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Abstract (English) 

This dissertation presents and discusses Tibetan Buddhist lineage portraiture as a distinct, highly 

conceptual subgenre of genealogical portraiture in art history. It is primarily focused on a unique 

corpus of several sets of portable statues of successive teachers who transmitted the oral instructions 

of the Lamdre or “Path with the Result,” which can be considered the central system of tantric doctrine 

and practice in the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism and its most prominent branch, the Ngor sub-

school. These statue sets are preserved at Namgyal Monastery in Mustang, the former Kingdom of 

Lowo, in the Nepalese-Tibetan borderlands, which has been strongly connected with the Sakya and 

Ngor traditions since the fifteenth century, when these sets were produced. Based on a detailed art-

historical analysis of the visual conception of Lamdre lineage teachers and variations in their depiction 

across different statue sets, the study shows that the representation of the teaching transmission as a 

unitary whole was deemed more important than the creation of physical likenesses of the individual 

teachers who transmitted the teaching through the generations. This work presents the first 

comparative study of several Lamdre lineage sets from a particular historical context, taking account 

of the specific iconographies of individual teachers, differing overall visual conceptions of lineage sets, 

and distinctive workshops or schools of sculpture in the Mustang Kingdom. 

Abstract (Deutsch) 

Diese Dissertation präsentiert und diskutiert die künstlerische Darstellung von tibetisch-

buddhistischen Überlieferungslinien als ein ausgeprägtes konzeptionelles Teil-Genre der Porträtkunst. 

Im Fokus stehen mehrere Gruppen von tragbaren Skulpturen, die eine bestimmte Überlieferungslinie 

von Lehrern der Lamdre-Tradition darstellen. Lamdre („Der Weg und das Resultat“) bildet das zentrale 

religiöse Lehrsystem der Sakya-Schule des tibetischen Buddhismus. Diese wenig bekannten, 

weitgehend unerforschten Skulpturen befinden sich in der Sammlung des Klosters Namgyal in Mustang 

(Nepal), dem ehemaligen Königreich von Lowo, an der Grenze zu Tibet gelegen. Sie stammen aus dem 

späten 15. bis frühen 16. Jahrhundert, einer höchst innovativen Phase buddhistischer Kunstproduktion 

in Tibet und dem Himalaya, in der sich regionale Stile entwickelten und neue künstlerische 

Gestaltungsformen erprobt wurden, einschließlich verschiedener Arten des Porträts. Basierend auf 

einer vergleichenden kunsthistorischen Analyse zeigt die Arbeit, dass der Repräsentation der 

Überlieferungslinie als Ganzes eine höhere Stellung beigemessen wurde als der Schaffung von 

Ähnlichkeit mit den einzelnen Figuren innerhalb einer Skulpturengruppe. Die Bildwerke reflektieren 

die religiösen, historischen und künstlerischen Verbindungen zwischen Mustang und angrenzenden 

Königreichen in West-Tibet, der Provinz Tsang und dem Kathmandu-Tal und zeigen, dass sich die 

Region als ein Zentrum skulpturaler Produktion von höchster Qualität und Innovation etablierte. 
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Technical Note 

Tibetan words are given in a Romanized phonetic version with a transliteration according to the 

Extended Wylie Transliteration Scheme (EWTS) in brackets. Capitalization of root letters is used for 

names of persons and places, including names of monasteries. The first time a person is mentioned in 

a section, dates are given in brackets after the transliteration of the name. In composite names that 

might include place names, personal names, or ordination names, the head letters of the distinct units 

are capitalized, but without capitalizing titles; for instance, Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub (Glo bo 

mkhan chen bSod nams lhun grub; 1456–1532). Tibetan and, where appropriate, Sanskrit forms of 

relevant terms are italicized and given with diacritics after the English translation the first time they 

occur in the text; for instance, “teacher lineage” (bla brgyud, short of bla ma brgyud pa; 

guruparaṃparā). 

Abbreviations 

The following abbreviations are used when referring to images of the statues from the different sets: 

TZS  “Tsewang Zangpo Set” 

LGS  “Lodrö Gyaltsen Set” 

LPMS  “Large Papier-mâché Set” 

SLS-1  “Single Lotus Set 1” 

SLS-2  “Single Lotus Set 2” 

DLS-1  “Double Lotus Set 1” 

DLS-2  “Double Lotus Set 2” 

 

For instance, “Fig. LGS:1” refers to the statue of Vajradhara as lineage teacher number 1 in the Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Set. Basic details about this statue can be found in the catalogue in Volume 2, List 2, no. 1. 

Photographs of the statue (front, side, and back) are provided in the figure section under Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Set.	  
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INTRODUCTION 

This doctoral dissertation explores lineage portraiture—that is, the action or art of portraying teacher 

lineages (bla ma brgyud pa)—in Tibetan Buddhist art through the investigation of several sets of 

statues of successive teachers who transmitted the oral instructions of the Lamdre (lam ’bras [bu dang 

bcas pa]) or “Path with the Result,” which can be considered the central system of tantric doctrine 

and practice in the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism and its most prominent branch, the Ngor sub-

school.1 The main research topic is the field of tension between depicting the teacher lineage as a 

collective entity on the one hand and portraying the individual teacher as a constituent part of that 

entity on the other. The aim is to trace the shifting visual and conceptual dynamics of portraiture that 

arise within this framework. Similarities and differences in the depiction of identifiable teachers in 

various statue sets representing the same teacher lineage add a further dimension to the meaning, 

composition, and function of portraits in art history, and broaden our understanding of alternative 

visual representations of historical persons and genealogical groupings in different cultural contexts. 

The present study is primarily focused on a unique corpus of portable statues preserved in an 

important monastic collection of cultural heritage of Tibetan Buddhism: the collection of Namgyal 

Monastery2 near Lo-Manthang in Mustang, the former Kingdom of Lowo (Glo bo), today an 

administrative district of Nepal.3 (For photographs of Namgyal Monastery and a map showing the 

location of the Mustang district, see Volume 2, Fig. I.1 to Fig. I.5.). A significant part of this collection 

comprises more than one hundred and thirty statues of various sizes, materials, and workmanship. 

Some were cast in metal and others are made of papier-mâché-like materials and painted. Most of 

these statues were originally part of sets of statues of Lamdre lineage teachers (lam ’bras bla brgyud 

pa sku) of the Ngor tradition (ngor lugs). The Ngor tradition is a sub-tradition of the Sakya school of 

	
1 On the early transmission of the Hevajra-based teaching tradition in India and Tibet, which in Tibet came to be known as 
the Lamdre (lam ’bras), and its early history within the Sakya school, see Stearns 2001; and Stearns 2006. On the Lamdre 
tradition of Ngor, see Heimbel 2017: 393–413. 

2 Namgyal Monastery is located at an altitude of 3850 meters on a hill to the west of the capital city of Lo-Manthang. Latitude: 
29°11'34.3"N; longitude: 83°56'44.2"E. For an introduction to the collection of the Namgyal Monastery, largely consisting of 
sculptures and books, see Luczanits 2016a and Luczanits 2016b. 

3 The Kingdom of Lowo (Mustang) was established by its first king Amapel (A ma dpal, var. A me dpal; 1388–ca. 1456) who 
consolidated the area of the upper Kali Gandaki valley as an independent kingdom during the early fifteenth century. On the 
place of Mustang in traditional Tibetan geography and the names of Lowo (Glo bo), Manthang (sMan thang), Mönthang 
(sMon thang), and Mustang, see Jackson 1984: 5–8; and Ramble 2008: 30 and 364, n. 8. On the history and culture of Mustang 
and its royal line, see, for instance, Tucci [1953] 2003; Tucci 1956: 15–35; Peissel [1967] 1992; Jackson 1984; Jackson 2010: 
150–156; Kramer 2008; Ramble 2008: [23]– 42; Lo Bue 2010; Vitali 2012; and Heimbel 2017: Part Four, Chapter 6. 
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Tibetan Buddhism to which this teaching traces back. Accordingly, most Sakyapa and Ngorpa 

monasteries may have had one or more Lamdre lineage sets in painting and/or sculpture. 

The relevant sets of the Namgyal collection date from the late fifteenth to the sixteenth 

century, an incredibly innovative and prolific period of Tibetan and Himalayan art production in which 

distinct regional styles developed and new forms of artistic expressions were explored, including 

idealized, typological, and at times highly expressive portraits of teachers within lineage depictions, 

as well as individualized, realistic single portraits of eminent Buddhist teachers that seem to be based 

on live observation. 

Situated in the western central Himalaya and occupying a strategic location on an important 

north–south trade route between the Tibetan plateau and South Asia, in the fifteenth century 

Mustang emerged as a new center of political power, religious activity, and artistic productivity on the 

periphery of the Tibetan cultural sphere. During the second quarter of the fifteenth century, the 

Sakyapa master Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456)—the founder of 

Ngor Monastery in Tsang (gTsang) province of Tibet and its religious tradition—was invited by the 

rulers of Mustang and travelled three times to this newly established kingdom to bestow teachings 

like the Lamdre, ordain monks, or hold other Buddhist ceremonies. Towards the end of his third and 

last sojourn in Mustang, in 1449, Ngorchen consecrated the renovated and expanded old Namgyal 

Chöde (rNam rgyal chos sde) Monastery, bestowing upon it the new name Thubten Dargyeling (Thub 

bstan dar rgyas gling).4 

Through the joint efforts of Ngorchen and powerful and wealthy patrons of Buddhism, the 

Ngor tradition and its system of the Lamdre were established on an institutional basis in Mustang, and 

Namgyal Monastery has retained this affiliation to the present day. Over the past ten years, Namgyal 

has been considerably rebuilt. Before, it had a special temple dedicated to the teachers of the Lamdre 

transmission, the so-called Lamdre Lhakhang (Lam ’bras lha khang), which housed the papier-mâché 

sculptures studied in this dissertation. That temple is now being revived in the new monastery, and 

the present study will help in arranging the sculptures there. 

The relative stability and wealth gained during the fifteenth century enabled the 

commissioning and manufacture of Buddhist sacred images of high artistic quality. Exhibiting 

differences in material and techniques, as well as in artistic style and overall visual conception, the 

different Lamdre lineage sets that are at the core of the present study, together with other statues 

from the same region and period, are significant witnesses of different sculpture workshops and art 

	
4 On the circumstances of the renovation and refoundation of Namgyal Monastery in the fifteenth century, and the confusion 
in the sources regarding the two names referring to the same monastery, see Jackson 1984: 42–43, n. 6, and 155, n. 28; 
Kramer 2008: 22, fn. 66, 150, fn. 37, and 162, fn. 95; and Heimbel 2017: 305–308 and fn. 388. Today, the monastery is known 
by a combination of both earlier names, being referred to as Pal Ewam Namgyal Choede Thupten Dhargyeling. 
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styles favored by patrons of Buddhist statuary in Mustang during its most prolific artistic period 

between about the mid-fifteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries. These statues reflect the close 

historical, religious, and artistic interconnections between the young flourishing kingdom and the 

neighboring regions of western Tibet—Ngari (mNga’ ris) and parts of Tsang—as well as the 

craftsmanship of the Kathmandu Valley. 

The reason why such a substantial number of Lamdre lineage sets ended up in the collection 

of Namgyal Monastery is probably due to the fact that portable religious and art-historical objects 

from other monasteries and temples of the region were brought to Namgyal at different times 

throughout Mustang’s eventful and complicated history. The Namgyal Molla, a local document that 

was probably written at the end of the eighteenth or beginning of the nineteenth century, for 

example, states that three different monasteries—Phuphag Samtenling (Phu phag bsam gtan gling), 

Reshi Domsumling (Re shid sdom gsum gling), and Jampa Shedrubling (Byams pa bshad sgrub gling)—

were brought together into one at the newly founded, restructured, and likely expanded monastic 

center at Namgyal, which might have also involved the transfer of images and books.5 According to 

other local sources, the three just mentioned monasteries together with a fourth monastery—Dragkar 

Thegchen Ling (Brag dkar theg chen gling)—are known as gling bzhir dgon sde, the “four continents 

monasteries.” They were located in the four directions around the Cakrasaṃvara Palace, which was 

situated on a high hill to the east of Namgyal and to the north of the walled city of Lo-Manthang.6 In 

addition, it is also reported that clay images of Lamdre lineage teachers were moved from a monastery 

named Nyamdrok (Nyams ’brog dgon pa) after it was destroyed by an earthquake.7 

1. Sacred Representations of Teacher Lineages: Face to Face with the Lineage Teachers 

Generally speaking, visual representations of teacher lineages, such as those of the Lamdre 

instructions in the Sakya school and its various sub-schools, are artistic expressions of Tibetan 

Buddhists’ concern for documenting the legitimate origin, uninterrupted transmission, and superior 

authority of their most important tantric teachings, linking themselves to a lineal succession of 

teachers, and differentiating themselves from other traditions and schools. Painted and sculpted 

depictions of teacher lineages make up the majority of sacred portraiture in Tibetan and Himalayan 

art. They are found in temple halls, shrine rooms, and today also in museums and private collections 

	
5 See Heimbel 2017: 307 and fn. 394; and Jackson 1984: 42, n. 6, and 218. 

6 For the gling bzhir dgon sde and the Cakrasaṃvara Palace, also known as Khachö Dzong (mkha’ spyod rdzong), the ruins of 
which can still be seen today, see Heimbel 2017: 295 and fn. 349, referencing the Glo bo’i dkar chag by Möntang Khenpo 
Tashi Tenzin (sMon thang mkhan po bKra shis bstan ’dzin; 1925–2004); and 307, fn. 394. For the Cakrasaṃvara Palace (’khor 

lo sdom pa’i pho brang) at the “Great Mountain” (ri bo che), see Kramer 2008: 22, 68, and 147. 

7 See Vitali 2012: 28 and fn. 37. 
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around the world. Unfortunately, as many sacred Buddhist artifacts have been removed from their 

original locations (stored away, given away, or stolen), ancient sets of portable images often have not 

survived in complete form in one place, with the fate and whereabouts of single images from such 

sets often remaining unknown. Namgyal Monastery’s considerable number of contextualized portrait 

statues and statue sets is a rare exception in this regard, particularly because some of the Lamdre 

lineage sets have been almost completely preserved. 

These sets were probably made as objects of religious devotion to honor the memory of the 

most recent lineage teacher from whom the commissioning donor and his co-disciples received the 

transmission of and empowerment to practice the Lamdre. Through a consecration ritual (rab gnas; 

pratiṣṭhā) performed by a Buddhist master, sacred images or portraits (sku ’dra, literally “body 

likeness”) of lineage teachers, just like sacred images of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and deities, are 

considered by Tibetan and Himalayan people to embody the living essence of the depicted subject or 

subjects, possessing the ability to confer “empowerment” (byin gyis [b]rlab[s]) upon those requesting 

them.8 In this connection, the statues of Lamdre lineage teachers from the Namgyal collection 

presented here have been consecrated, as indicated by a crossed vajra (rdo rje rgya gram; viśvavajra) 

emblem engraved or painted onto the underside of their pedestals.9 The ontological status of 

consecrated images, ritual behavior towards them (for example, prostrating before them and making 

offerings and prayers), the honorific language used to describe relations with them and used on their 

inscriptions (documented in Volume 2), and the transformative “powers” they embody indicate 

indigenous acceptance of a quality of living being and agency associated with the images. 

Consequently, Tibetan Buddhists ritually confronting portraits of lineage teachers are in the 

immediate presence of, and simultaneously subject to the agency of the entire lineage. 

Serving both memorial and representational functions, sacred images of lineage teachers 

enable the practitioners of the transmitted teaching to look at and encounter their tantric teachers 

and role models face to face, bridging time and space. Such lineage sets would have been displayed 

on special occasions like transmission and initiation ceremonies, or they were enshrined in a special 

location or sanctuary within a monastic establishment, lending legitimacy and sanctity to the most 

important tantric tradition of the monastery. 

	
8 On the ritual consecration of Tibetan Buddhist images and objects, and the tantric ritual of transformation, see Bentor 
1996: [1]–21. 

9 All of these statues survive fully closed on the underside. Consecratory contents, if any, have thus remained intact. 
However, whether the internal spaces of the various statues contain fillings, such as sacred relics, precious substances, or 
ritual texts, is unknown to me. 
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2. The Lineage is More Important than the Individual 

The defining characteristic of lineage portraiture, which constitutes a special subgenre of genealogical 

portraiture in Tibetan Buddhism, is that it combines the depiction of different types of figures and 

persons in an elaborately constructed genealogical representation: namely, divine figures (tantric 

buddhas and deities); Indian masters (mahāsiddha, “great adepts,” and paṇḍita, “all-around 

scholars”);10 and Tibetan teachers, spanning several centuries. In this way, lineage portraiture 

combines different image and portrait types in one and the same artwork, thereby pushing the 

boundaries of the portrait genre. 

In depictions of the main lineages for the Lamdre instructions in the Sakya school, the range 

of representational types of images and portraits includes the following: representations of two divine 

figures (namely, the primordial Buddha Vajradhara and the tantric goddess Nairātmyā); typological 

images of four Indian great adepts (namely, Virūpa, Kāṇha, Ḍamarupa, and Avadhūti) and one learned 

scholar (Gayadhara); and idealized portraits of Tibetan teachers, beginning with the eleventh-century 

translator Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?)11 and 

continuing through successive generations of teachers until the most recent teacher of the 

transmission at the time the respective lineage depiction was commissioned.  

While teacher portraits within lineage sets cannot be considered likenesses in the 

conventional sense of the term—as likeness of physical appearance, or mimesis—facial features vary 

by individual depending on the visual conception of the set as a whole. A key position is occupied by 

the most recent teacher in the depicted lineage, who transmitted the Lamdre to his disciples and 

empowered them to practice it. In this context, I put forward the idea that a lineage depiction could 

be understood as an expanded portrait of the most recent lineage teacher, in the sense that the entire 

teaching transmission is traced through him, and that he has made the relevant tantric teaching, which 

he himself had received from a previous lineage holder, available to his own disciples in the present. 

From this perspective, a lineage depiction links the images of different figures and persons of a 

mediated past to the realm of the present. Being part of an unbroken esoteric transmission lineage is 

what authorizes a Tibetan Buddhist master to bestow tantric initiation.12 

The actual physical appearance of many of the successive members of a transmission lineage 

was not known or had already been lost at the time a lineage depiction was designed and 

	
10 For studies of the iconography, and in some cases also the life stories, of Indian great adepts and groups of great adepts, 
see Linrothe (ed.) 2006. 

11 Buddhist Digital Resource Center (BDRC) P3285. For Drogmi, the teachings he received from the Indian master Gayadhara 
and his translation work, see Stearns 2001: 6 and 55–59; Davidson 2005, chapter 5; and Stearns 2006: 168–181. 

12 For more on authoritative tantric transmission and the specific teacher-student relationship in Tibetan Buddhism, see 
Chapter One, 1.3. 
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manufactured. As a consequence, lineage depictions do not constitute compilations of realistic or 

lifelike portraits created by different artists at different times from direct observation of the single 

figures during their lifetimes, but homogenous artworks of mostly idealized, typological portraits 

conceived and created long after the lifetimes of the individual lineage teachers, except perhaps for 

the last few generations. 

The outward appearance of lineage teachers is in general highly stylized and conventionalized, 

following in body posture, hand gestures, and physical features the depiction of an awakened being 

(i.e., a buddha), conforming to ideal standards and artistic conventions in Tibetan Buddhist 

iconography. As a result, the Tibetan teachers in a lineage depiction can often only be distinguished 

from one another by the iconographic type each of them is associated with—ordinary monk, monk-

scholar, translator, layman, or tantric yogin—which is visually expressed through details of dress, 

hairstyle, or handheld items.13 Thus, the idealized and typological representation of historical persons 

we see in lineage depictions can be understood more as a symbol of the socio-religious role the 

individual teachers play within the teaching transmission than as an attempt to present mimetic 

likenesses of the subjects’ physical appearance. 

It could therefore be argued that the representation of the transmission lineage as a unitary 

whole, unfolding in time and space, was deemed more important than the creation of physical 

likenesses of the individual teacher who transmitted the teachings at a specific time and place, or, in 

short, that the lineage was emphasized over the individual. The impact on portraiture is that in lineage 

depictions the idealized physical features of the individual teachers can look very much the same, a 

mode of portraiture which often makes it difficult, if not impossible, to clearly identify teachers in 

images that are not provided with name inscriptions. 

However, while the representation of the entire lineage is apparently valued over the 

distinctive individual, every lineage teacher is venerated by the respective community of practitioners 

as an essential link in the chain of teachers who transmitted a given teaching through the generations 

up to a certain point in time. This aspect relates the artistic genre of lineage portraiture in Tibetan 

Buddhism closely to the liturgical genre of lineage prayers, the so-called “supplications to the teacher 

lineage” (bla ma brgyud pa la gsol ba ’debs pa, or shortly bla brgyud gsol ’debs), in which all members 

of a transmission lineage are named and praised precisely according to their chronological succession 

leading up to the most recent lineage teacher. 

Nevertheless, while the Tibetan teachers in lineage sets are usually depicted as typified 

persons with indistinctive generalized physical features, we also find lineage teachers that are 

depicted with distinctive facial features, making some of these teachers recognizable as individuals. 

