the ’Bri grung monastery 
of Ti se where there was a particularly saintly lama, a yogin of realization, whose 
name was Chos rje mDan ma.37

The prophecies say: «If you call him to perform the rite the king will instantly be 

healed from leprosy (mdze)», being invited, he became the spiritual advisor of the 
king. After the king had given him a chos gzhis he founded the monastery of sGang 
sngon bkra shis chos rdzong . The king also offered, as chos srid gdan sa, this monas-
tery gYung drung which on that occasion gained the name of Thar pa gling because, 
according to the rule, whosoever entered the monastery was freed from sin.38 

It also says that a relic or nang rten belonging to sGang sngon was the horn of the 
yak on which the chos rje lDan ma had ridden to come to sGang sngon. 

The historical figures mentioned, such as dGa’ ldan Tshe dbang,39 the lama gen-
eral sent by the fifth Dalai Lama in Ladakh, are described as being linked with some 
event regarding the monastery. We have to keep in mind that we are in the period 
of the siege of Basgo (1683). During this siege, the king of Ladakh bDe legs rnam 
rgyal (ca. 1680-1691) and his minister asked the Moghul governor of Kashmir (Kha 
chul) to intervene. He sent an army that beat the Mongol-Tibetan forces.40 Accord-
ing to Petech the Tibetan Ladakhi Moghul war had a great political importance for 
the Western Himalayas. He wrote: 

33. Unidentified: grub thob chen po grung pa rdzong pa zhes pa la sogs.
34. Text A1, 3b; Text A2, 4.
35. See Thubstan Paldan 1976, 14.
36. i.e. bKra shis rnam rgyal.
37. i.e. rdo rdzin pa lDan ma kun dga’ grags pa. Petech 1977, 29-30. For the history of the ’Bri 

gung pa in Ladakh see Petech 1988b, 355-368.
38. Text A1, 7a; Text A2, 12
39. He was the Mongol lama of Tashilumpo who had conquered mNga’ ris for Tibet in 1679-

1683. Petech 1977, 71-73. 
40. Petech 1939, 157, and Petech 1988a, 33-34. 
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It determined the ruin of the short- lived Himalayan empire of the Ladakhi kings 
[…]. The border between Tibet and Ladakh, as settled in the peace which closed 
this war, is the modern border between Tibet and India, and the whole territorial 
status determined at that time has remained the same to this day, except only that 
Kashmir has absorbed and supplanted Ladakh.41 

The monastery’s main statue (nang rten gyi gtso bo) was an image of a lama called 
Chos rje Bya btang pa.42 The texts says:

It was so powerful that any prayers to that image were immediately realized. And 
because someone would hide the nang rten in the country of Wam la, being im-
possible to conceal it, the throne for the statue which is still there was built in a 
place close to the Wam la river. Later, when the army of Kashmir returned, the 
commander wanted to bring the nang rten to Kashmir, but nobody could move it. 
And, although they tried to destroy it smashing it into pieces, it repaired itself. Thus 
there were marvellous signs for the diffusion of the doctrine.43

The tradition of lo phyag established with the treaty of Timogang (1684) – namely 
the payment of a tribute in homage to the authorities of Lhasa – is recalled together 
with the fortunes and misfortunes of the monastery:
 

According to the document (yig tshang) of the bka ’shag (sde pa gzhung gi bka ’shag) 
sixty loads were granted to the abbot of the monastery. Later, with the decadence of 
the ’Bri gung pa order, the loads were reduced to twenty or thirty. The lo phyag pa 
Bha bha Ag mad shan44 showed up with just twenty or thirty loads for the incarnate 
(sku thog) of mTsho mo gling pa.45

The period of the king Tshe dpal rnam rgyal (reign 1782-1802) and of his great min-
ister Tshe dbang don grub is recalled because they had protected the monastery and 
the doctrine:46 

41. Petech 1988a, 19.
42. It seems to be the same lama who visits Pu rangs, quoted in Vitali 1996, 482, n. 813, from the 

Zhang zhung snyan rgyud.
43. Text A1, 6a; Text A2, 10.
44. Referring to Ag mad shan we understand that the right spelling of the name is Ahmad Shah. 

See Petech 1977, 132: «Another special envoy of the Ladakhi king came to the Tibetan capital in 1827 
with a suite of 17 men; his name is given as Ahmad khan. Probably he was one of the Muslim traders 
which by this time monopolized the lo phyag missions». The time is that of the Dalai Lama XI 
(1838-1856) when the mTsho smon gling sprul sku Ngag dbang ’jam dpal tshul khrims (1819-1844) was 
regent of Tibet, cf. Petech 1988c, 141-2.