	
13 On basic human types in Tibetan iconography, including Indian and Tibetan teachers, see Jackson 2011: 35–65. 
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In practical terms, this means that, for example, in the Lamdre lineage sets under discussion, some 

teachers can be identified, if not by inscription, then by specific iconographies, which either 

correspond to a larger trans-regional iconographic tradition of portraying Lamdre lineage teachers in 

the art of the Sakya school or constitute a regional expression of that tradition in the art of Mustang 

in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

3. Shifting Iconographies of Individual Teachers and Different Visual Conceptions of Lineage Sets 

In general, the iconographies of teachers who are considered key figures of a particular transmission 

lineage, usually tantamount to the founding masters of the respective tradition or school of Tibetan 

Buddhism, are more fixed and consistent than the iconographies of other members of that lineage. In 

Lamdre lineage portraiture, this applies first and foremost to five prominent men of the aristocratic 

Khön (’Khon) family at Sakya Monastery in Tsang, who served as successive throne-holders of this 

monastery in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Traditionally they are referred to together as the 

“Five Supreme Masters of Sakya” (sa skya gong ma rnam lnga).14 Famed for having developed the 

Lamdre into the central and most prestigious religious system of the Sakya school, these five men 

usually form an iconographic subgroup in Lamdre lineage depictions and can often be easily 

recognized from their most common iconographies, featuring idiosyncratic characteristics relating to 

dress, hairstyle, in some cases also beard style, and age (i.e., young or old). The distinctive iconographic 

forms of these eminent Sakya masters probably evolved on the basis of established traditions, going 

back to realistic portraits made during their lifetimes or soon thereafter in the economically and 

artistically prosperous domain of Sakya Monastery.15 Such early portraits may well have served as 

iconographic prototypes for the tradition, copied by and handed down through generations of artists 

within Sakyapa monastic circles.16 

In contrast to the distinctive iconographies of the most representative religious figures, such 

as the founding masters of Sakya, the depiction of many other teachers in Lamdre lineage portraiture 

is less fixed and can shift between different lineage sets, depending on the varying preferences of the 

patrons commissioning and the artists designing the respective images. For example, the early 

fourteenth-century Tibetan master Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams 

	
14 These were Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158), his two middle sons Lobpön Sönam Tsemo 
(slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182) and Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216), Sakya 
Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251) and his nephew Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen 
(chos rgyal ’Phags pa bLo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). For the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya, see Caumanns 2019: 
[1213]–1225. 

15 References to the existence of realistic portraits of the founding masters of the Sakya school are found in several traditional 
historical sources; see Jackson 2011: 82 and 136. 

16 See Tucci 1949: 307; and Jackson 2011: 16–17. 
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dpal; 1277–1350),17 who is teacher number 17 in the main Lamdre lineage of Ngor, is mostly depicted 

in meditation, while he can also be seen in the attitude of teaching in a few cases. The specific 

iconographic conception of this lineage teacher as a meditator was probably inspired by accounts of 

his life story, from which we learn that Sönam Pel spent many years in solitary meditation in the cave 

retreat of Naza (Na bza’), which gained him the epithet Naza Dragphugpa (Na bza’ Brag phug pa) 

“master of the Naza rock cave.”18 

Variations in the visual conception of individual lineage teachers are not random but the result 

of careful choices. They may highlight a special quality or aspect of a particular teacher which is 

expressed iconographically—for example, through a symbolic hand gesture, as in the case of 

Dragphugpa and the intensive meditation practice he is associated with. Or they may emphasize the 

more general role of the teacher as an essential component in the transmission of a given teaching, 

expressed for example through the two-handed “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharmacakramudrā), 

which is generally the most frequently occurring hand gesture for lineage teachers. In fact, many 

Lamdre lineage sets feature the dharmacakramudrā as the primary gesture, while some sets exhibit a 

variety of different gestures (as will be shown in more detail when discussing the Lamdre lineage set 

by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen; see Chapter Three, 2.). 

Besides the distinctive iconographic forms of key figures such as the Sakya founding masters, 

depictions of Lamdre lineages sometimes also include other teacher portraits that demonstrate some 

degree of individuality through the presence of personalized facial features, for example a particular 

beard style. Regardless of whether they were taken from a model (i.e., a living person or an earlier 

portrait of that person) or invented—and thus are more related to the overall visual conception of a 

given set and its artistic tradition—such features give particularity and variety to the otherwise more 

generic or stereotyped representation of lineage teachers. One feature of many lineage sets is a 

modular mode of rendering facial features—for example, a range of elements to represent hairstyles 

and facial hair, including stylized moustaches, jawline beards, and goatees—which can be presented 

as individual elements or combined with each other in various ways. 

When we look at the visual conception of identifiable lineage teachers from the perspective 

of regional artistic traditions, such as Mustang or Tsang, it can be noted that certain teachers are 

depicted in a distinctive and fairly consistent way. A good example is the late-fourteenth-century 

Sakyapa monk Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399),19 teacher number 19 in the 

	
17 BDRC P3092. For the dates of Dragphugpa Sönam Pel, see Stearns 2006: 653, n. 332. For Dragphugpa and later 
transmissions of the Lamdre, see ibid.: 240–251. 

18 For a short biographical sketch of Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel, mainly authored by one of his main disciples, Chöje Ritröpa 
Lodrö Tenpa (chos rje Ri khrod pa Blo gros brtan pa; 1316–1358; BDRC P3093), see BDRC W2CZ7927. 

19 BDRC P502. For Pelden Tsültrim and his dates, see Stearns 2006: 241 and 653, n. 338. For a biographical sketch of Pelden 
Tsültrim by Jörg Heimel, see “Pelden Tsultrim,” The Treasury of Lives, published July 2014, 
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Lamdre lineage of Ngor, who in a number of statues preserved in Mustang is portrayed with a small 

pointed beard below his chin.20 Pelden Tsültrim was an important teacher of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo 

during the early years of his monastic training at Sakya, sometime between 1390 and 1399.21 It might 

therefore be that years later, when Ngorchen commissioned paintings and sculptures in memory of his 

main teachers,22 he instructed the responsible artists to portray Pelden Tsültrim with a characteristic 

beard according to how he remembered it. Such images may then have served as a basis for repetitions 

of this physical feature by later generations of artists working for patrons in different regions. In any 

case, the convention of portraying Pelden Tsültrim with a tiny beard below his chin is not only found 

in sculptures from Mustang but also in the early painting style associated with Ngor Monastery, as can 

be seen in a thangka painting depicting Pelden Tsültrim as the central figure surrounded by a teacher 

lineage.23 

In view of the foregoing considerations, I argue that Tibetan Buddhist portrayals of teacher 

lineages are significantly constructed entities composed of elements of iconography, figure types, 

artistic conventions concerning the depiction of the human form, different modes of portraiture, and 

personal names that may be identified either on the basis of an inscription or through visual 

characteristics. The importance of knowing the names of the lineage teachers applies to lineage 

portraiture as much as it applies to lineage worship in general. In lineage supplications, chanted at the 

beginning of teaching, empowerment, and practice rituals, the names of the lineage teachers are 

recited according to their chronological succession. In this way, the presence of the lineage teachers 

is ritually invoked in order that they bestow empowerment upon those requesting them. In a similar 

way, statues of lineage teachers can be inscribed with dedicatory inscriptions containing the name, a 

name element, or an epithet of the portrayed teacher. 

	
https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Pelden-Tsultrim/7512 (accessed Oct. 7, 2021). 

20 See, for example, the inscribed statue of Pelden Tsültrim from the Tsewang Zangpo Set, Fig. TZS:19. For other examples 
and a discussion of different iconographic forms for depicting Pelden Tsültrim, see Chapter Three, 3.1.5. 

21 Although the main teacher in the early period of his monastic training was Sharchen Yeshe Gyaltsen (Shar chen Ye shes 
rgyal mtshan; 1359–1406), Ngorchen also received teachings from other teachers such as Pelden Tsültrim; see Heimbel 2017: 
138 and fn. 377. 

22 In his biography of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, Jamgön Sanggye Phüntsog (’Jam mgon Sangs rgyas phun tshogs; 1649–1705), 
the twenty-fifth abbot of Ngor Monastery, provides information on sacred images Ngorchen commissioned in memory of 
some of his main teachers, including, for example, painting sets and statue sets of Lamdre lineage teachers to fulfill the wishes 
of his teacher Buddhaśrī; see Jackson 2010: 183–184; and Heimbel 2017: 171 and fn. 552. 

23 Housed today in the Brooklyn Museum of Art, the painting depicts Pelden Tsültrim surrounded by a Cakrasaṃvara teacher 
lineage. An image of the painting is available on HAR: no. 86902. This painting belongs to a large thangka set depicting a 
lineage of teachers who transmitted the Lamdre up to about the late sixteenth century. 
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4. Distinct Sculpture Workshops and Regional Expressions of Style Reflecting the Wider Context 

Differing in iconography as well as in their overall visual conceptions and the artistic traditions with 

which they are associated, the various Lamdre lineage sets that have survived at Namgyal Monastery 

not only contribute to our knowledge of variations in the visual conception of individual teachers, but 

also help in establishing if there are distinctive regional forms of portrayal of lineage teachers in 

Tibetan Buddhist art, when they flourished, and how they came about. Several workshops of artisans 

and sculptors can be distinguished. They reflect the political, religious, and artistic interconnections 

between the Mustang Kingdom and its neighbors in Ngari and Tsang. 

Two of the Lamdre lineage sets from the Namgyal collection were cast in metal and bear 

important Tibetan inscriptions providing the names of the teachers portrayed and of the donor of 

each set. These two sets likely date to 1478 or 1479, as the most recent teacher depicted in both of 

them is Künga Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478), the fourth abbot of Ngor Monastery, 

who was a nephew and disciple of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo. Continuing the close relations with the 

rulers of Mustang and local monastic communities established by Ngorchen, Künga Wangchug visited 

Mustang twice, bestowed the Lamdre on a large number of disciples, and died there in 1478 during 

his second visit.24 

The two metal sculpture sets are very different from each other in terms of surface decoration 

and overall visual conception. They represent two distinct schools of metal sculpture valued and 

promoted by patrons of Buddhist sacred images in Mustang in that period. They show that some of 

the sculpture workshops employed under Mustang patronship were closely connected with the 

development of Newar artisanship in the kingdoms of Guge (Gu ge), Purang (Pu hrangs), and 

Gungthang (Gung thang), with which Mustang was involved through political and religious 

interactions.25 

One metal sculpture set of exceptional quality was commissioned by a certain Tsewang 

Zangpo (Tshe dbang bzang po), who can probably be identified as the illustrious minister Tsewang 

Zangpo (1450–ca. 1526)26 of Mustang’s royal house (Figs. TZS:2–24). Its statues were cast from 

different metallic compositions and measure 30 centimeters in height on average. They are rich in 

skillful engravings and sophisticated copper and silver inlays. A special feature of this set is that the 

	
24 For Künga Wangchug and his two Mustang visits, see below, fn. 174. 

25 On the shifting political rivalries, conflicts, and relationships between Mustang and the neighboring regions, including the 
kingdoms of Guge, Purang, and Gungthang, between the tenth and mid-sixteenth century, see Kramer 2008: Chapter 1. In 
the first quarter of the sixteenth century, Mustang’s prominent monk scholar Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub gave 
teachings at the court of the Gungthang king, who was one of his patrons. Another patron of this master was the king of 
Guge; see ibid.: 72–74. 

26 For Tsewang Zangpo and his dates, see Chapter Three, 1.3. and fn. 240. 
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Indian lineage teachers are distinguished from the Tibetan ones through the use of a different, darker 

metal alloy.27 Such specific conclusions can only be drawn because a sufficient number of statues of 

the same set have been preserved together at one place, in contrast to the countless numbers of 

sacred images and objects from Tibet and the Himalayas that are scattered in different collections and 

museums worldwide and have often lost their context. 

The second inscribed metal sculpture set was commissioned by a certain Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo 

gros rgyal mtshan), whose identity cannot be determined with certainty, but whose name possibly 

refers to the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s–

mid-1500s),28 firstborn son of the third independent king of Mustang Tashigön (Bkra shis mgon; ca. 

1440–1489?)29 and nephew of Lowo Khenchen, the Great Abbot of Mustang Sönam Lhündrub (Glo bo 

mkhan chen bSod nams lhun grub; 1456–1532).30 Cast in a high copper content alloy, the statues of 

this Lamdre lineage set measure 18 centimeters in height on average (Figs. LGS:1–24). They are 

densely gilded and feature fine engravings of floral and cloud patterns on garments and robes. The 

metallic composition and the fire-gilding technique mark this set as the work of Newar sculptors.31 

While the artists or teams of artists who were responsible for the production of these two 

statue sets are not known, rare inscriptions found on closely related statues in terms of metal 

workmanship, artistic style, and quality mention the names of artists working for patrons in Mustang. 

Among the sculptors who produced statues with sophisticated metal inlays of different materials and 

colors—such as those seen in the Lamdre lineage set by donor Tsewang Zangpo and other similarly 

inlaid statues associated with Mustang—were: (1) the “master artist” (dpon mo che) Künga Leg (Kun 

dga’ legs; dates unknown), who is mentioned in the inscription on an extremely refined solitary 

portrait statue of the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug preserved at Namgyal (see Fig. 30);32 and 

	
27 The use of different metallic compositions to distinguish between Indian and Tibetan teachers in this set was first noticed 
by Christian Luczanits; see Luczanits 2016a: 129. 

28 On the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, firstborn son of the third independent king of Mustang Tashigön (bKra 
shis mgon; ca. 1440–1489?) and nephew of Lowo Khenchen, and my tentative estimate of the dates of his birth and death, 
see below, fn. 299.  

29 Alternative names for Tashigön are Ahaṃ Tashigön Pelzangpo (A haṃ bKra shis mgon dPal bzang po) or Ahaṃ Tsangchen 
Tashigön (A haṃ Tshangs chen bKra shis mgon); see Jackson 1984: 120 and 148. Although the birth date of Tashigön is not 
recorded in the available sources, his younger brother Lowo Khenchen mentions in his autobiography that Tashigön was a 
boy at the time when Ngorchen Künga Zangpo stayed in Mustang for the last of three visits to that kingdom; see ibid.: 123 
and 141, n. 33. Based on another work by Lowo Khenchen, a text to be recited at a funeral ceremony at Sakya in Tsang, 
composed in 1489 following the death of Tashigön, his death is dated to the year 1489. For that text and its date given in the 
colophon, see the catalogue of collected works of Lowo Khenchen in Kramer 2008:235–236, no. 270. For a discussion of the 
date of Tashigön’s death, see Vitali 2012: 200–203. 

30 On the life and works of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub, see Kramer 2008. 

31 For a reference to Newar sculptors and the use of fire-gilding (or mercury-gilding) technique, see below, fn. 286. 

32 For details of this solitary statue of Künga Wangchug and its inscription, see Volume 2, List 13, no. 3. For a discussion of 
the statue, see Chapter Three, 1.1.6.2. The honorary title dpon mo che—variously translated as “master artist,” “chief artist,” 
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(2) the highly revered “emanation artisan of divine [images]” (sprul pa’i lha bzo) Namkha Drag (Nam 

mkha’ grags; dates unknown), whose name is known from a precious portrait statue of Lowo 

Khenchen and from a sixteenth-century text recording restoration works carried out at Khorchak 

Monastery in Purang between 1506 and 1512.33 

Regarding sculptors associated with the other distinct school of metal sculpture that also 

enjoyed significant patronage in Mustang—which is characterized by densely gilded, finely chased 

copper statues, such as those of the Lamdre lineage set by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen—an inscription found 

on an exquisite, relatively large solitary statue of Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 

1092–1158; Fig. 24) provides the name of the artist Namkha Nyingpo (Nam mkha’ snying po; dates 

unknown) from Gungthang. That statue is also preserved at Namgyal Monastery.34 

The images of the other sculpture sets in the Namgyal collection were manufactured from 

papier-mâché-like materials. Most of them belong to at least four further Lamdre lineage sets. Some 

of these statues bear faint traces of inscriptions written with either gold pigment or black ink onto the 

lower edge of the lotus pedestals. Unfortunately, most of these inscriptions have disappeared almost 

completely. Although papier-mâché and clay statues form an important part of the cultural heritage 

of Tibet and the Himalayas,35 they are often underrepresented in western museums and collections 

of Asian art as well as in publications. The present study helps to fill some gaps in this regard. 

One set of comparatively large uninscribed papier-mâché statues stands out in terms of its 

expressive and lively portrayal of the teachers and its fine workmanship (see Figs. LPMS:1–25[?]. This 

set likely dates to the first half of the sixteenth century, as it contains a few more generations of 

Tibetan teachers than the two inscribed metal sculpture sets. It includes portraits of later teachers of 

the Ngor tradition wearing distinctive ceremonial hats. Measuring 70 centimeters in height on 

average, this set of large papier-mâché statues represents the third largest Lamdre lineage set known 

after two famous sculptural sets preserved in Tibet—namely, the set of painted clay statues 

permanently installed in the Lamdre Lhakhang on the upper floor of the Pelkhor Chöde (dPal ’khor 

	
or “great master”—was in use in different regions, including Tsang (for example, at Gyantse) and Purang (for example, at 
Khorchak); see Khokhlov and Laurent 2020: 245 and fn. 19 and 20. 

33 For a detailed discussion of the portrait statue of Lowo Khenchen, today preserved in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, see 
Khokhlov and Laurent 2020. For a transliteration and translation of its inscription, see ibid.: Appendix 1. For the relevant 
passage from the record of the restoration work at Khorchak Monastery in Purang mentioning the involvement of Namkha 
Drag and his apprentices during the last renovation phase, see ibid.: 244–245 and text C in Appendix 4. 

34 This solitary statue of Sachen Künga Nyingpo measures 41.5 centimeters in height. It is one of seven portrait statues of 
Sachen preserved in the Namgyal collection. For a discussion of the statue, see Chapter Four, 2.4.2.; for its inscription, see 
Volume 2, List 10, no. 11. 

35 See Luczanits 2004. 
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chos sde) monastic complex at Gyantse (rGyal rtse)36 and the set of gilt copper repoussé statues 

housed today at Mindroling (sMin grol gling) Monastery.37 

In terms of artistic style, the statues of the Large Papier-mâché Set at Namgyal Monastery are 

reminiscent of the Newari-inspired artistic tradition that flourished at Gyantse in the early fifteenth 

century, in both sculpture and painting. This applies in particular to the palette of brilliant colors, 

overall visual expression and sense of liveliness, including a realistic quality in the rendering of faces 

and drapery. That there existed religious and artistic connections between Mustang and Gyantse 

during the period in question is documented, for example, by the biography of the wandering Tibetan 

yogin Tsangnyön Heruka (gTsang smyon He ru ka; 1452–1507), who visited Mustang three times in the 

late fifteenth century.38 This text informs us about the presence of a Buddhist master from the Pelkhor 

Chöde of Gyantse who had been in charge of the planning and layout for the murals of a temple in Lo-

Manthang, presumably referring to the Vajradhara chapel on the top floor of the Jampa Lhakhang 

(Byams pa lha khang; Maitreya Temple).39 Besides these large papier-mâché sculptures, Namgyal 

Monastery houses more than eighty smaller papier-mâché sculptures of similar workmanship, style, 

and quality, which probably belong to at least three further Lamdre lineage sets (discussed in Chapter 

Three, 4.). 

Overall, the six or more Lamdre lineage sets that survive at Namgyal Monastery provide an 

unprecedented opportunity to analyze different statue sets from the same regional context 

(Mustang), compare them to each other, and set them in relation to the larger tradition of portraying 

Lamdre lineage teachers in Sakyapa art. This concerns, for example, largely unexplored depictions of 

Lamdre lineage teachers as minor figures found on ornamental backrest arches in Newar gilt repoussé 

work surrounding monumental Buddha statues in the main assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo 

	
36 Erected in 1425, the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang was decorated with a set of nineteen almost life-size clay statues of Lamdre 
lineage teachers, with two additional statues of standing bodhisattvas flanking the central image of Vajradhara. The lineage 
depiction ends with the highly esteemed Sakyapa master Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi (Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 
1349–1425) as lineage teacher number 19. This Lamdre lineage set represents the only fifteenth-century example that has 
been preserved intact within its original monastic structures until today. For a comprehensive account of the Gyantse set, 
see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 874–881, pls. 201A–204F. The center of the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang is occupied by a three-
dimensional maṇḍala of Cakrasaṃvara, the tantric aspiration deity of the second most important teaching transmission in 
the Sakya school besides the instructions of the Lamdre system and its tantric cycle of Hevajra. For a detailed description of 
the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang, see Lo Bue and Ricca 1990: 411–460. 

37 For comprehensive accounts of the almost life-size repoussé statues of Lamdre lineage teachers preserved today at 
Mindroling Monastery, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 972–985, fig. XV-11 and pls. 236A–241F; and Lee-Kalisch 2006: [117]–
151. For reinvestigations of the Mindroling set and its history, including new identifications of individual statues, see Jackson 
2016: Chapters 5 and 6; Jackson 2017: 173–194; and Luczanits 2019: [203]–226. The date of the repoussé sculptures is still 
discussed; likely they were made during the last decades of the fifteenth century, perhaps during the first decades after the 
foundation of Gongkar Chöde Monastery (Gong dkar chos sde) in 1464; see ibid.: 212. 

38 For this biography of Tsangnyön Heruka and his three Mustang visits (in 1481, ca. 1489, and 1498), see below, fn. 252. 

39 For the respective passage from Tsangnyön Heruka’s biography, and a public debate that took place in a chapel which had 
Vajradhara as its main image, see below, fn. 347. 
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(Lha khang Chen mo) at Sakya Monastery, the majority of which probably date from about the late 

thirteenth to early fourteenth century (introduced in Chapter Two), and the two sets of almost life-

size clay statues in Gyantse and repoussé statues in Mindroling, dating from the early fifteenth and 

late fifteenth century respectively.40 

5. Aims and Methodology 

All in all, this dissertation intends to present and discuss Tibetan Buddhist lineage portraiture as a 

distinct, multifaceted subgenre of genealogical portraiture in art history. It aims to outline the complex 

visual and conceptual repertoires that can be differentiated for the various Lamdre lineage sets from 

the Namgyal collection, showing how artists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries made use of the 

genre of portraiture to successfully negotiate collective identity and individuality—that is, depicting 

an authoritative transmission lineage as a whole and portraying the individual teacher as part of that 

whole—and the way they coalesce in sculptural form. The investigation of several statue sets 

representing the same teacher lineage serves as a case study to illuminate a mode of portraiture that 

oscillates between idealized, typological, and individualized aspects of the depicted teachers, working 

in a complementary manner to reference the subjects’ awakened qualities and human features. 

Moreover, analyzing and comparing the overall artistic conceptions of different sets shows that 

sculptors associated with distinct workshops selectively presented particular aspects or qualities of 

individual teachers, conveying inner attainment through outer appearance. 

In the light of these considerations, this study seeks to highlight lineage portraiture as a highly 

conceptual genre of portraiture, just as Tibetan Buddhist art in general is extremely systematic and 

well-conceived. I hope that it will make a small contribution to our knowledge of the diversity of 

portraitures from different periods and artistic traditions. This study also hopes to make further 

contributions to our understanding of Mustang as an important center of Buddhist practice, 

patronage, and art production, especially in terms of its connection to the development of Newar 

artisanship in a Sakya school context. 

The present study was undertaken using a combination of methods from the disciplines of art 

history, Tibetan studies, and Buddhist studies, including field research in Mustang and central Tibet. 

In-depth visual and comparative analyses formed the basis for the investigation and contextualization 

of the artworks under discussion. In terms of written sources, the study made use of (1) Tibetan 

inscriptions found on the statues (provided in Volume 2 of this dissertation); (2) life stories of early 

	
40 See above, fn. 36 and 37. 
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teachers of the Lamdre transmission in India and Tibet;41 and (3) biographies and autobiographies of 

influential Sakyapa and Ngorpa scholars, in particular those of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo42 and Lowo 

Khenchen.43 

In August 2016, I traveled to Mustang to visit Namgyal and other monasteries and temples in 

the region, which also house relevant material that needs to be studied and contextualized. 

Unfortunately, in the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal earthquake, and due to continuing construction 

work at Namgyal Monastery, the majority of the collection’s statues and statue sets were kept in 

storage boxes and inaccessible during my visit. Fortunately, I could rely on the extensive photographic 

documentation of the statues by Christian Luczanits carried out in situ for more than ten years now.44 

The following trip to Tibet in September of the same year included visits to Gyantse and Mindroling in 

order to view the two famous sculptural sets, as well as a visit to Sakya, where I learned about the 

lineage representations in relief sculpture on the repoussé backrest arches in the Lhakhang Chenmo. 

6. Chapter Summary 

The present work comprises two volumes. The main volume (Volume 1: Text) is organized in four 

chapters. It is complemented by a second volume (Volume 2: Catalogue & Figures) containing lists of 

the various statue sets from the Namgyal collection as well as single statues discussed in this work, 

providing object information and a transliteration and translation of any Tibetan inscriptions, followed 

by figures. 

Chapter One introduces the theoretical and conceptual issues relevant for this research. It 

outlines the two main directions from which I have approached the statue sets under investigation: 

lineage and portraiture. The chapter opens with a very brief overview of the later spread of Buddhism 

in Tibet and the institutionalization of the Lamdre as a religious system in the Sakya school, 

highlighting the Ngor sub-school and its Mustang connection. This is followed by an introduction of 

the main Tibetan Buddhist concepts which contextualize lineage portraiture, in particular the central 

role of the tantric Buddhist master, authoritative tantric transmission, and the religious lineages that 

result from such transmissions. The first chapter then addresses key issues associated with the ways 

in which portraits have been discussed and redefined in art-historical studies, including changing 

understandings of the concept of likeness. 

	
41 Stearns 2001; and Stearns 2006.   

42 Heimbel 2017. 

43 Kramer 2008. 

44 On the building activities and structural changes at Namgyal in recent years, see Luczanits 2016a: 122–125. 
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Chapter Two provides a preliminary investigation into the earliest known representations of 

full Lamdre teacher lineages in the form of relief sculpture. Depicted as minor figures, these are an 

integral part of the iconographic program of some of the monumental backrest arches behind the 

main Buddha statues in the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo. These hammered metalworks document a 

crucial stage in the history of Sakyapa art: They bear witness to the involvement of Newar metal 

sculptors during the early period of decorating the interior of the Lhakhang Chenmo (late thirteenth 

to early fourteenth century), at a time when Sakya served as the seat of Tibet’s administration during 

the Mongol-Sakyapa hegemony; and they represent a clear starting point for the development of the 

tradition of portraying Lamdre lineage teachers at Sakya Monastery, where the Lamdre first became 

institutionalized as the central and most prestigious religious system of the Sakya school. These early 

representations, their religious significance, and their prominent placement within the artistic layout 

of the main assembly hall are thus of great interest for the study of later developments of that 

tradition in different historical and geographical contexts. 

Chapter Three presents the primary sources used in this dissertation to study lineage 

portraiture in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist art from the perspective of a specific 

region: Mustang. It provides a detailed description and examination of seven statue sets from the 

collection of Namgyal Monastery, with up to twenty statues preserved per set. A crucial step was to 

precisely analyze the similarities and differences in the iconographic conception of lineage teachers in 

the different sets, identifying shifts in the iconography of individual teachers. The presentation of each 

set includes a discussion of workmanship and artistic style, providing evidence about distinct sculpture 

workshops. These workshops reflect the quality and innovation of Mustang’s sculptural production 

within the wider context of Tibetan Buddhist art. This chapter also includes considerations about how 

the statues of these portable sets may be spatially arranged in relation to each other on the basis of 

internal visual evidence. 

Chapter Four looks at forms of individuality and realistic representation in teacher and lineage 

portraiture. It touches upon the specific Tibetan tradition of ngadrama (nga ’dra ma, “[it] looks like 

me”) images, which can be considered the origin of realistic portraiture in Tibetan art. The chapter 

opens with a short discussion of how the terms “realism” and “naturalism” are used in art history 

more generally, then moves on to artistic expressions of individuality, realism, and likeness in a 

Tibetan Buddhist context. For the purposes of this study, single portraits of influential masters and 

founders of the Sakya and Ngor schools are considered. First, we will look at the tradition of portraying 

the Great Sakyapa Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); his iconographic 

conception is certainly the most specific and recognizable among the Tibetan teachers in Lamdre 

lineage depictions. This is followed by a brief description of three smaller statues of Ngorchen Künga 
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Zangpo preserved at Ngor Monastery which are held by local tradition to be ngadrama images of the 

founder of the Ngor school. 

The main focus in this chapter will be on portrait statues of Mustang’s prominent Sakyapa 

scholar Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub and his nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo—both were born 

into the royal family of Mustang, became monks, and Lowo Khenchen served as abbot of Thubten 

Dargyeling (i.e., Namgyal Monastery).45 While many great portraits of Lowo Khenchen are well known, 

portraits of his nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen were hitherto unknown or have been wrongly identified. The 

corpus of surviving statues of these two princely monks gives us the rare chance to study and compare 

contemporary portraits of eminent Buddhist teachers from the same historical and artistic context in 

which the Lamdre lineage sets under discussion were produced. The discussion of some of their 

skillfully crafted portraits is intended to show the successful blending of conventional iconographic 

forms—for instance, representing a Tibetan Buddhis teacher as a manifestation of the Bodhisattva of 

Wisdom, Mañjuśrī—with a realistic quality in the rendering of physical features and facial expressions. 

Some of their portraits thus serve as examples of Tibetan portraiture in which both idealized and 

distinctive, both typological and individualized aspects of the subject function complementarily. While 

the focus in this chapter is on solitary statues, it reconnects to the topic of lineage portraiture by 

considering, for example, a very rare depiction of Lowo Khenchen as a lineage teacher of the 

Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmission which clearly represents him without distinctive, individualized 

facial features but with indistinct, stereotyped features, just like the other lineage teachers in the 

respective statue set. 

A final section sums up the main points made throughout the study and offers some 

concluding remarks. 

  

	
45 In 1477, Lowo Khenchen received full monastic ordination from the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug and shortly 
afterwards was appointed abbot of Thubten Dargyeling, serving in this position for about eleven years (1477–1488?); see 
Kramer 2008: 61–66 and 76. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Lineage and Portraiture 

1. Teacher, Transmission, and Lineage in Tibetan Buddhism 

1.1. The Later Spread of Buddhism in Tibet and the Institutionalization of the Lamdre in the Sakya 

School 

After Buddhism was first introduced in Tibet during the Tibetan empire, from the late tenth century 

onwards a renewed interest in and translation of esoteric Buddhist teachings from India marked the 

beginning of a new period in the history of Buddhism in Tibet. This period was labeled by Tibetan 

historians as the “later spread of [Buddhist] teaching” (bstan pa phyi dar) or “new translation” (gsar 

’gyur) period.46 It was particularly the “highest yoga tantras” (rnal ’byor bla na med pa’i rgyud; 

yoganiruttartantra) associated with tantric aspiration deities (yi dam; iṣṭadevatā) such as Hevajra and 

Cakrasaṃvara that laid the foundation for the development of a series of new esoteric, yoga-based 

systems of theory and practice in Tibetan Buddhism.47 A number of new Tibetan Buddhist traditions 

and schools referred to as Sarmapa (gsar ma pa, the “New Ones”) emerged that placed their focus on 

a distinctive body of tantric scriptures, ritual practices, and oral instructions. It is within this framework 

that the Tibetan Buddhist teacher, or lama (bla ma), as holder and transmitter of a particular tantric 

teaching or teachings takes a central position. 

While emphasizing authoritative tantric transmission from a Buddhist master to one or several 

disciples and the lineages that result from such transmissions, the different traditions began to 

establish new centers for tantric study and practice, monasteries, and branch institutions. The works 

of the early Tibetan translators, such as Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye 

shes; 992–1072?), who is considered the primary translator of the Hevajratantra and occupies 

position 8 in the main and standard Lamdre lineage of the Sakya school, were explored, commented 

	
46 On the revival of Buddhism in Tibet from the late tenth to the thirteenth century, see Davidson 2005; and Kapstein 2006: 
95–109. 

47 On tantric literature and ritual that became systematized in Tibet, see Davidson 2005: 34–44. On the esoteric systems 
associated with the yidam (yi dam) deities Cakrasaṃvara and Hevajra employed by the Sakyapa, see ibid.: 54–56. On the 
different classifications of Buddhist tantras, see Dalton 2005; and Isaacson and Sferra 2015. 
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on, and developed by the following generations of Tibetan Buddhist monks, lay masters, scholars, and 

yogins.48 

The process of organizing the emerging new teaching cycles into graded and progressive 

Buddhist paths and integrating the highly venerated transmission lineages into the ritual domain of 

monastic communities was supported by the rise of religious clans such as the aristocratic Khön 

(’Khon) family at Sakya Monastery in Tsang (gTsang) province of Tibet. Founded in 1073 by Khön 

Könchog Gyalpo (’Khon dKon mchog rgyal po, 1034–1102),49 Sakya Monastery became the central 

institution of the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism.50  

It was at Sakya that the Hevajratantra cycle and the system of tantric doctrine and practice 

associated with it, called the Lamdre (lam ’bras [bu dang bcas pa]) or “Path with the Result,” first 

began to be institutionalized as a religious system. The Lamdre is rooted in the view that the “result” 

or “fruit” (’bras bu)—that is, liberation (rnam thar)—is contained within the “path” (lam).51 Promoted 

by the scholarly and literary efforts of five eminent masters of the Khön family, who are often referred 

to as the “Five Supreme Masters of Sakya” (sa skya gong ma rnam lnga), the Lamdre developed into 

the central and most prestigious religious system of the Sakya school and its various evolving sub-

schools, especially the Ngor sub-school (see below). 

In Lamdre lineage portraiture, the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya usually form an 

iconographic subgroup and can often be recognized from their most common iconographies. The first 

three, Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158) and his sons Lobpön Sönam 

Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182) and Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa 

rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216), were lay masters wearing long-sleeved garments of white or other colors 

permitted for laymen and are therefore traditionally referred to as the “Three White[-Clad] Masters” 

(dkar po rnam gsum). They produced some of the defining exegetical writings of the Sakya tradition.52 

	
48 BDRC P3285. For Drogmi, the Hevajratantra he received from the Indian master Gayadhara, and Drogmi’s translation work, 
see Stearns 2001: 6 and 55–59; Davidson 2005, chapter 5; and Stearns 2006: 168–181. On the Hevajratantra, see ibid.: 41–
42. On the Indian and Tibetan literature on Hevajra, and subsequently also on the Lamdre, see Sobisch 2008. Depictions of 
Drogmi as Lamdre lineage teacher number 8 survive in four out of six sets of statues of Lamdre lineage teachers preserved 
in the Namgyal collection, namely: (1) Tsewang Zangpo Set (TZS:8); (2) Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (LGS:8); (3) Single Lotus Set 1 
(SLS-1:8); and Double Lotus Set 1 (DLS-1:8). 

49 BDRC P3730. For Khön Könchog Gyalpo, see Stearns 2001: 109; and Stearns 2006: 184–187, 196–197, and 646–647, n. 
226. 

50 On the early history of the Khön family and the genesis of the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism, see Smith 2001. For a 
general overview of the Sakya school, see Dhongthog 2016. On the sociocultural history of the Sakya school, see Davidson 
2005. 

51 According to Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216), the third of the five Sakya founding 
masters, “this system is referred to as ‘The Oral Instructions of the Path with the Result’ (Lam ’bras bu dang bras pa’i gdams 
ngag) because the result itself is utilized as the path (’bras bu lam du byed pa).” See Stearns 2001: 12. 

52 See Stearns 2001: 16–35 and 38; Davidson 2005: 303–315 and 352–360; and Sobisch 2008: [83]–112. 
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In the thirteenth century, during the lifetimes of the last two of the five Sakya founding 

masters, the range of religious and political activities increased considerably. The two masters were 

the highly revered “paṇḍita of Sakya,” Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal 

mtshan; 1182–1251), and his nephew Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros 

rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). Both were fully ordained monks wearing red robes and are therefore 

traditionally referred to as the “Two Red[-Clad] Masters” (dmar po rnam gnyis). Through alliances 

between these two eminent Sakya hierarchs from the Khön family with the Mongol rulers of the Yuan 

dynasty (1271–1368) in China, the Sakyapa attained the religious and secular leadership of Tibet and 

retained it for almost a century.53 

1.1.1. The Lhakhang Chenmo of Sakya and Early Depictions of Full Sakya Teacher Lineages 

In the late thirteenth century, with the support of the Mongol court, construction of the Lhakhang 

Chenmo (Lha khang Chen mo), the “Great Temple” of the fortress-like monastic complex of the South 

Monastery (Chos sde lho) at Sakya was begun under Chögyal Phagpa and his regent (dpon chen) 

Shākya Zangpo (Shākya bZang po; r. ca. 1264–1270).54 As the ritual center of Sakya, the forty-pillar 

main assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo, measuring 66.4 meters wide, 23.3 meters deep, and 

24.3 meters high,55 was decorated with about twenty monumental sculptural ensembles in Newar gilt 

repoussé work of the highest artistic quality, enshrining sacred relics of Sakya hierarchs, regents, and 

Buddhist masters. These sculptural ensembles consist of larger than life-size Buddha statues 

surrounded by up to approximately 8-meter-high ornamental backrest arches placed on multi-tiered 

throne bases in the form of architectural platforms. The majority of these hammered metalwork 

ensembles probably date from the early period of decoration of the Lhakhang Chenmo—that is, the 

late thirteenth to early fourteenth century. 

Along with reliquary stūpas, and other sacred images and objects from various periods of 

Sakya art production that survive in the great assembly hall, these exceptional artifacts represent one 

of the most significant collections of the sculptural heritage of Tibetan Buddhism in present-day 

	
53 On the period of the Mongol-Sakyapa hegemony, see Kapstein 2006: 110–116. 

54 The construction of the Lhakhang Chenmo at Sakya South was begun under the first regent Shākya Zangpo around the 
year 1265 (see BDRC P2220) and continued under the second regent Künga Zangpo (Kun dga’ bzang po; r. ca. 1270–1276). It 
was probably completed by the time of the eleventh throne-holder of Sakya, Dagnyi Chenpo Zangpo Pel (bdag nyid chen po 
bZang po dpal; 1262–1324; tenure: 1298–1324; BDRC P1877). For a chronological description of the religious structures at 
Sakya North and South, including maps illustrating the location of temples and stūpas, see Schoening 1990. For the 
construction of the Lhakhang Chenmo in the late thirteenth century, see ibid.: 17. For a general overview of the architectural 
site of Sakya Monastery, its temples, and main images, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 735–757. For a plan of the South Monastery, 
see ibid.: fig. 1048 (a modified version after Xu Zongwei 2004: 64). 

55 Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740. 
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Tibet.56 They document a crucial stage in the development of Tibetan Buddhist sculpture during that 

important period of Tibet’s history and artistic production and illustrate the contribution of Newar 

metal sculptors in this development. Newar artists of the Kathmandu Valley, famous for their skill in 

painting, carving, and especially for their metalwork, were active in Tibet during the imperial period 

(seventh to mid-ninth century) and during the later spread of Buddhism in Tibet (eleventh to mid-

fifteenth century). They maintained a presence particularly in Tsang on the main trade route between 

Kathmandu and Lhasa.57 

A special, still practically unexplored feature of the elaborate backrest arches in the Lhakhang 

Chenmo is that some of them contain depictions of full Sakya teacher lineages in the form of relief 

sculpture, namely those of the Hevajra-based Lamdre and of the Cakrasaṃvara teaching 

transmissions—the two main tantric cycles in the Sakya school. These teacher lineages are found on 

eight of the twenty monumental backrest arches. The existence of these tantric teacher lineages as 

an integral part of the Lhakhang Chenmo’s artistic decoration has been disregarded so far in 

publications on Sakya art, probably due to the limited accessibility on site and the lack of available 

close-up photographs. Because they mark the beginning of the tradition of Lamdre lineage portraiture 

in the art of the Sakya school and its various evolving sub-schools, and, therefore, are of great 

significance for the study of the visual conception of Lamdre lineage teachers in different artistic 

traditions and regional contexts, I include in this dissertation a preliminary investigation of the Lamdre 

lineage teachers as they are depicted on some of the Lhakhang Chenmo’s magnificent backrest arches 

(see Chapter Two). 

By the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, with flourishing patronage, Sakya had 

become not only a seat of hegemonic power but also a place of excellence in academic study, tantric 

practice, and the production of religious artworks. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, religious 

activities and patronage at Sakya and its various affiliate institutions continued to flourish, even 

though the period of Sakya political dominance in Tibet had ceased with the decline of the Mongol 

rulers in China. In the fifteenth century, the Sakya school continued to have a significant impact on 

	
56 These great treasures of Sakya art still await thorough documentation and research. A general idea of the sacred images 
and objects that survive in the Lhakhang Chenmo can be obtained from the following three publications: Sa jia si (Sakya 
Monastery) 1985; Sa jia si (Sakya Monastery) 2006; and Henss 2014, vol. 2: 730–757. For a plan of the great assembly hall of 
the Lhakhang Chenmo, indicating the location of the main images and objects, including the monumental Buddha statues 
with their elaborate backrest arches, see the latter: 740, fig. 1051. 

57 On Newar artistic influence in Tibet and China between the seventh and the fifteenth century, see Lo Bue 2012. 
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the religious life of Tibet, as new dynamic branch monasteries and traditions emerged, most notably 

the Ngor sub-school. 

1.2. The Ngor Sub-school and the Mustang Connection 

One of the most outstanding and influential Sakyapa masters of the fifteenth century was the great 

scholar and reformer Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456), who “tried 

to renew his own Sa skya school from within.”58 In 1429, he founded his own monastic retreat of Ngor 

Ewam Chöden (Ngor E waṃ chos ldan) in the remote Ngor valley in Tsang. Ngor Monastery quickly 

developed into one of the most renowned and active centers for tantric study and practice, 

particularly the Lamdre, within Sakyapa monastic circles.59 

Through the efforts of Ngorchen and his successors as abbots of Ngor Monastery, the Ngor 

tradition (ngor lugs) became the first and most prominent sub-school of the Sakya tradition.60 Its 

religious influence extended westwards to parts of Western Tibet, including the Kingdom of Lowo (Glo 

bo), present-day Mustang, and Dolpo (Dol po), as well as eastwards to Kham (Khams).61 Ngor also 

became well known for its high-quality art production, particularly for its sets of scroll paintings 

(thangkas) depicting maṇḍalas and Lamdre lineage teachers.62 

During the second quarter of the fifteenth century, upon invitation by the rulers of Mustang, 

Ngorchen travelled three times to this Himalayan kingdom (1427–1428, 1436–1437, and 1447–1449) 

to establish new or re-found old monastic institutions, bestow teachings such as the Lamdre, or hold 

other Buddhist ceremonies.63 Towards the end of his third and last sojourn in Mustang, in 1449, 

Ngorchen consecrated the renovated and expanded old Namgyal Chöde (rNam rgyal chos sde) 

	
58 See Heimbel 2017: [XI] and 246. 

59 On the life and times of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, see Heimbel 2017. On the religious tradition of Ngor, particularly its 
Lamdre tradition, see ibid.: 392–413. 

60 The three main sub-schools of the Sakya tradition are usually listed as the Sakyapa (Sa skya pa) proper, the Ngorpa (Ngor 
pa) established by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, and the Tsharpa (Tshar pa) established by Tsharchen Losel Gyatso (Tshar chen 
Blo gsal rgya mtsho; 1502–1566). (On Tsharchen Losel Gyatso, see Stearns 2001: 6 and 41–43.) Other minor sub-schools of 
the Sakya tradition were the Dzongpa (rDzong pa) of the Dzongchung Ladrang (rDzong chung bla brang) at Sakya, the 
Nālendrapa (Nā lendra pa) of Nālendra (Nā lendra) Monastery in Penyul (ʼPhan yul) north of Lhasa founded by Rongtön Sheja 
Künrig (Rong ston Shes bya kun rig; 1367–1449) (see Jackson 2019), and the Gongkarwa (Gong dkar ba) or Later Dzongpa 
(rDzong pa phyi rabs pa) of Gongkar Chöde (Gong dkar chos sde) Monastery in southern Ü (dBus) founded by (Gongkar 
Dorjedenpa) Künga Namgyal (Gong dkar rDo rje gdan pa Kun dga’ rnam rgyal; 1432–1496) (see Fermer 2010; and Fermer 
2016). Another Sakya sub-tradition was established by Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507) at Serdogchen (gSer 
mdog can) in Tsang (gTsang) (see Caumanns 2015). 