45. Text A1,4b; Text A2,6.
46. Petech 1977, 127 à propos of Tshe dbang don grub: «like a mother brought the Kingdom to 
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Some rdzong of Ladakh sham adopted the system of the chos khrims rather than 
the rgyal khrims. Even the community of monks was enlarged by 300 or 400 peo-
ple. The particularly saintly things – such as relics – also increased, and there was 
abundant wealth. And many years passed during which the monastery was a place 
where buddhists and non-buddhist were protected after the arrival of the lineage of 
the Ladakh chos rgyal.47 

A huge war between Ladakh and Baltistan is remembered because the monastery 
of Lamayuru was the intermediary in order to reach an agreement concerning the 
borders of the two countries. Unfortunately, it is impossible to know which war – 
amongst the many between Ladakh and Baltistan – the author is referring to, since 
there were frequent attacks in 1804, 1811, 1812 and 1815.48

Then Ladakh fell under the domain of Gulab Singh (1792-1857) the raja of Jam-
mu. The author also describes the Dogras’ invasion.49 This is the dramatic story:

When Tibet had to fight with bDzi Jo ra war (i.e. Zorawar Singh 1786-1841), bka’ 
blon of Jammu, since Ladakh had an agreement with Tibet, that territory was filled 
with armies from Jammu, each with his commander and his army –united un-
der the power of one called Dhe wan ha ri can –, from Kha chul to Grang tse in 
 Ladakh.50 Then all the fortesses of Ladakh, without saving North and South Sham 
sTod were destroyed. Even from this monastery which was right on the armies’ 
path the men fled to the mountains. For one summer, while the armies were on 
the march, not only all the monasteries, but also the bla brang and the villages were 
empty after being conquered, and all the doors and the windows were open. Later, 
in autumn, the authorities having reached an agreement, the Jammu armies turned 
back and the men came back to the villages from the mountains. Inside, among all 
the paintings and the rten of this bla brang (i. e. Lamayuru) only the plaster statue 
of ’Bri gung zhabs drung bsTan ’dzin padma’i rgyal mtshan51 not even for one cubit 
was ruined. On the contrary, just a Mongolian lute remained of the furnishings, 
everything had been destroyed. The precious bka’ ’gyur (the holy scripture set) was 
full of straw and the cattle could enter into the assembly hall and all were evil be-
cause some monks had been killed. Afterwards the whole community of monks 
fled each to his own village, and when they gathered again they were no more than 
a dozen. When they had come back from the mountain they made flower pots and 

prosperity and merit». 
47. Text A1, 7b-8b; Text A2, 13, 15.
48. Petech 1977, 127 ff.
49. Ibid., 138 ff.
50. He is the Dewan hari chand in Cunningham 1854, 355, the Diwan in Francke 1926, 137, and 

the lban ha ri can in Schubert 1937, 206, 209.
51. His reliquary (gser gdung) is in the ’du khang of rGyang grags. See De Rossi Filibeck 1988, 46, 

81. Regarding the monastery see Tucci 1937, 94-99.
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clay tools for meditation. They settled in huts because they were desperate and mis-
erable because of the war. The chapels of the bla brang emptied and the sound of 
evil spirits coming and going was heard (mi ma yin).52 

Restoration of the Monastery 

The text also refers to the arrival of dKon mchog rang grol who started to restore 
the monastery:

During the summer of the next year, when he arrived in Yu ru he made offerings to 
everybody and, in two years time, he repaired the plaster statues, starting with the 
damaged ones. And after two years he also realized the new and precious bka’ ’gyur. 
Some years later the necessary tools for the shrine, the dances and the offerings were 
realized. Then alms were given to the whole Sham sTod and the ruins were restored. 
Furthermore, lord Bakula Rang grol nyi ma53 made (?)54 a new meditation hat with 
three, four turnings of felt (khom), since the one of the bka’ brgyud pa was too old.55

The last pages are dedicated to the list of the cerimonies of the monastery which we 
should compare with the contemporary liturgy.

In the words that Petech wrote many years ago we can find the reason for the 
research about the Lamayuru dkar chag: 

Another very important source of the Ladakh rgyal rabs chiefly for its third section 
(i.e. Ladakhi history) must have been the dkar chag (mahatmyas) of the Ladakhi 
monasteries: they are works of usually very ancient origin and contain very interest-
ing information. The notices in the third section about pious works and donation 
of the kings are most certainly copied from the dkar chag of the most important 
Ladakhi monasteries: for example Alchi and Lamayuru.56

52. Text A1, 10b; Text A2, 18.
53. TextA2, 9.
54. Doubtful translation.
55. Text A2, 18-23. See the image of the hat in Cunningham 1854, 372.
56. Petech 1939, 95.
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