61 See Jackson 2010: 177; and Heimbel 2017: 392. 

62 On Ngor and its Newari-influenced style of Tibetan painting, the Beri (bal ris or bal bris), see Jackson 2010: 177–215. 

63 On Ngorchen’s three sojourns in Mustang and his impact on the development of Buddhism in that region, see Heimbel 
2017: part four, chapter 6. 
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Monastery, bestowing upon it the new name Thubten Dargyeling (Thub bstan dar rgyas gling).64 The 

joint efforts of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo and the powerful rulers of Mustang in the mid-fifteenth 

century laid the foundation for the region’s development as an important center of the Ngor tradition 

of the Sakya school. Mustang has remained a stronghold of that tradition until today. 

In the opposite direction, eminent masters and novice monks from Mustang travelled to 

central Tibet (dBus and gTsang) to visit Ngor and other monastic institutions. First and foremost 

among those monastics were Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub (Glo bo mkhan chen bSod nams lhun 

grub; 1456–1532) and his nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 

1460s–mid-1500s).65 The latter accompanied his uncle on a journey to central Tibet in the early 1490s. 

One destination was Ngor Monastery, which they reached in about 1490.66 Shortly afterwards, Lodrö 

Gyaltsen travelled to Serdogchen (gSer mdog can), where he studied under the prominent Sakyapa 

scholar Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507) before his return to Mustang.67 Lowo 

Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen became a Buddhist monk and a respected teacher in his own right. 

He likely commissioned one of the two sets of inscribed metal statues of Lamdre lineage teachers 

preserved in the collection of Namgyal Monastery (discussed in Chapter Three, 2). 

After this brief overview of the larger religious-historical context that provides the backdrop 

for our discussion of Lamdre lineage portraiture, let us now take a closer look at the central role of 

the tantric Buddhist teacher, the teacher-student relationship, and tantric transmission in Tibetan 

Buddhism. 

1.3. The Teacher and the Teacher-Student Relationship 

One of the characteristics of Tibetan Buddhism is the emphasis placed on the religious teacher (bla 

ma; guru) who embodies and is empowered to transmit a religious lineage, particularly a person’s 

main tantric teacher or “root teacher” (rtsa ba’i bla ma; mūlaguru) in esoteric practice. In order to 

receive personalized esoteric transmission of and permission to study and practice the tantra (rgyud) 

of an aspiration deity (yi dam; iṣṭadevatā) such as Hevajra, or an entire system of tantric doctrine and 

	
64 See above, fn. 4.  

65 For the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen (Pelzangpo) and my tentative estimate of the dates of his birth and death, see below, 
fn. 299. 

66 See Heimbel 2017: 272, fn. 252. 

67 For an account of Lodrö Gyaltsen’s stay at Serdogchen Monastery, see a passage from Künga Drölchog’s biography of Shākya 
Chogden in Caumanns 2015: 277–280. It includes a listing of the teachings that the “Dharma Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen” (chos rje 
Blo gros rgyal mtshan), as he is referred to in this biography, received. The text also provides information on the offerings that 
Lodrö Gyaltsen made for the teachings he received at Serdogchen, including offerings of gold. 
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practice such as the Lamdre, it is considered indispensable for a tantric practitioner to enter into and 

maintain a ritual relationship68 with an authoritative Buddhist teacher, or so-called master.69 

In esoteric Buddhism, or more traditionally Vajrayāna (rdo rje theg pa) and Secret Mantrayāna 

(gsang sngags theg pa), the special relationship between a “vajra-master” (rdo rje slob dpon; 

vajrācārya) and a disciple (slob ma) is sealed by a binding vow (sdom pa; samvara), or set of vows, 

which is referred to as samaya in Sanskrit, and which in Tibetan is called damtsig (dam tshig, “promise 

word”).70 

A suitable tantric teacher is someone who has himself or herself received personal 

transmission of the tantra or tantric system in question from an authoritative teacher, and who has 

experienced and accomplished the mental and physical states associated with it. With the purpose of 

holding and preserving the teachings received and making them accessible and understandable to the 

next generation of practitioners, the teacher is regarded as an “authentic” or “valid” source of esoteric 

knowledge.71 In this connection, Dragpa Gyaltsen (Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216), the third of the 

five great founding masters of Sakya, who, like his brother Sönam Tsemo (bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–

1182), greatly contributed with his religious activities and writings to the maturation of the Lamdre as 

a religious system within the Sakya school, described authenticity as “a special ascertained knowledge, 

which after one has produced it, [is such that] others cannot take away one’s conviction.”72 

	
68 With the aim of mediating and transferring knowledge and skills from one generation to the next, hierarchical relationships 
between teachers and students, or masters and disciples, are a significant form of social relationship and interaction in many 
religions and religious communities. For an interdisciplinary and comparative study of different concepts, roles, and models 
of teacher-student relationships in religion, philosophy, and literature from antiquity to the present, see Renger (ed.) 2012. 
For a collection of essays on different concepts of teacher-student relationships in Asian cultures, see Lee-Kalisch and Renger 
(eds.) 2016. 

69 For a discussion on what distinguishes a master from a teacher, see Wach 1962. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a 
master as a “person (predominantly, a man) having authority, direction or control over the action of another or others;” see 
Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “master,” last modified March 2001, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/114751 (accessed Nov. 
11, 2019). 

70 There are three different systems of discipline or codes of conduct in Tibetan Buddhism known as the “three vows” (sdom 

pa sum; trisaṃvara), which correspond to the three different Buddhist paths or “vehicles” (theg pa; yāna) to achieve 
awakening. These are: (1) the prātimokṣa vows or vows of “individual liberation” (so thar gyi sdom pa) of a monastic 
practitioner, which relate to the Vinaya, the basic regulatory framework for the monastic community of the Śrāvakayāna 
(nyan thos kyi theg pa, the “Vehicle of Hearers”); (2) the bodhisattva vows (byang sems kyi sdom pa) of a practitioner of the 
sūtra tradition of the Mahāyāna (theg pa chen po, the “Great Vehicle”); and (3) the samaya vows (dam tshig) of a tantric 
practitioner of the Vajrayāna (rdo rje theg pa, the “Vajra Vehicle"). 

71 For a discussion of Tibetan interpretations of authenticity or “valid cognition” (tshad ma; pramāṇa) and the “four means 
of authentication” (tshad ma bzhi) as a particular means for the authentication of the Lamdre teachings in the Sakyapa 
tradition, see Sobisch 2008: 7–8 and 99–107; and Sobisch 2015: 461–484. The Sakyapa tradition categorized its basic texts 
along “four means of authentication,” namely (1) the “authenticity of the guru” (bla ma’i tshad ma), (2) the “authenticity of 
the [yogi’s or disciple’s] experience” (nyams myong tshad ma), (3) the “authenticity of the treatise” (bstan bcos tshad ma), 
and (4) the “authenticity of basic scriptures” (lung tshad ma). The texts of the first category, the “authenticity of the guru,” 
comprise the life and liberation stories of the teachers of the Lamdre transmission. “Here, the example of the guru's 
liberation (rnam thar) and his status as a member of an authoritative lineage lend him authority; his teachings are authentic.” 
See Sobisch 2008: 8. 

72 See Sobisch 2008: 7. 
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Entering into and maintaining a relationship with the vajra-master requires the disciple to 

engage in both preparatory practices, ngöndro (sngon ’gro), and ongoing main tantric practices such 

as sādhana (sgrub thabs) and guruyoga (bla ma’i rnal ’byor). In guruyoga, a variant of tantric 

visualization practice, the practitioner develops a mental image of his main teacher being endowed 

with the excellent qualities and accomplishments of a buddha—the qualities the practitioner aspires 

to embody himself. 

In terms of the Buddhist concept and practice of “taking refuge,” or “going for protection” 

(skyabs ’gro, short for skyabs su ’gro ba; śaraṇagamana), in Tibetan Vajrayāna the main tantric 

teacher is venerated by his disciples as the fourth and highest object of refuge, combining in one 

person the previously taken vows of refuge in the “Three Jewels” (dkon mchog gsum; triratna).73 

Taking tantric vows is part of a series of complex initiation and empowerment rituals (dbang [bskur]; 

abhiṣeka)74 through which the practitioner is initiated and empowered by the teacher to visualize 

himself as and embody the awakened qualities of the chosen deity. The actual process of tantric 

transmission itself often consists of three kinds of transmission, namely (1) a reading or textual 

transmission (lung) and (2) the empowerment (dbang), complemented by (3) the teacher’s 

explanations and guiding instructions (khrid) on how exactly to proceed with the ritual practice. The 

three kinds of tantric transmission result in three kinds of lineages that are often carefully documented 

in the Tibetan genre of writing called “record [of teachings] received” (thob yig or gsan yig).75 Eminent 

masters wrote down the specific lineages through which they had received particular teachings and 

meticulously listed the names of the teachers who transmitted them. 

However, for the tantric practitioner to gain profound understanding of the esoteric teachings 

received, and for the related ritual practice to bring about the desired effect, something needs to be 

invoked by the disciple and granted by the teacher in response—something the Tibetans call jinlab 

(byin gyis	 [b]rlab[s]), “empowerment.” The process of requesting, granting, and receiving 

empowerment is limited neither to initiatory tantric transmission nor to the teacher-student 

relationship alone. In the broader context of Tibetan Buddhism, it is also practiced in ritual 

	
73 The Tibetan tradition distinguishes between various types of taking refuge in different objects, which correspond to the 
different types of Buddhist practitioners, stages on the Buddhist path, and the associated practices. They are sometimes 
grouped as three categories of three-fold refuge formulations: (1) taking refuge in the “Three Jewels” (dkon mchog gsum; 
triratna), which is the basic Buddhist refuge to the three objects of the Buddha, his teaching (dharma), and the monastic 
community (saṃgha); (2) taking refuge in the “Three Roots” (rtsa ba gsum; trimūla), which in Tibetan Vajrayāna relates to 
the three objects of teacher (bla ma; guru), yidam deity (yi dam; iṣṭadevatā), and female guardian of tantric teachings (mkha’ 

’gro ma; ḍākinī) or protector (chos skyong; dharmapāla) depending on the tradition or school; and (3) taking refuge in the 
“Three Bodies” (sku gsum; trikāya), which relates to the Mahāyāna doctrine of the trikāya and the division into dharmakāya 

(chos sku), saṃbhogakāya (longs sku), and nirmāṇakāya (sprul sku). 

74 Consecration, initiation, and empowerment are much discussed topics in tantric literature; for an overview and various 
types of tantric consecrations, see Snellgrove 1987: 213–277. 

75 On the specification of gsan yig (“record [of teachings] heard”) as the honorific form of thob yig (“list [of teachings] 
obtained”), see Sobisch 2002: 164. 
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relationships between persons and deities (for example, in sādhana practice), places (for example, 

during the practice of pilgrimage), and sacred images. For the Tibetan Buddhist practitioner, to stand 

before the consecrated painting or statue of a buddha, deity, or teacher is to stand before its subject 

itself. Through the process of consecration (rab gnas; pratiṣṭhā) by a Buddhist master, the subject’s 

awakened qualities are invited to enter the image and remain for an extended period of time, making 

the image “available for interaction with human beings.”76 Considered the seat or residence of an 

awakened being, consecrated images of teachers, like images of buddhas or deities, serve as 

receptacles for worship and offerings.77 

All the statues of the Lamdre lineage sets in the Namgyal collection have been consecrated in 

this sense, as indicated by the crossed vajra (rdo rje rgya gram; viśvavajra) emblem on the underside 

of the pedestals. This includes the statues that were cast in metal as well as those made of papier-

mâché. All of them have been sealed and decorated with a crossed vajra emblem that is either 

engraved or painted onto the underside of the statues. From a Tibetan Buddhist perspective, through 

consecration the teacher portraits were infused with the living presence of their subjects and have the 

power to confer empowerment. 

1.3.1. The Teacher as Role Model 

In addition to leading the ritual activities around instructing and guiding students on the tantric path, 

as well as conducting consecration, initiation, and empowerment ceremonies, the teacher also serves 

as a role model of virtuous behavior and action for the disciples to emulate. This includes both living 

teachers in the present and teachers of the past. Different kinds of life stories in the Tibetan literary 

genre of religious biography or hagiography known as namthar (rnam thar, short for rnam par thar pa, 

“complete liberation [story]”) focus on the deeds and accomplishments (dngos grub; siddhi) of tantric 

teachers. By recounting how they attained the Buddhist ideal of complete liberation, these stories not 

only serve as exemplary accounts for the disciple’s own path to liberation, but also strengthen his or 

her faith in the associated tradition and commitment to practice. In terms of the study of the life and 

activities of Tibetan Buddhist masters, today biographies and hagiographies are generally considered 

legitimate sources of information, not for their historical objectivity but in order to understand the 

specific cultural milieu and period in which they were conceived. However, with regard to portraiture, 

descriptions of the actual physical features of the protagonists or information about the creation of 

their portraits in such sources are rather rare. Nevertheless, the life stories of individual lineage 

	
76 See Bentor 1996: 21. 

77 On the ritual consecration of Tibetan Buddhist images and objects, and the tantric ritual of transformation, see Bentor 
1996: [1]–21. 
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teachers may have served as inspiration for an artist or supervising teacher responsible for the visual 

layout of a lineage depiction. 

1.4. Lineage and Authority: Connecting to the Lineage Teachers 

Let us now turn to the notion of lineage, its linguistic associations in general, and the concept of 

religious lineage in the Tibetan Buddhist context in particular, especially regarding the concept of 

teacher lineage as the result of personalized tantric transmission from teacher to student. 

In English, the word “lineage” refers to a person’s or family’s line of descent from an ancestor 

or ancestors (i.e., an ancestral line) as well as a pedigree (i.e., a genealogical table or family tree).78 In 

general usage, lineage is applied in various contexts such as families, clans, or groups of persons 

formally joined together for some common interest (for example, a corporation, association, or guild) 

to designate that certain kinds of knowledge, skills, beliefs, or ideas are handed down through the 

generations. This could be a grandmother passing on a cherished recipe for a cake or teaching her 

grandchild a song which she had learned from her mother; parents transmitting ideas about social 

behavior or ethical values to their children; or artists and artisans of various disciplines handing down 

specific methods, techniques, and artistic styles to apprentices—to name but a few. 

In studies of families and kinship networks, and the tracing of their ancestry and history, 

“lineage” is often interchangeably used with “genealogy” (from Greek genealogia, literally 

“knowledge of generations”), referring to the knowledge, account, and record of a person’s “descent 

from an ancestor or ancestors, by enumeration of the intermediate persons.”79 

1.4.1. Genealogical Systems and Religious Lineage in a Tibetan Buddhist Context, and the Character of 

Early Sakyapa Sectarian Identity  

The Tibetans, with their distinct sense for origin and strong concern for recording history, developed 

a whole range of different types of genealogical systems, lineages, and textual traditions recording 

such systems. As Janet Gyatso has put it: 

Tibetans produce genealogies for virtually everything, from the origins of clans (…) to such 

particular items as the bard’s hat or a marriage custom.80 

	
78 In the Oxford English Dictionary, lineage is defined as “the persons through whom one’s ‘lineage’ is traced; one’s ancestors 
collectively.” See “lineage, n.,” OED Online, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/108611 (accessed June 18, 2018). The English 
word “pedigree” is a borrowing from French. Etymologically, it derives from Anglo-Roman pé de grue or pee de gru, signifying 
“crane’s foot;” see “pedigree, n.,” ibid., http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/139608 (accessed July 05, 2018). 

79 “Genealogy, n.,” OED Online, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/77484 (accessed June 18, 2018). 

80 Gyatso 1998: 117. 
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While there is no single Tibetan term that corresponds to the English word “genealogy,” a generic 

term is gdung rabs (“[successive] generations of the bone lineage,” i.e., the patriline), to which other 

terms of recording descent and history are related—for example, rgyal rabs (“the royal 

generations”) or mes rabs (“the ancestral generations”). Generally speaking, Tibetan genealogies are 

predominantly patrilineal and follow a descending pattern. Most commonly they start from a single 

male ancestor and multiply over the generations, forming a distinct group connected by shared 

descent. In such a system, the descent group as a whole is emphasized over the ancestry of 

particular individuals.  

The Tibetan term usually translated as “lineage” is brgyud pa, which refers to the 

“uninterrupted connection of one to another;”81 it implies an idea of totality due to its application to 

continuity. In Asian religions, especially in the tantric branches of Hinduism and Buddhism, the concept 

of lineage is a widespread model of authority and serves as a source of reputation.82 While all Buddhist 

traditions basically attribute the origin of their teachings to the historical Buddha Śākyamuni (ca. 450–

370 BCE)83 in India, it was particularly the “new” (gsar ma) schools of Tibetan Buddhism, such as the 

Sakyapa, that placed an increased emphasis on the authority and legitimacy of their religious lineages 

going back to their Indian antecedents. For them, it was of paramount importance to precisely 

remember the individual members of particular transmission lineages. 

As promoters of new translations of esoteric teachings from India, the Sakyapa became highly 

ideological and polemical within a complex historical setting of quickly developing sectarianism. 

Ronald Davidson, in his seminal study Tibetan Renaissance: Tantric Buddhism in the Rebirth of Tibetan 

Culture, described the character of the early Sakyapa as “neoconservative” and argued that their 

idealized position represented “a greatly restricted image of the authentic Dharma.”84 This entailed, 

on the one hand, explicitly demonstrating Indian origin for everything that was to be accepted as 

“authentic” (for example, the existence of original Sanskrit manuscripts for translations into Tibetan 

was commonly cited as crucial evidence); and, on the other hand, considering specific traditions of 

other schools as inauthentic. This was the dominant religious discourse during the early development 

of the Sakya school, especially during the era of the Five Supreme Masters of the Khön family at Sakya. 

	
81 Bar ma chad par gcig nas gcig tu sbrel ba; see Ducher 2017: 123 and fn. 459. 

82 On the “lineage-model of authority” in Tantric Buddhism see Ducher 2017: 121–122, referencing David Gray, “The Tantric 
Family Romance: Sex and the Construction of Social Identity in Tantric Buddhist Ritual,” in Family in Buddhism, ed. Liz Wilson 
(Albany: State University of New York, 2013), 43–65. 

83 This date refers to the so-called “short chronology (Indian chronology)” according to which the Buddha died about a 
hundred years before the reign of the Mauryan emperor Aśoka in 268 BCE. On the discussion around the so-called “long 
chronology,” “corrected long chronology,” and “short chronology,” see Bechert 1991–1997, for the successive publications 
of the symposium “The Dating of the Historical Buddha” held in Göttingen, Germany, in 1988. 

84 Davidson 2005: 154. 
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It formed the backdrop to the emergence and spread of artistic depictions of full tantric teacher 

lineages, particularly the ones documenting the transmission of the Lamdre, which “became an icon 

for the emerging power and authority of the Khön clan in southern Central Tibet.”85 

Lineage depictions in the form of repoussé work, statues, and paintings, thus had a specific 

evidentiary value to support an ideological position: They represented Sakyapa sectarian identity and 

the polemics it stood for in a material form beyond written and spoken words, and displayed that both 

to Sakyapa insiders themselves and to anyone else who was not within the school (for example, 

pilgrims visiting their monasteries and lay subjects attending their rites). 

1.4.2. Different Types of Lineages in Tibetan Buddhism 

In a Tibetan Buddhist context, a “teaching lineage” or “disciple lineage” (slob brgyud) is established 

through the personal transmission of a specific teaching from a teacher (bla ma) to his disciple or 

disciples (slob ma). When a disciple becomes a transmitting teacher himself, a teaching lineage can 

develop into a “teacher lineage” (bla brgyud, short of bla ma brgyud pa; guruparaṃparā). Fulfilling 

and continuing the efforts of the preceding teacher or teachers, the disciple has become a bearer of 

the tradition or “lineage holder” (brgyud pa’i ’dzin pa; paraṃparādhara) in his or her own right. 

Another important type of religious lineage in Tibetan Buddhism is “incarnation lineage” (sku 

brgyud or sku phreng),86 which is based on the practice of identifying children as reincarnations of 

important Buddhist teachers, or tulkus (sprul sku, “emanation body”).87 In Tibetan monasticism, 

further types of lineage and lineal succession include lineage of monastic ordination (sdom rgyun, 

“vow continuity,” i.e., the line of teachers through whom a monk’s or nun’s monastic ordination is 

traced), lineage of vows (sdom brgyud, i.e., the line of teachers through whom a practitioner’s vows 

are traced, for example the bodhisattva vow), and abbatial succession (gdan rabs, “seat succession,” 

i.e., the order of successors on a monastic seat). 

1.4.3. Teacher and Lineage Worship: Invoking the Presence of the Teachers 

After the initial tantric transmission, in order to ensure the authoritative derivation of the teaching 

received and the validity of the ritual practice related to it, the practitioner will continuously pay 

homage to the teacher lineage through which the respective tantra or tantric system was transmitted 

	
85 Davidson 2005: 14–15. 

86 A variety of Tibetan terms are used to designate incarnation lineages; see Cabezón 2017: 2–3. 

87 On the concept and function of reincarnation, the cultural institutions of tulku and yangsi (yang srid, “existence again” or 
“recurrent existence”), and incarnation lineages in Tibetan Buddhism, see Cabezón 2017: [1]–28; and Tuttle 2017: [29]–64. 
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through the generations. From a Tibetan Buddhist perspective, the performance of a specific ritual 

practice can only be effective if the main teacher and the entire lineage of teachers, together with the 

chosen deity and its maṇḍala, are ritually called to be present. It is then, through their presence and 

the essential bestowal of empowerment associated with their presence, that the practitioner can fully 

enter the path of liberation connected with the related practice. Therefore, each ritual text and each 

practice session opens with a lineage prayer, the so-called “supplication to the teacher lineage” (bla 

brgyud gsol ’debs, short for bla ma brgyud pa la gsol ba ’debs pa). 

In lineage supplications, the members of the lineage are named and praised precisely 

according to their chronological succession within the respective tradition. Besides the names of the 

lineage teachers, some lineage supplication prayers contain other information, such as the dwellings 

or retreats associated with the individual teachers. Each branch of Tibetan Buddhism has a prayer in 

honor of the teachers of its most important lineage or lineages. Recited at the beginning of personal 

and group practices, on a daily basis and during major ritual ceremonies, lineage supplication prayers 

constitute an important element of tantric liturgy, in the same way as verses of dedication and merit 

that are recited at their conclusion. 

In a similar way, in the devotional practice of guruyoga, the presence of the root teacher (who 

is visualized as a buddha) and an imaginary field of awakened qualities the practitioner strives to 

merge with are invoked in order to establish and strengthen again and again the connection to one’s 

root teacher and, by extension, the entire lineage of teachers. 

1.4.4. Public Display of Lamdre Lineage Sets 

Images of tantric lineage teachers in the form of painting or sculpture sets can be temporarily set up 

on special occasions, such as major teaching, transmission, and empowerment ceremonies. Lineage 

sets can also be permanently installed in a special location or shrine room of a monastery that is 

dedicated to the worship of the teachers who transmitted the most important teaching cycles within 

the related tradition. 

The only fifteenth-century example of a sculptural set of Lamdre lineage teachers that has 

been preserved intact within its original monastic structures until today is the well-known statue set 

in the Lamdre Lhakhang (Lam ’bras lha khang) on the upper floor of the main temple of the Pelkhor 

Chöde (dPal ’khor chos sde) monastic complex at Gyantse in central Tsang. Erected in 1425, the 

Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang was decorated with a set of nineteen almost life-size clay statues of Lamdre 



32 

 

lineage teachers up to Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi (Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 1349–

1425), a highly esteemed Sakyapa master from the Sakya Khön family line who was based in Gyantse.88 

In the fifteenth century, as new branches of the Sakya tradition evolved, new monasteries 

were built that featured a Lamdre Lhahkhang as an integral part of their ritual and architectural 

structures. In 1429, the new monastic retreat of Ewam Chöden (E waṃ chos ldan) was established at 

Ngor in Tsang by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456). About three 

decades later, in 1464, the newly established Gongkar Monastery, called Gongkar Chöde (Gong dkar 

chos sde) or Gongkar Dorjeden (Gong dkar rDo rje gdan), in southern Ü (dBus) was consecrated by 

Dorjedenpa Künga Namgyal (rDo rje gdan pa Kun dga’ rnam rgyal; 1432–1496).89 These two 

monasteries became the main seats of new Sakya traditions, namely the Ngor tradition (ngor lugs) and 

the Gongkar tradition (gong dkar lugs) respectively. Both traditions gained great fame for their tantric 

ritual practice and for their distinctive tradition of the Lamdre. Both also became famed for the 

religious artworks that were produced to decorate their monasteries, including paintings and 

sculptures for their Lamdre Lhakhang.90 

Regarding the display of portable images of Lamdre lineage teachers, we learn from Sanggye 

Phüntsog’s biography of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo91 that at Ngor Monastery two sets of thangka 

paintings of Lamdre lineage teachers were alternately displayed during the annual bestowal of the 

Lamdre.92 Ngorchen Künga Zangpo had established the tradition of bestowing the Lamdre on larger 

	
88 The center of the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang is occupied by a three-dimensional maṇḍala of Cakrasaṃvara, the second 
most important tantric transmission in the Sakya school besides the instructions of the Lamdre and its tantric cycle of 
Hevajra. For a detailed description of the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang, see Lo Bue and Ricca 1990: 411–460. The set of nineteen 
clay statues of Lamdre lineage teachers, extended by two standing bodhisattvas flanking the central image of Vajradhara, 
ends with the highly esteemed Sakyapa master Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi as lineage teacher number 19. For images of 
the statues, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 874–881, pls. 201A–204F. 

89 On the life and works of Gongkar Dorjedenpa Künga Namgyal, see Fermer 2010. 

90 For an account of the original monastic buildings at Ngor, including the main temple and the Lamdre Lhakhang located on 
the upper floor, see Heimbel 2017: 171–172, 260–261, and fn. 207. For a description of the original structure of the main 
temple at Gongkar, its individual rooms, and the main sacred images they contained, see Fermer 2010: 137–141 and fn. 451; 
and Jackson 2016: 83–84. For two important wall paintings on the ground floor of the main assembly hall of Gongkar 
Monastery depicting two Hevajra lineages of the Gongkar tradition commissioned by Dorjedenpa Künga Namgyal between 
1464 and 1476, see Fermer 2016: 105–119. 

91 Jamgön Sanggye Phüntsog (’Jam mgon Sangs rgyas phun tshogs; 1649–1705) was the twenty-fifth abbot of Ngor Monastery 
(tenure: 1686–1689). He compiled older biographies of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo that had been composed by disciples of 
Ngorchen, such as Müchen Sempa Chenpo Könchog Gyaltsen (Mus chen Sems dpa’ chen po dKon mchog rgyal mtshan; 1388–
1469), into a new work. On Sanggye Phüntsog’s biography of Ngorchen, see Heimbel 2017: 31–50. For basic details about 
the life and tenure of Sanggye Phüntsog, see ibid.: 525–526, Appendix 1, List of the Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, 
no. 25. 

92 One of the two thangka sets of Lamdre lineage teachers that were once housed at Ngor Monastery is a famous set of 
eleven thangkas commissioned by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo in memory of his deceased teacher Buddhaśrī (Sangs rgyas dpal; 
1339–1420). The other is a set of golden thangkas that was commissioned by the twelfth Ngor abbot Könchog Pelden (dKon 
mchog dpal ldan; 1526–1590; two tenures: 1569–1579 and 1582/1583–1590); its continuation was commissioned by the 
fourteenth Ngor abbot Sharchen Jampa Künga Tashi (Shar chen Byams pa Kun dga’ bkra shis, 1558–1615; tenure: 1595–
1615). On the two thangka sets, see Jackson 2010: 183–184; Jackson 2011: 84–85; and Heimbel 2017: 172–174. 
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monastic gatherings, and from a certain point onwards, the entire cycle of Lamdre teachings was 

taught once a year during the winter teaching session.93 It may well be that the custom of temporarily 

displaying sets of images of Lamdre lineage teachers during the annual bestowal of the Lamdre was 

also practiced at such Ngorpa branch institutions as the renewed and expanded Namgyal Chöde (rNam 

rgyal chos sde) Monastery in Mustang. In 1449, that monastery had been consecrated by Ngorchen 

Künga Zangpo during his third and last visit to that kingdom, during which he bestowed on it the name 

Thubten Dargyeling.94 

Unfortunately, no historical sources are currently available that would provide us with detailed 

information about the Lamdre lineage sets that have survived in the Namgyal collection. Neither do 

we have information about the circumstances of the sets’ commissioning, or about the exact locations 

the individual sets were created for originally, let alone about how the statues of each set were to be 

arranged spatially in relation to each other. We do know, however, that Ngorchen Künga Zangpo laid 

down the disciplinary rules and monastic curriculum for the new Namgyal Chöde Thubten 

Dargyeling.95 It may therefore be that other traditions established at Ngor Monastery in Tsang, such as 

the display of painting or sculpture sets of Lamdre lineage teachers during bestowals of the Lamdre, 

or the construction of a special Lamdre Lhakhang within the monastic structures, were also 

implemented at Namgyal Monastery in Mustang. 

Regarding the question of how the portable statue sets in the Namgyal collection may have 

been set up spatially, we can only interpret internal evidence on the basis of visual analysis. Distinctive 

features such as different head directions and other features in the overall visual conception of the 

respective sets may provide clues to an underlying logic of display. In some of the Namgyal sets, 

distinctive visual features such as differently directed heads, leg positions, bodies leaning to the right 

or left, or collars of garments overlapping in opposing directions hint towards a symmetrical 

arrangement with Buddha Vajradhara at the center and the successive lineage teachers placed to his 

right and left, alternating outwards (see the discussion of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set and Large Papier-

mâché Set in Chapter Three). 

  

	
93 See Heimbel 2017: 399. Ngorchen Künga Zangpo first had taught the Lamdre during a summer teaching session at Ngor 
Monastery, probably in its foundation year (1429). 

94 See above, fn. 4. 

95 See Kramer 2008: 151; and Heimbel 2017: 300–301. 
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2. Portraiture 

2.1. Portraits and the Issue of Likeness 

We now tend to understand portraits as constructions, in which real or imagined aspects of a 

person that are deemed significant in a particular historical context are selectively presented, 

while aspects deemed insignificant or undesirable may be suppressed. And we understand 

“likeness” as a very fluid concept, which (…) might not extend to likeness of physical appearance 

at all.96 

Ideas of what a portrait is and what a portrait should convey vary greatly depending on the social and 

cultural context in which it was produced, used, and perceived. There is thus not one universal 

definition or straightforward function for all portraits. Perhaps the only undisputed issue in the study 

of portraiture on which there is consensus is that portraits depict specific individuals. In general, a 

portrait is broadly understood to be the visual representation or depiction of a particular person or 

persons, having regard to formal-aesthetic, functional, and sociocultural factors and conventions that 

informed and shaped the design of the resulting image. This basic definition points to a dual character 

of portraits: As representations, portraits direct attention to absent persons of the present or past; at 

the same time, they are culturally encoded artifacts—painted, sculpted, photographed, or otherwise 

produced—which render the depicted person present through the image. 

Moreover, what a portrait usually needs to achieve is recognition or identification of the 

depicted subject or subjects by the intended viewer. In other words, for something to work as a 

portrait, some degree of resemblance or similitude between the portrait and the portrayed (object 

and subject), whether “captured, constructed, imagined, or projected,”97 is usually required in order 

to make recognition or identification possible. The issue of resemblance or similitude has brought 

about the frequent use of the term likeness in the literature on portraits and even led to the equation 

of likeness with portrait, which is still widely found in dictionary and encyclopedia entries on the topic. 

In Western art history, the idea of capturing a person’s very likeness and recreating it in a 

portrait has often been associated with the concept of mimesis—that is, the action of imitating and 

reproducing, or portraying, the real world in an artwork.98 However, the notion of likeness, particularly 

	
96 Jacobus 2017: 73. 

97 Vinograd 1992: 1. 

98 See Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “mimesis,” last modified March 2002, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/118640 
(accessed Sept. 16, 2019). For the role of mimesis and mimicry in the pictorial portrait, see Di Monte 2014. In his essay 
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a conventional understanding of the term as likeness of physical appearance, or mimesis, which is 

often paired with expectations of realistic or naturalistic representation in a portrait, has been critically 

scrutinized in the art-historical and art-theoretical discourse on portraiture over the past three 

decades. Scholars have distanced themselves from assessing portraits on the basis of representational 

modes and physical or mimetic likeness alone, turning instead towards exploring and analyzing 

alternative concepts of likeness in different portraitures. (On shifts in the understanding of the issue 

of likeness in the study of portraiture, see the following section. Aspects of likeness, individuality, and 

realism in Tibetan portraiture will be addressed in Chapter Four.) Etymologically, the term portrait 

derives from the Latin verb protrahere, which in classical Latin is translated as “to draw forward” or 

“to reveal,” and which in post-classical Latin also translates as “to draw,” “to paint,” “to describe,” and 

eventually “to portray.”99 

In the Tibetan Buddhist context, a teacher portrait that is a sacred image, such as a consecrated 

painting or a statue (sku ’dra, literally “body likeness”), is considered to embody the living essence of 

the teacher depicted, just like a sacred image of a buddha or a deity. In Tibetan Buddhism, sacred 

objects—religious images (paintings and statues), books, and stūpas—are classified as physical 

“supports” or “receptacles” (rten) for the body, speech, and mind (sku gsung thugs rten) of an 

awakened being. Through a consecration ritual (rab gnas; pratiṣṭhā) performed by a Buddhist master, 

a painting or a statue of a buddha, a deity, or a teacher is infused with the living presence of its subject, 

“marking its transformation from empty likeness to embodied presence.”100 

2.2. The Study of Portraiture in the Field of Art History 

Over the past thirty years, the study of portraiture has produced an ever-growing body of art-historical 

research engaged in investigating the visual and material, as well as the historical, functional, and 

ideological, dimensions of portraits. A wide range of detailed studies of different traditions of 

portraiture has been published, which discuss changing concepts of identity, individuality, and likeness 

as they were understood and visually expressed at different times and places. Thanks to this extensive 

research, our understanding and knowledge of portraiture as a heterogenous and constantly evolving 

artistic genre has advanced significantly. 

	
“Having the Face. The Portrait in Person,” Di Monte pointed to a shift from the concern with physical likeness towards an 
“inner essence” of the person portrayed, noting that “the fictionality of the mimetic work shifts from the physical to the 
psychological and social order (…).” See ibid: 123. 

99 On the verb portray and its etymological origin, see Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “portray,” last modified Dec. 2006, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/148238 (accessed Sept. 16, 2019). 

100 See Quintman 2013: 492. On the sacred presence of Buddhist images, see Gyatso 1999. On the ritual consecration of 
Tibetan Buddhist images and objects, and the tantric ritual of transformation, see Bentor 1996: [1]–21. 
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In brief, the focus in many studies has shifted from the mimetic qualities of portraits to their 

specific functions, as well as to the sociocultural conditions at the time in which they were 

commissioned and produced. Today, authors point to the significance of portraiture as “a means to 

understanding societies whether contemporary or historic and how they work (…).”101 In this light, 

portraiture is regarded as an instrumental art form and “social practice, (…) [that] brings together 

patrons, artists and viewers in ways that complexify subject-object relations.”102 

As the study of portraiture has begun to expand into an academic subfield of its own, 

numerous books, international conferences,103 and special exhibitions104 exploring specific aspects of 

portraits from different artistic traditions have reflected the widespread interest in the topic among 

both experts and the general public. A landmark for a new academic orientation towards a more 

analytical and theoretical approach to portraits was Richard Brilliant’s book Portraiture, published in 

1991. Brilliant called for a “synthetic study of portraiture,” which requires, as he put it,  

(…) some sensitivity to the social implications of its representational modes, to the documentary 

value of art works as aspects of social history, and to the subtle interaction between social and 

artistic conventions.105 

Before the publication of his influential book, Brilliant had already compiled a number of important 

essays by various authors on central issues of portraiture in his special edition of the Art Journal titled 

“Portraits: The Limitations of Likeness.”106 It included, for example, Wendy Steiner’s essay on the 

semiotic structure of the portrait functioning as icon, index, and symbol.107 

	
101 See Pointon 2013: 11. 

102 See Pointon 2013: 14. 

103 To give two examples of international conferences focusing on special topics in the field of portraiture: (1) “Familienbilder 
II: Heilige und (andere) Menschen/Images of the Family II: Saints and (other) Humans,” hosted by the Zentralinstitut für 
Kunstgeschichte, München, July 06–07, 2017 (for the program, see http://www.zikg.eu/veranstaltungen/2017/tagung-
familienbilder-II; accessed Aug. 11, 2020); and (2) “Portraiture Conference,” hosted by the Centre for Visual Arts and Culture, 
Durham University, July 13–15, 2018 (the program is available online as PDF, see https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/cvac/ 
PortraitureConference2018ProgrammeSubjecttoChange.pdf; accessed July 13, 2021). 

104 I would like to pick two examples of international landmark exhibitions on different portraitures, one of which was 
dedicated to the development of the Italian portrait in the fifteenth century, while the other was dedicated to Chinese 
portrait painting: (1) “Gesichter der Renaissance: Meisterwerke Italienischer Portrait-Kunst,” on view at the Bode-Museum, 
Berlin, from Aug. 25 to Nov. 20, 2011; the exhibition was organized by Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, in 
conjunction with The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, where it was shown under the title “The Renaissance Portrait 
from Donatello to Bellini” from Dec. 21 to March 18, 2012; and (2) “Gesichter Chinas: Porträtmalerei der Ming- und Qing-
Dynastie (1368–1912)/Faces of China. Portrait Painting of the Ming and Qing Dynasties (1368–1912),” on view at the 
Kulturforum, Berlin, from Oct. 12, 2017 to Jan. 7. 2018. 

105 See Brilliant 1991: 11. 

106 See Brilliant 1987, a publication of the College Art Association of America (referred to as CAA). 

107 See Steiner 1987. 
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Building on Brilliant’s reflections and writings, many art historians have distanced themselves 

from a long-standing fixation on the illusion of mimetic likeness and conventions of naturalistic 

representation as the preferable ways to render a person’s identity and individuality in a portrait. In 

this connection, Shearer West has argued that aspects of identity such as social status, profession, age, 

gender, and personality of the portrait subject 

(…) cannot be reproduced, but they can only be suggested or evoked. Thus[,] although portraits 

depict individuals, it is often the typical or conventional—rather than unique—qualities of the 

subject that are stressed by the artist (…).108 

Before this broader conceptual and theoretical reorientation in the study of portraiture during the last 

three decades, common conceptions of what a portrait should convey were strongly influenced by 

Western concepts of the individual human self and individual identity, the verbalization of which was 

closely associated with the early modern period in Europe. Scholars like Jacob Burckhardt, whose ideas 

of the “development of the individual” and the “awakening of personhood” in fifteenth-century Italy 

were formulated in his book Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien,109 shaped an idealistic interpretation 

of portraits, according to which the essence of a person could only be captured and depicted through 

close imitation and reproduction of physical appearance.110 

By regarding the early modern period as the starting point of modern portraiture, portraits 

from the medieval period in Europe, as well as portraits from non-European traditions, were largely 

excluded from consideration.111 Celebrating the individual and the subjective as achievements of the 

Renaissance, Burckhardt described the medieval period as having been clouded by a “veil of faith and 

delusion,” through which the medieval person could only recognize himself or herself in terms of “race, 

people, party, corporation, family, or any other form of the general.”112 As a result, portraits from the 

medieval period were for a long time regarded as being limited to aspects of generalization, 

	
108 See West 2004: 11. 

109 First published in 1860 under the full title Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien: Ein Versuch. Describing the structural 
changes of state and church at the end of the medieval period in Italy, Burckhardt developed his central thesis of the “rise 
of the individual.” 

110 For Burckhardt’s ideas of portraiture and his view of regarding Italian Renaissance painting as the starting point of modern 
portraiture, a view followed by many later art historians, see Burckhardt 1930: [141]–291. 

111 For a critical reflection of regarding modern portraiture as an invention of the Renaissance and a predominantly Western 
art form, see West 2004: 14–19. 

112 Translated from German by the author; after Burckhardt 1860: 131: “Im Mittelalter lagen die beiden Seiten des 
Bewußtseins— nach der Welt hin und nach dem Innern des Menschen selbst—wie unter einem gemeinsamen Schleier 
träumend oder halbwach. Der Schleier war gewoben aus Glauben, Kindesbefangenheit und Wahn; durch ihn 
hindurchgesehen erschienen Welt und Geschichte wundersam gefärbt, der Mensch aber erkannte sich nur als Race, Volk, 
Partei, Corporation, Familie oder sonst in irgend einer Form des Allgemeinen. In Italien zuerst verweht dieser Schleier in die 
Lüfte; es erwacht eine objective Betrachtung und Behandlung des Staates und der sämtlichen Dinge dieser Welt überhaupt; 
daneben aber erhebt sich mit voller Macht das Subjective; der Mensch wird geistiges Individuum und erkennt sich als 
solches.” 
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typification, collectivity, and uniformity at the expense of particularity, specificity, and individuality in 

a modern Western sense. However, as alternative forms of individual and collective identities and how 

these are expressed artistically in European medieval and other portrait traditions are explored and 

analyzed, this tendency has changed.113 For example, investigations of Romanesque art that emerged 

with the expansion of Christian monasticism in Europe in the tenth and eleventh centuries have shown 

that the portrait in the art of medieval Europe functioned, for instance, as “a signum—a pictorial sign 

or imprinted image—of the individual that gave corporeal presence to both spiritual and social 

identity.”114  

An example of how individual and collective identities have been visually expressed in a 

medieval Christian context is an illuminated manuscript from the Romanesque period: the so-called 

Hortus Deliciarum, a pictorial encyclopedia from ca. 1180. It contains an illumination of the 

congregation of the convent of Hohenburg Abbey in Alsace, depicting a series of half-length portraits 

of sixty nuns lined up in six rows.115 While the nuns are uniformly depicted in three-quarter profile, 

looking in the same direction, wearing the same clothing, and showing stereotypical facial features, 

each nun is clearly identified by a name inscription written above her head—similar to the names of 

the Buddhist teachers inscribed onto the pedestals of the statues in some of the lineage sets discussed 

in the present study. By pointing to the presence of standard figure types and collective uniformity on 

the one side, and individual singularity registered through name inscription on the other side, Bruno 

Reudenbach’s art-historical study of the Romanesque convent portrait (Konventsbild)116 drew 

attention to alternative artistic expressions of identity and individuality in the portraiture of medieval 

Europe.  

Of course, the manuscript illumination of a group of Catholic nuns dating from the late twelfth 

century and sets of statues of Tibetan Buddhist lineage teachers dating from the late fifteenth to 

sixteenth century differ from each other in many respects: religious and historical background, artistic 

medium, and genre of portraiture. In terms of the genre of portraiture, the series of nuns’ portraits 

can be classified as a group portrait,117 as it depicts a specific social entity of persons at a particular 

	
113 For discussions of the individual and individuality, and their artistic expression in medieval Europe, see Aertsen and Speer 
1996. On the representation of social groups in the medieval and early modern periods, see Oexle and von Hülsen-Esch 1998. 

114 See Dale 2007: 98. 

115 See Reudenbach 1996: [807]–818. The Hortus Deliciarum (Lat. “Garden of Delight”) was compiled by Herrad of Landsberg, 
abbess of Hohenburg Abbey in the French region of Alsace. The abbess dedicated the pictorial encyclopedia to the nuns of 
the convent. Containing poems, illuminations, and song texts, it served as study and practice material for novices. For an 
image of the respective illumination (fol. 323 recto), see ibid.: fig. 8. 

116 Reudenbach 1996: 817. 

117 In the study of portraiture, the subgenre of group portraiture—that is, the action or art of portraying groups of persons 
who have a familial or institutional connection—is mostly associated with Dutch portrait painting of the sixteenth and 
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moment in time—namely, the community of nuns during Herrad of Landsberg’s tenure as abbess of 

Hohenburg Abbey. By contrast, statue sets depicting teacher lineages cannot be classified as group 

portraits, because conceptually they combine images and portraits of different types of mythical, 

legendary, and historical figures from different spheres in Buddhist cosmology, spanning several 

centuries, in one artwork. Tibetan Buddhist lineage portraiture thus constitutes a specific subgenre of 

genealogical portraiture within the field of art history. 

2.2.1. Genealogical Portraiture 

Generally, genealogical portraiture can be defined as the action or art of portraying the genealogy or 

lineal succession of a family, dynasty, sequence of political or religious office holders, or other system 

of descent from an ancestor or ancestors. Serving a multiplicity of social, political, and religious 

functions, examples of genealogical portraiture are found in many cultures and periods. These include, 

for example, statues of Roman emperors; Chinese ancestor portraits;118 series of portraits of popes of 

the Roman Catholic Church, state presidents, and city mayors; or portrait paintings of the Chancellors 

of Germany119—to name but a few. However, the individual portraits within such portrait series were 

usually created separately by different artists at different times and compiled retrospectively. By 

contrast, lineage depictions in Tibetan Buddhist art were usually conceived and created as 

homogenous artworks at a specific point in time by an artist or a team of artists under the patronage 

of a commissioning donor to gain merit (bsod nams) on his behalf. 

The closest comparable example to lineage portraiture that I have found in a medieval 

European context, in terms of portrait genre, is a set of mural paintings representing a dynastic lineage 

of the House of Luxemburg painted during the reign of Charles IV (1316–1378), king of Bohemia and 

Holy Roman emperor, in the Great Hall of the former palace of Karlštejn Castle in Prague. Although the 

Gothic wall paintings were lost through renovation during the sixteenth century, 56 miniature 

paintings from the Renaissance period, which are considered copies of the original wall paintings, have 

survived. They show the emperor’s predecessors sitting on thrones or standing on pedestals bearing 

inscriptions that provide the names of those portrayed and the number of their lineal succession. The 

series of paintings combines the depiction of mythical and classical Christian figures with historical 

personages in a constructed line of descent. It begins with the biblical Noah as founder of the 

	
seventeenth centuries; depicted are members of professional circles, military and civic guards, guilds, confraternities, and 
other groups. See Riegl 1999 [1902]. For a brief overview of group portraiture, see also West 2004: 105–129. 

118 On Chinese ancestor portraits from the Ming and Qing dynasties, see below, Chapter One, section 2.2.3. Religious 
Portraiture in South Asian and East Asian Art History, and fn. 142. 

119 Portraits of the former Chancellors of the Federal Republic of Germany since 1949 are collected and displayed in the 
portrait gallery of the Federal Chancellery building in Berlin. 
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emperor’s dynasty and descends through Roman emperors, medieval emperors, priests, saints, and 

other figures down to the time of Emperor Charles IV, thereby documenting the antiquity, continuity, 

and distinction of his quasi-genealogy.120 

In a similar way, visual representations of Tibetan Buddhist teaching transmissions, such as 

those of the Lamdre instructions in the Sakya school, are artistic expressions of the concern of Tibetan 

Buddhists to document the legitimate origin, uninterrupted transmission, and distinguished 

superiority of their most important tantric teachings, linking themselves to successive generations of 

Indian and Tibetan teachers. Full tantric teacher lineages typically begin with a tantric buddha or deity, 

descend through Indian teachers, and continue through Tibetan teachers down to the most recent 

lineage holder. The effect on portraiture here is that the visual conception of the successive lineage 

teachers is oriented towards the iconography of the primal lineage teacher (ādiguru) of the teaching 

transmission. In Lamdre lineage portraiture, this is the primordial Buddha (ādibuddha) Vajradhara (rDo 

rje ’chang), who is considered the origin of tantric teachings in the Sakya school and the grand 

progenitor of the Lamdre tradition. 

Moreover, depictions of tantric teacher lineages often display a double duality: On the one 

hand, they are characterized by the duality between representing the uninterrupted lineage of 

teachers as a collective entity and registering the identity of the individual teacher as a constituent 

part of that entity. In this context, individual identity may be registered epigraphically through a name 

inscription or artistically through iconography, as will be seen in detail below when discussing both 

inscribed and uninscribed statues of individual teachers from different sets representing the same 

lineage (see Chapter Three). On the other hand, depictions of lineage teachers often demonstrate a 

duality between indistinctive idealized features in the manner of the depiction of an awakened being 

(a buddha) and distinctive individualized features in the depiction of particular teachers. It is within 

this framework that the study of Lamdre lineage sets from Mustang not only advances our knowledge 

of the visual conception of Lamdre lineage teachers and variations in their depiction in Tibetan 

Buddhist art, but also offers insights into alternative concepts of portraiture and different modes of 

representing historical persons and genealogical groupings in the broader field of art history. 

	
120 For images of the 56 miniature paintings, copied from the original wall paintings in the third quarter of the sixteenth 
century, see Neuwirth 1897: pls. I–XVI. For more recent research on the painted genealogy of the House of Luxemburg, see 
Dvořáková, Krása, Merhautová, and Stejskal 1964; and Stejskal 1998. 
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2.2.2. Teacher and Lineage Portraiture in Tibetan Buddhist Art History 

Regarding the study of portraiture in Tibetan art history, a general overview can be gained from 

Heather Stoddard’s 2003 essay “Fourteen Centuries of Tibetan Portraiture.”121 This essay gives a 

general chronological overview of painted and sculpted portraits of identifiable individuals dating 

from the time of the Tibetan empire (seventh to ninth century) up to the twentieth century. 

Other scholars of Tibetan art who made important contributions to the study of early portraits 

of Tibetan Buddhist teachers dating from between the late twelfth and fifteenth centuries include 

Jane Casey Singer122 and Christian Luczanits. In his 2011 essay “Siddhas, Hierarchs, and Lineages: Three 

Examples for Dating Tibetan Art,” Luczanits presents three examples of early Tibetan Buddhist 

painting in which lineages including Indian and Tibetan teachers are depicted. In his first example, he 

discusses the depiction of nine Kagyü (bKa’ brgyud) lineage teachers ending with Drigung Kyobpa 

Jigten Gönpo (’Bri gung skyob pa ’Jig rten mgon po; 1143–1217)123 in an early thirteenth-century mural 

painting on the upper floor of the Three-Storied Temple, the Sumtsek (gSum brtsegs), at Alchi 

Monastery in Ladakh, India, all of them identified by accompanying inscriptions.124 Luczanits notes that 

the Alchi mural painting, together with comparable scroll paintings (thangkas) dating from the late 

twelfth to thirteenth century, documents a crucial shift in the emphasis and understanding of the 

teacher in Tibetan Buddhism as an awakened being.125 Later depictions of Tibetan Buddhist teachers 

and tantric teacher lineages, for example within the New Schools of Tibetan Buddhism, would have 

been unthinkable without that earlier major change in the public promotion and representation of the 

teacher as an awakened being within the Kagyü tradition. 

Regarding the study of portraiture in a Sakya school context, particularly Lamdre lineage 

portraiture, there are comprehensive accounts of the statue sets in Gyantse126 and Mindroling127 as 

well as publications of single statues of Lamdre lineage teachers belonging to dispersed statue sets in 

volumes of Buddhist sculpture.128 Of particular relevance for the present study of sets of statues of 

Lamdre lineage teachers of the Ngor tradition from Mustang dating from the late fifteenth to the 

	
121 See Stoddard 2003: [14]–61. 

122 See Singer 1995; and Kossak and Singer 1998. 

123 BDRC P16. 

124 See Luczanits 2011: 172–179. For the inscriptions, see ibid.: 175, table 1. 

125 See Luczanits 2011: 176–179. For another discussion of an early thirteenth-century thangka painting as an example for 
this shift and the public promotion of the Tibetan Buddhist teacher as an awakened being, see Luczanits’ 2015 essay “Mirror 
of the Buddha: An Early Tibetan Portrait.” 

126 See fn. 36. 

127 See fn. 37. 

128 See, for instance, von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2; and Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003. 
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sixteenth century are David Jackson’s fundamental works on lineages and structure in Tibetan Buddhist 

painting;129 the influence of Newar artistic styles on Tibetan artistic traditions, particularly within the 

context of the Sakya school and its Ngor sub-school;130 and the fifteenth-century master artist 

Khyentse Chenmo of Gongkar (Gong dkar mKhyen brtse chen mo) and his artistic tradition (mkhyen 

lugs).131 Jackson also contributed to the study of the history of the Kingdom of Lowo (Glo bo), present-

day Mustang, and its royal line.132 

In general, the majority of Tibetan portraits have been produced to depict lineage teachers 

from different times and regions, most of whose actual physical appearance was not known or had 

already been lost by the time the respective lineage portrayal was commissioned and produced. 

Hence, Tibetan teachers are usually depicted with idealized physical features in line with the 

iconography of an awakened being: These include idealized body features and postures (āsanas); 

symbolic hand gestures (mudrās); special physical characteristics, such as elongated earlobes; and, in 

some particular cases, visual signs of Buddhahood, such as a tuft of hair between the eyebrows (ūrṇā) 

and a head protuberance (uṣṇīṣa), as is the case in many depictions of Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen 

(Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251).133 

Overall, Tibetan portraiture comprises a wide range of different subgenres and artistic 

conventions to reference the identity of the portrait subject or subjects. Among them, likeness 

portraits—that is, images that emphasize a close visual resemblance between portrait and portrayed 

(object and subject), referred to in Tibetan as ngadrama (nga ’dra ma, “[it] looks like me”)—are rather 

rare. Nevertheless, ngadrama images of famous Buddhist masters, considered to have been created 

by direct observation of the living master and to have received that master’s approval when viewing 

the resulting image, are held in particularly high esteem by Tibetan Buddhists.134 

2.2.3. Religious Portraiture in South Asian and East Asian Art History 

In the broader field of Asian art history, over the past two decades a large number of art-historical 

publications investigating different subgenres and traditions of portraiture have contributed to a 

deeper understanding of religious portraiture in Asia. 

	
129 See Jackson 1996; and Jackson 2005. 

130 See Jackson 1986; Jackson 1990; and Jackson 2010. 

131 See Jackson 2016. Khyentse Chenmo of Gongkar is known for his mastery of both painting and sculpture; on his tradition 
of sculpture, see ibid.: chapters 5 and 6. 

132 See Jackson 1984. 

133 See the discussion in Chapter Two, 3.1. 

134 See Chapter Four, 1.2. 
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In the field of South Asian art history, for example, medieval Indian portrait sculpture—before 

the flourishing of the genre of portrait painting at the Mughal and Rajput courts in India between the 

sixteenth and eighteenth centuries—has been reexamined by Padma Kaimal. By investigating stone 

reliefs depicting specific persons as minor figures (some of them identified by inscription) carved on 

the walls of Hindu temples in the Tamil Nadu region of southern India during the tenth century, Kaimal 

has shown that group affiliation and individual identity of the portrait subject did not necessarily 

function in opposition to each other. Rather, as these Indian relief portraits demonstrate, classification 

of figure type and individuation of the subject can “contribute cooperatively to the image’s 

recognizability.”135 

Regarding portraiture in the field of East Buddhism, considerable work has been done on the 

study of the distinct genre of painted and sculpted portraits of Chan and Zen patriarchs, often referred 

to as zhenxiang in Chinese and chinsō (var. chinzō) in Japanese. The terms are usually translated as 

“true images,” comparable to the concept of the vera eikon in the Christian tradition—that is, the 

legend of Saint Veronica asking for an image of Christ as his substitute, and the image of a face 

appearing on a piece of cloth136 (the myth of Saint Veronica is one of the myths about the origins of 

Western portraiture).137 

Many scholars in the field of East Asian art history have shifted their focus from conventional 

concerns about the iconographic and aesthetic qualities of Chan/Zen portraits to the broader art-

historical, ritual, and ideological dimensions of ritual images and objects in East Asian Buddhism.138 An 

important and very interesting issue of Buddhist portraiture in medieval China is the function of 

portraits and sets of portraits of patriarchs or “ancestors” (Chin. zu) that were enshrined from about 

the tenth century in special image halls known as “portrait halls” (Chin. zhentang) or “patriarch halls” 

(zutang) within monastic compounds.139 Dedicated to the lineal succession of former abbots of a 

monastery or to a specific doctrinal tradition, and serving as a focus for ritual worship, such portrait 

halls “strengthened the ties between the enshrined lineage of distinguished patriarchs and the 

	
135 See Kaimal 1999: 80. On the meaning and function of these medieval Indian relief portraits within their original 
architectural contexts, see also Kaimal 2000: 178–179. 

136 On portraits of Chan/Zen masters as “true images” (zhenxiang and chinzō) and the conception of Buddhist and Christian 
sacred images as icons imbued with the presence, power, or aura of the depicted saint, see Faure 1998: 783–784 and 799–
801. 

137 Another myth is the classical Hellenic myth of Narcissus who noticed his reflection in a pool of water and fell in love with 
himself. On different myths about the origins and development of Western portrait traditions, see Altintzoglou 2018: [12]–
14. 

138 See Faure 1998; Faure 2003; Foulk 2001; Foulk and Sharf 1993; Levine 2005; Lippit 2007; Sharf and Sharf (eds.) 2001. 

139 On Chan portrait halls in the Sui (581–618) and Tang (618–907) dynasties, and their evolution in the Song (960–1279) and 
Yuan (1279–1368) dynasties, see Foulk and Sharf 1993; republished in Faure (ed.) 2003: 74–150. 
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surrounding monastery.”140 A particularly interesting aspect in this context is the hierarchical and 

symmetrical arrangement of patriarch portraits. In early Buddhist portrait halls of the Sui (581–618) 

and Tang (618–907) dynasties, the shrine of the primal ancestor was situated at the center, while the 

shrines of the successive generations of patriarchs with even numbers were located to the left side 

relative to the viewer (which is the right side relative to the central position) and the shrines of the 

generations of patriarchs with odd numbers were located to the right.141 

Another significant genre in Chinese portraiture consists of family ancestor portrait paintings 

from the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties, including multi-generational portraits. 

Multi-generational ancestor portraits exist in the form of both single paintings and sets of several 

paintings.142 Such images were often displayed in home shrines for ancestor worship during New Year 

celebrations. In terms of mode of portraiture, Chinese ancestor portraits are often characterized by a 

tension between rendering faces with distinctive individualized features, showing different shapes of 

heads, noses, and beards, or facial wrinkles as signs of age on the one hand—and bodies that are 

wrapped in sumptuous, highly stylized robes, indicating civil rank and privilege, on the other. As such, 

Chinese ancestor portraits represent another example of portraiture in which idealized and 

individualized aspects of the figures portrayed complement each other successfully to reference the 

identity of the portrait subject or subjects. 

  

	
140 Foulk and Sharf 1993: 171. 

141 See Foulk and Sharf 1993: 175–176, referencing Jorgensen 1987: 110, who noted that the arrangement of enshrined 
portraits of patriarchs in portrait halls of Buddhist monasteries in medieval China was based on the organization and 
arrangement of imperial ancestral shrines. John Jorgensen’s article “The ‘Imperial’ Lineage of Ch’an Buddhism: The Role of 
Confucian Ritual and Ancestor Worship in Ch’an’s Search for Legitimation in the Mid-T’ang Dynasty,” was published 1987 in 
Papers on Far Eastern History 35, 89–133. 

142 On the genre of Chinese ancestor portraits, see Stuart and Rawski 2001; Stuart 2005; and Ruitenbeek 2017. For an example 
of a multi-generational portrait painting from the Qing (1644–1911) dynasty, see ibid.: 260–261. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

From Minor to Major Figures: Emergence and Evolution of the 

Depiction of Teacher Lineages in Sakya Art, Late Thirteenth to 

Early Fifteenth Century 

1. A Crucial Link between Tibetan and Newar Art: Ornamental Backrest Arches in the Great Assembly 

Hall of the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo 

Among the great treasures of religious art that have survived at the South Monastery of Sakya in Tsang 

province of Tibet are twenty monumental backrest arches (prabhāmaṇḍala)143 in gilt copper repoussé 

work surrounding the main Buddha statues in the great assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo (Lha 

khang Chen mo). The iconographic program of some of these highly elaborate ornamental and figural 

backrest arches includes representations of teacher lineages (see Volume 2, Figures for Chapter Two, 

Fig. II.1 to Fig. II.10). The large Buddha statues with their high backrest arches are placed on multi-

tiered throne bases in the form of architectural platforms, which are also worked in gilt copper 

repoussé.144 Placed along the long western main wall and the short southern and northern side walls 

of the assembly hall, the majority of these sculptural ensembles probably date from the late thirteenth 

to early fourteenth century, corresponding to the early period of building and decorating the Lhakhang 

Chenmo,145 at the height of Sakya’s religious and political power backed by the alliance with the 

Mongol court of the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) in China. 

Whether the Buddha statues that are placed at the center of these sculptural ensembles are 

all original is another question, as some of them look extensively restored, while others are probably 

replacements. Nevertheless, the consideration and identification of the lineage representations on 

	
143 In Tibetan art, the common Sanskrit terms used to refer to the decorative throne back and aureole frameworks behind 
sacred figures are toraṇa (arched gateway) and prabhāmaṇḍala (’od kyi dkyil ’khor; “circle of light”). On Newar-style throne 
backs and aureoles in early Tibetan art, including Tibetan terms for throne backs, arched portals, decorative backrests, and 
aureoles, see Jackson 2010: 86–97 and notes 62 and 118. 

144 The tiers of the throne bases are decorated with throne animals, protective deities, auspicious symbols, and other 
Buddhist motifs. The entire iconographic program of these impressive metalworks awaits detailed documentation and study. 

145 For the construction of the Lhakhang Chenmo in the late thirteenth century and references to the architectural site of 
Sakya Monastery, see above, Chapter One, 1.1., and fn. 54. For a plan of the great assembly hall indicating the location of 
the main images and objects, including the monumental Buddha statues with their backrest arches, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 
740, fig. 1051. 
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the backrest arches, ending in most of the cases with the last two of the Five Supreme Masters 

(namely, Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa), support an attribution to the Mongol-Sakyapa period. 

In any case, the employed repoussé and fire-gilding techniques and the outstanding quality of these 

metalworks document the impact of Newar metal sculptors during this period. 

The twenty backrest arches come in three different sizes, measuring about 2 to 4, 4 to 6, and 

6 to 8 meters high.146 The sheets of hammered metal are attached to wooden structures, which are 

painted red on the exposed areas. Parts of the wooden structures are visible on the inside of the head 

and body nimbuses behind the large Buddha statues (see, for instance, Fig. II.4). The entire surface of 

the backrest arches is filled with a wealth of typical Newar scrollwork designs, excellently executed 

throne animals, and intertwining lotus stems that encircle buddhas, tantric deities, and, in some cases, 

also teachers. Eight of these backrest arches contain the depiction of Sakya teacher lineages (see Fig. 

II.1 to Fig. II.10). Occurring as minor figures within intertwining lotus-stem roundels, the lineage 

teachers are arranged along the backrest arches’ inner borders that serve as the head and body 

nimbuses of the Buddha images placed in the center of each of these sculptural compositions. 

Seven backrest arches contain two shorter lineages of up to seventeen or eighteen teachers 

per lineage (see Fig. II.1 to Fig. II.9 and the corresponding charts).147 In all of these cases, an early Sakya 

Lamdre lineage fills the left side of the nimbuses relative to the viewer (i.e., the right side relative to 

the main figure), while a second lineage (in most cases a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage) fills the right 

side of the nimbuses.148 All these lineages end with either Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi 

ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1181–1251; see Fig. II.1 and Chart II.1) or Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen 

(chos rgyal ’Phags pa bLo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280; see Figs. and Charts II.4 and II.7 to II.9), both 

from the Khön family, or with Jamyang Rinchen Gyaltsen (’Jam dbyangs Rin chen rgyal mtshan; 

1257/58–1305/06) from the Shar family (see Fig. II.6 and Chart II.6). These three masters served 

respectively as the sixth, seventh, and tenth throne-holders of Sakya. Their sacred relics are said to be 

enshrined in three of the main Buddha statues of the great assembly hall. The backrest arches on 

	
146 The exact measurements of the statues, backrest arches, and throne bases on which they are placed have not yet been 
published. 

147 Except for one backrest arch in which the second lineage (presumably a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage) apparently 
comprises twenty-six teachers; see Volume 2, Figures for Chapter Two, Figs. II.5–II.6 and Chart II.6. 

148 I cannot say exactly which tradition or different traditions of the Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmissions within the Sakya 
school are represented on the different backrest arches. In some cases, it may be the tradition of Ghaṇṭāpāda or Lūipa. Both 
traditions include as their tenth lineage teacher Nāropa (1016–1100), the Indian master from the famed Buddhist university 
of Nālandā, who in Tibetan iconography is often depicted as a naked great adept spanning a human skin behind his back. On 
at least two backrest arches, the tenth lineage teacher on the right side from the top inside the nimbuses of the main figure 
appears in this iconographic form. However, the exact identification of the second tantric teacher lineage represented on 
seven of the monumental backrest arches remains to be clarified through future research. The three major teaching traditions 
of Cakrasaṃvara within the Sakya school are the Ghaṇṭāpāda, Lūipa, and Kāṇha traditions, each named after the Indian great 
adept who initially received the Cakrasaṃvara teachings. On these teaching traditions and the iconography of their lineage 
teachers, see Luczanits 2011: 186–190 including table 2. 
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which these shorter, early teacher lineages are depicted thus probably date from between the late 

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. 

Unlike those seven, the eighth backrest arch only contains one longer Lamdre lineage that fills 

both sides of the head and body nimbuses of its Buddha statue (see Fig. II.10 and Chart II.10). The 

depicted lineage consists of twenty-one teachers, the last one likely being Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi 

(Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 1349–1425), the most prominent master from the Sakya Khön 

family of his generation. This backrest arch thus probably dates to about one hundred years later than 

the previous ones, that is, ca. early fifteenth century. 

Because of the restricted accessibility on site and the lack of available detailed photographs 

of the relevant artworks, a comprehensive analysis and presentation of the depicted lineages is not 

possible at this stage. The full iconographic program of these sophisticated backrest arches still awaits 

thorough documentation and research. For the time being, I have to reduce my presentation to a 

preliminary descriptive overview of some of the depicted lineages based on my observations on site 

and provisional photographs taken during my first visit to Sakya in September 2016. Given the focus 

of this dissertation on Lamdre lineage portraiture, this presentation concentrates on the depiction of 

the teachers of the Lamdre lineage. The succession and iconographies of the teachers of the other 

lineages will have to be clarified and analyzed in a future study. 

In the broader perspective of Tibetan Buddhist art history, these unique depictions contribute 

to a better understanding of the emergence, evolution, and spread of lineage depictions in the Sakya 

school and its evolving sub-schools. First of all, the function and compositional structure of the lineage 

depictions on the monumental backrest arches in the Lhakhang Chenmo are similar to those of 

lineages on paintings. Secondly, the repoussé lineages demonstrate a shift in status from the 

representation of lineage teachers as minor figures in relief sculpture inside the head and body 

nimbuses of the main Buddha statues in the ritual center of Sakya Monastery by the late thirteenth to 

early fourteenth century to the representation of lineage teachers as major figures in free-standing 

statuary at various Sakyapa branch monasteries in different regions from the fifteenth century 

onwards. This development includes the construction of special monastic structures for the worship 

of particular teacher lineages, enshrining, for example, life-size statues of lineage teachers, such as 

those permanently installed in the Lamdre Lhakhang at Gyantse, and sets of portable statues of 

lineage teachers, such as the sets preserved at Namgyal Monastery in Mustang. Moreover, the 

repoussé backrest arches at the Lhakhang Chenmo offer insights into the hierarchical arrangement of 

lineage teachers in relation to other iconographic classes of figures within the Tibetan Buddhist 

pantheon, as expressed in sculpture, allowing a direct comparison with the conventions of hierarchy 

and placement of sacred figures in Tibetan Buddhist painting. Lastly, the repoussé lineages provide 
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visual evidence of the special placement of Lamdre lineage teachers and Sakya hierarchs in relation to 

the historical Buddha Śākyamuni and prominent representatives of tantric Buddhism (as shown in 

Chart II.1). 

2. Backrest Arch of the Central Buddha Statue with Sakya Paṇḍita (1182–1251) Depicted as the 

Culmination of Two Indo-Tibetan Lineages 

The central sacred image in the great assembly hall is a monumental, ca. 4-meter-high gilt copper 

repoussé statue of Buddha Śākyamuni at the moment of his awakening surrounded by an extremely 

sophisticated, ca. 8-meter-high backrest arch (Fig. II.1). The Buddha is shown performing the earth 

touching gesture with his right hand while holding an alms bowl in his left hand on his lap. He is seated 

on a large double lotus seat that rests on an elaborate multi-tiered throne platform. This sculptural 

ensemble is located in the center of the long western main wall, behind which lies the long, narrow 

corridor of the former great library of Sakya.149 The Buddha statue is said to have been commissioned 

by Chögyal Phagpa as an inner object of worship (nang rten) in memory of his uncle and predecessor 

as throne-holder of Sakya, Sakya Paṇḍita, whose sacred relics it enshrines.150 

The decorative design of the classic Newar backrest arch includes the depiction of two 

standing bodhisattvas flanking the Buddha statue as well as excellently executed throne animals: 

Below the horizontal beams there is a pair of beaked and winged leogryphs; above the horizontal 

beams there is a pair of makaras with bared teeth, coiling trunks, and tails evolving into impressive 

volutes, flanked by half-human half-bird kinnaras; and in the upper section of the Buddha’s throne 

there is a pot-bellied, beaked garuḍa with widely spread arms, flanked by a pair of half-human half-

snake nāgas. On its outer border, the arch is decorated with stylized flames and a narrow, beaded 

band on the outside, as well as a broader band of coiling lotus stems on the inside. The inner border 

of the backrest arch, which serves as the head and body nimbuses of the Buddha statue in the center 

of the composition, is filled with two tantric teacher lineages. The two lineages share the first teacher, 

Vajradhara (position 1), who is placed at the top center of the head nimbus, just below the mighty 

garuḍa. The position of the successive lineage teachers is shown in Chart II.1, with the two lineages 

indicated by black and white numbers respectively. 

Beginning to the left relative to the viewer (i.e., the right side relative to the main figure) and 

descending along the inner border, the first sequence represents an early Sakya Lamdre lineage. It 

	
149 For the location of the central Buddha statue with its monumental backrest arch, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051, 
no. 14. 

150 Personal communication with Künga Dragpa (Kun dga’ grags pa), monk of Sakya Monastery (Sakya Monastery, Sept. 7, 
2016). For the commission of the Buddha statue by Chögyal Phagpa, see Schoening 1990: 30. 
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consists of fourteen teachers and ends with Sakya Paṇḍita, who is placed in the highest possible 

position at the very top of the backrest arch (position 14), above garuḍa. The lineage passes through 

the tantric goddess Nairātmyā and the four Indian great adepts Virūpa, Kāṇha, Ḍamarupa, and 

Avadhūti, filling the left side of the head nimbus (positions 2–6). Vajradhara, Nairātmyā, and the four 

adepts are clearly identifiable by their chronological order and distinctive iconographies. Virūpa 

(position 3), for example, is shown holding a skull-cup (kapāla) in front of his chest in his right hand 

while stretching out his left arm to the side and upwards in a pointing or threatening gesture, with his 

face pointing in the same direction. This iconographic form of Virūpa is found across the various 

backrest arches in the Lhakhang Chenmo. It demonstrates that the earliest depictions of Virūpa as 

lineage teacher are related to his yogic powers. In later traditions, the two-handed “wheel of dharma 

gesture” (dharmacakramudrā) became the more frequently occurring hand gesture for Virūpa, 

emphasizing his role as the first human teacher in the Lamdre transmission.151 Another Indian great 

adept who can be clearly recognized by his fairly fixed iconographic form is Ḍamarupa (position 5), 

who is shown holding a ḍamaru (his name-giving attribute) in his right hand to the side and up. 

After the fourth and last Indian great adept Avadhūti (position 6), the lineage continues on the 

body nimbus with the Indian lay master Gayadhara (position 7) and descends through early masters 

of the Lamdre transmission in Tibet all the way down to the three early founding masters of Sakya: 

Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158; position 11) and his sons Lobpön 

Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182; position 12) and Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen 

(rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216; position 13). 

From the bottom of the body nimbus, the lineage jumps up to the center top edge of the 

backrest arch and to Dragpa Gyaltsen’s nephew and main successor Sakya Paṇḍita (position 14) as the 

most recent teacher in the transmission. The highly esteemed paṇḍita from Sakya is placed at the 

highest possible position in the entire sculptural ensemble, occurring on a vertical axis above the 

Buddha of this world Śākyamuni, the tantric Buddha Vajradhara, and the king of birds garuḍa. Besides 

serving as a decorative element in Himalayan and Tibetan art to enhance the back of the throne of a 

buddha figure, in Tibetan Buddhism garuḍa is considered an emanation of a buddha appearing in 

various forms to protect Buddhist practitioners against the three main poisons desire, anger, and 

ignorance, represented by nāga serpent deities, the enemies of garuḍa. 

This exalted placement of Sakya Paṇḍita above the most important representatives of tantric 

Buddhism is an explicit visual example of understanding the Tibetan Buddhist teacher as even higher 

than the Buddha in a Sakya school context towards the end of the thirteenth century. Combining the 

	
151 For depictions of Virūpa displaying the dharma-teaching gesture, see, for instance, the two inscribed metal sculpture sets 
preserved in the Namgyal collection, the Tsewang Zangpo Set and Lodrö Gyaltsen Set; Fig. TZS:3 and Fig. LGS:3, respectively. 
On different iconographic forms for portraying Virūpa, see the discussion in Chapter Three, section 1.1.2. 
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essence of all the buddhas, tantric deities, and lineage teachers is what makes a disciple’s main tantric 

master the highest object of refuge in Tibetan Buddhism. Iconographically, on this most central 

backrest arch, Sakya Paṇḍita is shown wearing a paṇḍita hat, performing the dharma-teaching gesture, 

and with two lotuses rising at his sides. 

The second tantric teacher sequence, which is depicted on the right side of the Buddha’s 

nimbuses, presumably represents a Cakrasaṃvara lineage (see Chart II.1, indicated by white numbers 

from the second position onwards). I cannot say exactly which of the different traditions of the 

Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmission within the Sakya school is depicted here. It may be the tradition 

of Ghaṇṭāpāda or that of Lūipa. Both traditions include variant lineages that have as their tenth lineage 

teacher Nāropa (1016–1100), the Indian master from the famed Buddhist university of Nālandā, who 

in Tibetan iconography is often depicted as a naked great adept spanning a human skin behind his 

back. On the present backrest arch, the Indian great adept in position 10 on the right side from the 

top is depicted in this iconographic form.152 Further above, on position 5 on the right side of the head 

nimbus, the lineage includes a dancing yogin who has his arms raised with the elbows bent to form a 

rectangle above his head, perhaps depicting a single mesh of a net. This could be a representation of 

the Indian great adept Jālandhara, whose name literally means “the net-holder.” It may be an 

indication that the depicted lineage represents the Cakrasaṃvara transmission in the tradition of 

Ghaṇṭāpāda, which includes Jālandhara as lineage teacher number 5.153 

The second lineage descends all the way down the right side of the nimbuses and then jumps, 

I assume, to Sachen Künga Nyingpo (position 14) on the left side of the body nimbus. From Sachen, 

this teaching transmission passes through the same teachers as the Lamdre transmission ending with 

Sakya Paṇḍita in the uppermost position on the backrest arch (position 17). I hope the identification 

and succession of the second lineage, and the specific iconographies of its individual teachers, can be 

clarified in the future. For the moment, I would like to emphasize the fact that Sakya Paṇḍita is 

presented as the culmination of two Indo-Tibetan teaching transmissions of which the Lamdre is given 

the higher hierarchical position to the right side relative to the Buddha statue in the center (i.e., the 

	
152 For a comparison with Sakyapa paintings that show Nāropa spanning a human skin behind his back as the tenth lineage 
teacher in two different Cakrasaṃvara transmission lineages, see the following two examples: (1) A thangka painting of 
Cakrasaṃvara embracing his partner Vajravārāhī as the two main figures at the center surrounded by maṇḍala deities, with 
a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage (most likely in the tradition of Ghaṇṭāpāda) in the upper part of the painting; see Luczanits 
2011: 186–190, fig. 6.9, and table 2. The painting is also published in Luczanits 2003: 37–47, fig. 7; and Klimburg-Salter 2015: 
180–181 and 261, cat. 47 (entry by Christian Luczanits). An image of the painting is also available on HAR: no. 31321.This 
painting belongs to a thangka set depicting the different teaching traditions of Cakrasaṃvara dating to the fifteenth century. 
And (2) a thangka painting of Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (1277–1350) as the main figure surrounded by a Cakrasaṃvara 
teacher lineage in the tradition of Lūipa; see Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 1: 126, no. I–75; and vol 2: 101, no. II–220. This 
painting belongs to a set of at least thirty-three paintings depicting Lamdre lineage teachers as single central figures 
surrounded by various initiation and teaching lineages dating to the late sixteenth century. 

153 For a comparison with a Sakyapa painting that contains a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage with Jālandhara on position 5, see 
the fifteenth-century thangka painting of Cakrasaṃvara embracing his partner Vajravārāhī mentioned in the previous fn. 152. 
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left side relative to the viewer), a spatial convention expressing the precedence of the Lamdre over 

the Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmission. 

3. Backrest Arch of a Buddha Statue with Two Lineages Ending with Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280) 

Depicted as Master of Vajrayāna Practice 

When walking the great assembly hall in a clockwise direction, the first monumental backrest arch 

one encounters on the short southern side wall surrounds another statue of Buddha Śākyamuni at the 

moment of his awakening (see Fig. II.2 to Fig. II.4).154 The statue is said to enshrine sacred relics of 

Chögyal Phagpa’s first regent Shākya Zangpo (Shākya bzang po; r. ca. 1264–1270), under whom the 

construction of the Lhakhang Chenmo was begun around the year 1265.155 

The iconographic program of this backrest arch is very similar to that of the main, central 

Buddha statue of the assembly hall discussed above. It includes two almost life-size standing 

bodhisattvas flanking the Buddha, impressive throne animals, and magnificent scrollwork patterns. In 

contrast to the previous example, the outer border of this backrest arch, featuring stylized flames and 

protective vajras on the outside, is decorated with a band of interconnected lotus stems encircling a 

series of buddhas on the inside. The head and body nimbuses at the inner border of the backrest arch 

are also filled with interconnected lotus stems, but instead of small buddhas they encircle the 

members of two teacher lineages. The two lineages again share Vajradhara as the first teacher 

(position 1) placed at the top center of the head nimbus. (For the positions of the lineage teachers on 

this backrest arch, see Chart II.4; bracketed numbers indicate positions of teachers in the lower section 

of the body nimbus that are covered by the large Buddha statue in front.) 

Beginning to the left and continuing down the head and body nimbuses, the first lineage 

represents a Sakya Lamdre lineage.156 It consists of fifteen teachers ending with Chögyal Phagpa as 

the most recent. Iconographically, Chögyal Phagpa is depicted with a vajra and a bell (ghaṇṭā) placed 

on two lotuses to the right and left of his shoulders, which characterizes him as a master of Vajrayāna 

practice. Regarding his positioning in relation to the other figures, Chögyal Phagpa is placed on the 

	
154 For the location of this Buddha statue with its monumental backrest arch on the short southern side wall of the great 
assembly hall, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051, no. 3. The statue is about 4 meters high, the backrest arch about 6 to 8 
meters high. 

155 See Chapter One, 1.1. and fn. 54. 

156 I cannot determine which tantric teacher lineage is depicted opposite on the right side (indicated by white numbers from 
the second position onwards). That lineage includes: a peaceful deity (position 2); seven Indian adepts (positions 3–6 and 8–
10); a wrathful deity (position 7) depicted in an active standing posture with the left leg bent and the right leg extended 
(ālīḍhāsana), brandishing a red long sword, and with red hair (Acala?); and a scholar wearing a red paṇḍita hat (position 11). 
The lineage presumably descends down to position 13 at the bottom of the body nimbus on the right side, before it jumps 
to Sachen Künga Nyingpo on the left side (position 14). I assume that beginning with Sachen, the second lineage passes 
through the same teachers as that of the Lamdre transmission, that is, the five founding masters of Sakya, ending with 
Chögyal Phagpa at the top outside the head nimbus (position 18). 
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top right (position 15), outside the Buddha’s head nimbus, opposite his uncle and predecessor Sakya 

Paṇḍita on the left (position 14). The first seven teachers, from Vajradhara through the tantric goddess 

Nairātmyā and the five Indian masters (positions 1–7), are clearly identifiable by their chronological 

order and distinctive iconographies. In fact, representing the earliest known depictions of Lamdre 

teacher lineages in Sakyapa art, the backrest arches of the Lhakhang Chenmo demonstrate that the 

iconographic conventions for portraying the two divine and five Indian figures of the main and 

standard lineage for the Lamdre instructions in the Sakya school, with their typical body postures, 

hand gestures, and attributes, had been established early on. Moreover, these metalwork ensembles 

provide clues as to the visual conception of early Tibetan teachers of the Lamdre transmission which 

we have known so far only from later works, particularly regarding the depiction of Sakya Paṇḍita and 

Chögyal Phagpa as lineage teachers (see the following section 3.1.). 

As an example of the fairly consistent visual conceptions of Lamdre lineage teachers found 

across the various backrest arches of the Lhakhang Chenmo, let us take a closer look at their basic 

iconographies on the present backrest arch. For a better overview, I have arranged detail images of 

the individual lineage teachers in Table II.4. The depiction of Vajradhara and Nairātmyā (detail image 

no. 1 and 2 in Table II.4) conforms to their common iconographies: The tantric Buddha is shown 

performing the “vajra embrace gesture” (vajrahūṃkāramudrā) with his hands crossed at the wrists, 

while the tantric goddess holds a curved knife and a skull-cup in front of her chest. Virūpa (detail image 

no. 3) holds a skull-cup to his chest in his right hand and raises his left arm to the side and up, with his 

elbow bent in a right angle; the great yogin sits in the posture of royal ease with his right leg lying flat 

on the seat and his left knee raised. Virūpa’s disciple Kāṇha (detail image no. 4) also holds a skull-cup 

to his chest in his right hand but has his left hand placed on his left waist. Ḍamarupa (detail image 

no. 5) typically holds a ḍamaru in his right hand up to the side at the level of his face and performs the 

“gesture of instruction” (vitarkamudrā) with his left hand at his chest; he sits in the same yogic posture 

as Virūpa. The fourth Indian great adept Avadhūti (detail image no. 6) holds a skull-cup to his chest in 

his right hand and has his left hand placed on his left thigh. Later depictions of Avadhūti usually show 

him sitting in a similar posture with his left hand placed behind his left knee, often combined with his 

right hand reaching down to touch the ground.157 

While the four Indian great adepts are depicted naked wearing large earrings and long, piled-

up hair, which is painted with blue pigment in these relief images, the iconography of the Indian lay 

scholar Gayadhara (detail image no. 7) is clearly differentiated from them in that he is shown wearing 

a red paṇḍita hat with long earflaps. It is interesting to note that Gayadhara, who is traditionally 

	
157 See, for instance, four statues of Avadhūti that have survived in the Lamdre lineage sets from the Namgyal collection: (1) 
Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:6); (2) Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (Fig. LGS:6); (3) Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. LPMS:6); and (4) Single 
Lotus Set 1 (Fig. SLS-1:6). 
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regarded as the Indian master who brought the Lamdre instructions to Tibet, is here depicted wearing 

the sleeveless vest typical of Tibetan monks. Later conventions for depicting Gayadhara, by contrast, 

apparently emphasize his Indian origin and status as a layman scholar, which is often indicated 

through a white upper garment worn over one shoulder while leaving the other shoulder exposed.158 

In terms of symbolic hand gestures, in this early depiction of Lamdre lineage teachers Gayadhara is 

the first figure that is shown holding his hands in the wheel of dharma gesture. All subsequent Tibetan 

teachers are shown performing the same teaching gesture. 

The lineage then descends through the first three Tibetan teachers, Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya 

Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?), Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122), and 

Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135; detail image no. 8, 9, and 10), and continues 

down to Sachen Künga Nyingpo (detail image no. 11). Note the parallel garment folds on Sachen’s 

lower arms, presumably to show the long sleeves of his upper garment. Sachen’s sons Sönam Tsemo 

and Dragpa Gyaltsen, who succeeded their father as throne-holders of Sakya and as transmitters of 

the Lamdre instructions (occupying positions 12 and 13 in the standard lineage), are not visible, as the 

lower section of the body nimbus, where they are presumably placed, is covered by the Buddha statue 

in front. 

3.1. The Depiction of Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa as Lineage Teachers: Exalted Religious Status 

of the Two Red-clad Masters Indicated by Size and Placement 

From the bottom of the body nimbus, the lineage jumps to the top left outside the Buddha’s head 

nimbus to Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (position 14) and ends on the opposite side with Chögyal 

Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (position 15) as the final teacher in the depicted lineage. These two ordained 

monks from the Khön family are shown larger than the preceding lineage teachers occurring inside 

the nimbuses. Moreover, while the preceding teachers are placed within intertwining lotus-stem 

roundels, these two eminent Sakya hierarchs are surrounded by their own outer circle of light, or 

aureole, which is bordered by stylized flames and filled with decorative scrollwork patterns. The larger 

size of these two masters in relation to the previous teachers, and their prominent placement to the 

right and left of the Buddha’s head nimbus, indicate the exalted religious status of these two Sakya 

hierarchs at the time of commission. 

Künga Gyaltsen, who was the first Tibetan to whom the Sanskrit title paṇḍita (“all-around 

scholar”) was attributed, is depicted wearing a special red paṇḍita hat with a rounded top and long 

earflaps that hang tight against the sides of his neck and over his shoulders (see Table II.4, detail image 

	
158 Compare the depiction of Gayadhara in the set of painted clay statues in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang (see von Schroeder 
2001, vol. 2: pl. 202F) and the Large Papier-mâché Set from the Namgyal collection (see Fig. LPMS:7). 
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no. 14). Sitting in the vajra posture and performing the dharma-teaching gesture, Sakya Paṇḍita is 

endowed with a drop-shaped ūrṇā between his eyebrows and three concentric lines on his neck, 

which makes his appearance buddha-like. A further indication of his being conceived of as an 

awakened being (a buddha), is the nimbus of radiant light encircling his head and body. In addition, 

the great Sakya scholar is shown with the standard attributes of Mañjuśrī, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom: 

a double-edged sword and a volume of the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) sūtra are placed 

atop two large water lilies (utpala or nīlotpala, the flower associated with Mañjuśrī) to the right and 

left of his shoulders, symbolizing his great wisdom and insight. Depicted in side view, the utpalas are 

shown as cup-shaped flowers with oblong petals closely grouped together. This approximately 35-

centimeter-high repoussé relief sculpture of Sakya Paṇḍita as the penultimate lineage teacher to the 

left of the Buddha’s head nimbus on the present backrest arch provides evidence for the fact that the 

portrayal of the great scholar of Sakya with an ūrṇā on his forehead as a visible mark of Buddhahood, 

wearing a paṇḍita hat, and being closely associated with the Bodhisattva of Wisdom were well-

established conventions in early Sakya art. 

The repoussé relief sculpture of Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen placed on the opposite right 

side is slightly smaller, measuring approximately 30 centimeters high (see Table II.4, detail image 

no. 15). The eminent monk-ruler Chögyal Phagpa, who served both as throne-holder of Sakya and 

imperial preceptor of Kublai Khan (1215–1294; r. 1260–1294) at the Mongol Yuan court, is depicted 

in the manner of a fully ordained Tibetan monk and performing the wheel of dharma gesture. As in 

the depiction of his uncle, two lotus stems rise at Chögyal Phagpa’s sides, blossoming at shoulder level. 

Here, however, the lotus flowers (padma) are depicted as circular and open in top view, with short 

petals and a tiny vajra and bell (ghaṇṭā) floating above. Symbolizing his mastery of Vajrayāna practice, 

this pair of fundamental ritual implements of esoteric Buddhist practice connects Chögyal Phagpa’s 

depiction with the tantric Buddha Vajradhara, whose hand emblems are the vajra and ghaṇṭā.159 A 

special detail in this early depiction of Chögyal Phagpa is the string of prayer beads wrapped around 

his left wrist, emphasizing his qualities as an accomplished master of Buddhist practice. Regarding 

Chögyal Phagpa’s physical features in this relief sculpture, a relatively large head with rounded full 

cheeks and large eyes in relation to disproportionately short arms and legs lend him an extremely 

youthful, almost childlike appearance. A youthful face with a rather straight hairline is often what 

makes Chögyal Phagpa’s depiction stand out among the five Sakya founding masters. 

	
159 See, for example, the depiction of Vajradhara in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (Fig. LGS:1) and Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. 
LPMS:1). 
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3.1.1. The Convention of Portraying Chögyal Phagpa with Youthful Features 

Portraits of a youthful-looking Chögyal Phagpa were apparently popular and widespread within the 

eastern Mongol empire, which in 1271 adopted the Chinese dynastic title Yuan, as can be seen in a 

57-centimeter-high Yuan period jade sculpture.160 This rare sculpture depicts a Tibetan monk 

performing the two-handed teaching gesture and wearing patchwork monastic robes, including the 

sleeveless lower vest typical for Tibetan monks. It also features a hairline that runs straight across the 

forehead, creating an impression of youth. The image may well be “the kind of standard official 

portrait seen in many halls and temples dedicated to him [Chögyal Phagpa],” as suggested by Anning 

Jing.161 After the death of Chögyal Phagpa, Kublai Khan and his successors as emperors of the Yuan 

dynasty promoted a Phagpa cult throughout the eastern Mongol empire. Halls and temples enshrining 

portraits of Chögyal Phagpa were built to honor the memory of the first imperial preceptor of the 

Mongol emperors.162 

The convention of portraying Chögyal Phagpa with youthful features may well have historical 

roots. He lived a relative short life (1235–1280) and was only nineteen years old when he entered the 

service of Kublai Khan and became his tantric master. Moreover, Phagpa was only twenty-five years 

old when he was appointed by Kublai Khan as his state preceptor (Chin. guoshi), and later as his 

imperial preceptor (Chin. dishi), becoming de facto ruler of Tibet.163 

4. Further Backrest Arches Containing Lineage Depictions 

Five further ornamental backrest arches in the Lhakhang Chenmo contain depictions of lineage 

teachers as minor figures filling the head and body nimbuses of a main figure. The iconographies of 

the Lamdre lineage teachers depicted on these backrest arches are principally the same as those 

described in sections 2 and 3 of this chapter. Given the limited scope of this dissertation, I can only 

present an introductory overview here, providing basic information on the composition of these 

sculptural ensembles and their location in the assembly hall. Hopefully, future research will lead to a 

more complete description of these works and their lineage depictions.  

Continuing the clockwise progression on the short southern side wall, to the right of the 

monumental Buddha statue with its high backrest arch there is a smaller statue of a crowned Buddha 

	
160 See Jing 2004: Fig. 2. 

161 Jing 2004: 228. 

162 On the Phagpa cult promoted by Yuan emperors and the commission of painted and sculpted portraits of Phagpa as 
recorded in the official history of the Yuan (Yuanshi), see Jing 2004: 228–229. 

163 For Chögyal Phagpa and the period of the Mongol-Sakyapa hegemony, see Davidson 2005: 6–10; and Kapstein 2006: 110–
116. 
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Śākyamuni placed on a lion throne (see Fig. II.5 and Fig. II.6).164 It is said to enshrine sacred relics of 

Sharpa Jamyang Rinchen Gyaltsen (Shar pa ’Jam dbyangs Rin chen rgyal mtshan; 1257/58–1305/06), 

the tenth throne-holder of Sakya (tenure: 1287/88–1304/05).165 The statue is surrounded by a smaller 

backrest arch, about half the size of the larger one behind it, featuring both a Lamdre and a 

Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage (see Chart II.6). 

On the long western main wall, to the left of the central Buddha statue, is another 

monumental statue of Buddha Śākyamuni (Fig. II.7) said to enshrine relics of the seventh throne-

holder of Sakya, Chögyal Phagpa (two tenures: 1265–1266 and 1276–1280).166 It is surrounded by a 

backrest arch that also shows on its inner border a Lamdre and a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage, 

ending with Chögyal Phagpa as the latest master of both transmissions located to the right of the 

Buddha’s head nimbus (see position 15/18 in Chart II.7). Several painted clay statues of Sakya masters 

from different periods have been placed in front and at the sides. On the left is an approximately life-

size statue of Sachen Künga Nyingpo, held by local tradition to be a ngadrama image of the Great 

Sakyapa (see the discussion in Chapter Four, 2.3.1.). 

Further along on the right side of the main wall is a monumental statue of Buddha Vajradhara 

(Fig. II.8) said to enshrine sacred relics of Dharmapālarakṣita (1268–1287), the ninth throne-holder of 

Sakya (tenure: 1281–1287).167 The inner border of its surrounding backrest arch is also filled with early 

Sakya Lamdre and Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineages ending with Chögyal Phagpa (see position 15/18 in 

Chart II.8). Finally, at the far end of the long western main wall, there is another monumental 

sculptural ensemble comprised of a statue of the Future Buddha Maitreya (left side) and a statue of 

Buddha Śākyamuni (right side), each surrounded by a high backrest arch containing lineage depictions, 

with a large gilt copper reliquary stūpa in the center (see Fig. II.9 and Chart II.9). 

	
164 For the location of the crowned Buddha statue with its backrest arch, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051, no. 4. The 
statue is about 1.5 meters high; its backrest arch is about 4 meters high. 

165 Personal communication with Künga Dragpa (Sakya Monastery, Sept. 7, 2016). After the early death of the ninth throne-
holder of Sakya, Dharmapālarakṣita (1268–1287; tenure: 1281–1287; BDRC P1868) from the Khön family line, Jamyang 
Rinchen Gyaltsen from the Shar family was appointed by the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan as the tenth throne-holder 
(tenure: 1287/88–1304/1305). On Jamyang Rinchen Gyaltsen, including references to his biography, see Heimbel 2017: 115–
116 and fn. 244. 

166 Personal communication with Künga Dragpa (Sakya Monastery, Sept. 7, 2016). For the location of this Buddha statue with 
its backrest arch, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051, no. 12. 

167 For some biographical information on Dharmapālarakṣita, see BDRC P1868. For the location of this statue of Buddha 
Vajradhara with its backrest arch, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051, no. 18. For an image of the statue, see Sa jia si 1985: 
fig. 22. 
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5. Backrest Arch of a Statue of Mañjuśrī Enshrining Relics of Thegchen Chöje (1349–1425) with 

Thegchen Chöje’s Main Lineage for the Lamdre Instructions 

One backrest arch differs from the others in that it shows only one longer Lamdre lineage consisting 

of twenty-one teachers filling both sides of the head and body nimbuses of a statue of the bodhisattva 

Mañjuśrī (Fig. II.10 and Chart II.10).168 The statue is said to enshrine sacred relics of Thegchen Chöje 

Künga Tashi (Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 1349–1425), the most influential Sakya master in 

the religious and political landscape of Tibet in the first quarter of the fifteenth century.169 Thegchen 

Chöje was a highly revered transmitter of the Lamdre instructions. His practice lineage became known 

as the Thegchen tradition (theg chen lugs). It was propagated, for instance, at Gongkar Monastery in 

southern Central Tibet by Dorjedenpa Künga Namgyal (rDo rje gdan pa Kun dga’ rnam rgyal; 1432–

1496) and his successors.170 The last teacher of the Lamdre lineage depicted on the present backrest 

arch is very likely Thegchen Chöje (see position 21 in Chart II.10). 

Beginning at the top of the head nimbus with Vajradhara (position 1), the lineage first goes to 

the left and down the nimbuses for eleven generations up to Sachen Künga Nyingpo (position 11). It 

then jumps back up to the right of Vajradhara to Sachen’s son and successor Sönam Tsemo (position 

12) and continues down that side for ten generations. Up to lineage teacher number 18, Lama Dampa 

Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375) from the Rinchengang Palace 

(Rin chen sgang bla brang) of Sakya Monastery, Thegchen Chöje’s lineage for the Lamdre instructions 

is the same as the main Lamdre lineage of the Ngor tradition (ngor lugs). Passing down through the 

five Sakya founding masters, it was transmitted via Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–

1307) and Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350) until it 

reached Lama Dampa, after whom the Sakya Lamdre lineage split into a number of different sub-

lineages. 

The last three lineage generations depicted in positions 19 to 21 presumably represent the 

special transmission of Thegchen Chöje. He had not received the Lamdre directly from his prominent 

uncle and teacher Lama Dampa but from two different masters: first from Sazang Mati Paṇchen Lodrö 

	
168 For the location of the Mañjuśrī statue with its backrest arch, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: fig. 1051, no. 16. Mañjuśrī is depicted 
performing the dharma-teaching gesture while holding the long thin stems of two lotuses rising at his sides and supporting 
a sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture. A second modern version of the two lotus flowers and attributes is placed in 
front of the original lotuses and attributes that are still visible behind. 

169 Personal communication with Künga Dragpa (Sakya Monastery, Sept. 7, 2016). Born into the Sakya Khön family line and 
based in Gyantse, Künga Tashi was invited by the Ming emperor Yongle (1360–1424; temple name: Chengzu; r. 1402–1424) 
to his court. In 1413, Künga Tashi visited Yongle and received from him his prominent title Thegchen Chökyi Gyalpo (Theg 
chen Chos kyi rgyal po), “King of the Mahāyāna Doctrine.” For Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi and the various titles he received 
from emperor Yongle, see BDRC P3565. For a translation of these titles, see Kapstein 2006: 126. 

170 On Thegchen Chöje and his tradition of the Lamdre, see Fermer 2010: 177–179. On Gongkar Monastery and the 
Gongkarwa or Later Dzongpa lineage of the Lamdre in the tradition of Thegchen Chöje, see Jackson 2016: 23–27. 
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Gyaltsen (Sa bzang Ma ti Paṇ chen Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1294–1376)171 and again from Sakya Butön 

Wangchug Dar (Sa skya Bu ston dBang phyug dar),172 who was himself a disciple of Lama Dampa.173 

The year of Thegchen Chöje’s death (1425) provides the earliest possible date for the 

production of the Mañjuśrī statue and its surrounding backrest arch in 1425. This sculptural ensemble 

in gilt copper repoussé work thus dates to about one hundred years later than the previous works 

from the late thirteenth to early fourteenth century. The almost identical design of this later backrest 

arch to that of the earlier ones, including the depiction of throne animals, elaborate scrollwork 

patterns, and tantric teacher lineages, together with the repoussé and fire-gilding techniques, 

demonstrate that Newar metal workmanship and artistic style of the highest quality continued to 

flourish at Sakya well into the fifteenth century. 

6. Concluding Remarks on the Early Tradition of Depicting Lamdre Lineage Teachers in Sakya Art  

The monumental backrest arches in the great assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo constitute an 

invaluable source for the study of lineage portraiture in a Sakya school context. They document the 

emergence and continuity of the tradition of portraying full tantric teacher lineages in this school from 

the late thirteenth through the early fifteenth centuries in the form of repoussé relief sculpture. These 

metalwork ensembles provide clues as to the conception, organization, and hierarchical arrangement 

of such early lineage depictions. The lineage teachers are shown as minor figures in close proximity to 

the main figure (a buddha or bodhisattva), with eminent Sakya hierarchs occupying elevated positions. 

They are presented either at the very top of a backrest arch (as is the case with Sakya Paṇḍita on the 

backrest arch of the most central Buddha statue) or at the sides of the main figure’s head nimbus (in 

the cases where Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa are depicted as the two final lineage teachers on 

five backrest arches). Moreover, the specific spatial convention of placing the Lamdre lineage teachers 

on the proper right side of the main figure provides visual evidence for the precedence given to the 

transmission of the Lamdre instructions over the Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmissions at the time 

when these tantric systems were integrated into the ritual domain of Sakya.  

Representing key objects of Sakya art, the monumental backrest arches with their lineage 

depictions attest to the increasing significance and ritual function of lineage portraiture in Sakyapa 

	
171 BDRC P151. For a biographical sketch of Sazang Mati Paṇchen Lodrö Gyaltsen by Cyrus Stearns, “Sabzang Mati Paṇchen 
Lodro Gyeltsen,” The Treasury of Lives, published Aug. 2008, https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Sasang-Mati-
Panchen-Lodro-Gyeltsen/2801 (accessed March 23, 2021). 

172 BDRC P0RK539 contains practically no information about Sakya Butön Wangchug Dar. 

173 On the Lamdre transmission Thegchen Chöje received from these two masters, see Fermer 2010: 177–178; Heimbel 2017: 
396; Jackson 2016: 29–30; and Stearns 2006: 242. On different Lamdre sub-lineages that originated from disciples of Lama 
Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen, see Heimbel 2017: 394–395. 
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monastic institutions, providing a stage for the public promotion and sanctification of their most 

important religious traditions and the teachers who transmitted them. 

After this preliminary overview of early developments of Lamdre lineage portraiture at Sakya 

Monastery in Tsang, let us now turn to a more detailed investigation of the later development of that 

tradition using the example of portable statue sets from Mustang dating from the late fifteenth to the 

early sixteenth century. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Lineage Portraiture in Mustang: Different Lamdre Lineage Sets 

in the Namgyal Collection, Late Fifteenth to Early Sixteenth 

Century 

This chapter provides a detailed description and examination of seven statue sets from the collection 

of Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. The main focus is on the visual conception of Lamdre lineage 

teachers and variations in their depiction across different sets representing the distinctive 

transmission of the Lamdre instructions of the Ngor tradition. At the same time, matters of 

workmanship and artistic style, manufacturing dates, and possible donorships will also be addressed. 

While going through each set chronologically according to the lineal succession, I will give relevant 

biographical information on the individual teachers, specifying dates of birth and death and tenures 

of religious offices (where applicable), or mention key characteristics of particular teachers or 

episodes from their life stories, which may have inspired the portrait makers to develop distinctive 

iconographic forms. 

In order to avoid redundancies in the description of different sets representing the same 

transmission lineage, the precise succession of teachers, including biographical details and references 

to available sources, will only be given once in the first section of the chapter when discussing the set 

of inscribed metal statues by donor Tsewang Zangpo. The following discussions of the other statue 

sets will then concentrate on divergences and particularities in the depiction of individual teachers 

and highlight special features of the overall visual conception of the respective sets. For the sake of 

clarity and context in the presentation of the individual sets, a certain amount of repetition is 

inevitable. 
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1. Lamdre Lineage Set by Donor Tsewang Zangpo 

The statue set by donor Tsewang Zangpo depicts the transmission of the Lamdre instructions up to 

Künga Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478), the fourth abbot of Ngor Monastery in Tsang 

(tenure: 1465–1478). Künga Wangchug visited Mustang twice during his abbacy, bestowed the 

Lamdre on a large number of disciples, and died there in 1478 during his second visit.174 The Lamdre 

lineage set was probably commissioned to honor the memory of this master and his teaching activities 

in the region and thus likely dates from about 1478/79. According to the dedicatory inscriptions 

written around the lower rim of the lotus pedestals of its metal statues, the set was commissioned by 

a certain Tsewang Zangpo (Tshe dbang bzang po).175 The name very likely refers to a wealthy and 

highly influential minister of Mustang’s royal house, named Tsewang Zangpo (1450–ca. 1526), who 

was engaged in both the secular and the religious affairs of the young kingdom. 

The ungilt statues of this set were cast from different metal alloys and measure 30 centimeters 

in height on average. Rich in skillful engravings and silver and copper inlays, they are probably the 

product of a distinct regional workshop. Each figure is shown seated on a double lotus pedestal with 

densely arranged narrow lotus petals between two beaded rims. All statues are sealed on the 

underside with a copper plate, which is engraved with a finely designed crossed vajra (viśvavajra) 

emblem (see, for example, Fig. TZS:24d, bottom view of the statue of Künga Wangchug). While 

seventeen statues are preserved at Namgyal Monastery today, the set must have consisted of at least 

twenty-four statues originally, as indicated by the presence of Künga Wangchug, who occupies 

position 24 in the main and standard Lamdre lineage of the Ngor tradition. Seven figures are missing 

from the set (see below). 

1.1. The Depiction of Lamdre Lineage Teachers 

1.1.1. Buddha Vajradhara (missing) and the Tantric Goddess Nairātmyā 

The Lamdre lineage usually begins with the primordial Buddha (ādibuddha) Vajradhara (rDo rje 

’chang), who is considered the origin of tantric teachings in the Sakya school and grand progenitor or 

first teacher (ādiguru) of the Lamdre transmission. His image is missing from the Tsewang Zangpo Set. 

However, Namgyal Monastery houses ten statues of Vajradhara differing in size and material. Four of 

	
174 BDRC P1040. For basic details about the life and tenure of Künga Wangchug, see Heimbel 2017: 515, Appendix 1, List of 
the Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, no. 4. For a brief summary of Künga Wangchug’s two visits to Mustang—the first 
in 1466, the second from 1477 to 1478—including references to his biographies, see ibid.: 334–335. 

175 For the inscriptions of the Tsewang Zangpo Set, see Volume 2, List 1. 
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them are metal statues; the other six are made in diverse forms of papier-mâché-like materials. Of 

these statues, two clearly belong to two different Lamdre lineage sets: One is a 24-centimeter-high 

inscribed metal statue that constitutes the first image of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (see Fig. LGS:1). The 

other is an 84-centimeter-high uninscribed papier-mâché statue that constitutes the first image of the 

Large Papier-mâché Set (see Fig. LPMS:1). 

The statue of the second figure in the Lamdre lineage, the tantric goddess Nairātmyā (bDag 

med ma), has survived in the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:2). Nairātmyā is a female guardian of tantric 

teachings (ḍākinī) and the consort of Hevajra, who is the main meditational deity in the Lamdre 

system. The dedicatory inscription running all the way around the lower rim of the double lotus 

pedestal refers to her as Vajranairātmyā (rdo rje bDag med ma).176 She is depicted sitting in a relaxed 

posture, with the right knee lifted off the ground and the foot slightly projecting beyond the upper 

rim of the lotus seat. The ḍākinī is shown holding a curved knife (kartṛkā) in her right hand above a 

skull-cup (kapāla) held in front of her chest in her left. Her long hair is arranged in a topknot crowned 

by a half-vajra. Nairātmyā’s upper body is naked except for a long shawl that is placed around her 

shoulders and takes the shape of a short cape at the back in the Chinese fashion (see Figs. TZS:2c and 

d). The shawl drapes around her arms, forms a loop at both elbows, and falls to the pedestal behind 

her knees. The tantric goddess is shown wearing a long flowing skirt combined with a short skirt on 

top. The latter is adorned with an apron of beaded bone ornaments and dangling bells (see the back 

view, Fig. TZS:2c). Tied by an ornate belt around her slender waist, the skirt shows a curved waistband 

with a pointed tip just below a well-delineated bellybutton. Furthermore, Nairātmyā is adorned with 

bone ornaments and luxurious jewelry. She wears a five-leaved jewel crown decorated with small 

stylized garuḍa skulls, circular earrings, a short and a long necklace, armlets, bracelets, and anklets. 

The crown, earrings, and necklaces are inset with turquoise gemstones. Other details, such as bone 

ornaments and the stitched bottom hem of the ḍākinī skirt, are highlighted in silver. 

1.1.2. The Indian Teachers 

According to tradition, Nairātmyā transmitted the Lamdre to the first human teacher in the lineage: 

the Indian great adept (mahāsiddha; grub chen) Virūpa (Birwa pa) (Fig. TZS:3), who is also known as 

“Lord of Magical Power” (mThu stobs dbang phyug) or “Lord of Yogins” (rNal ’byor gyi dbang phyug).177 

	
176 For the inscription on the statue of Nairātmyā in the Tsewang Zangpo Set, see Volume 2, List 1, no. 2. 

177 For a hagiography of Virūpa, “the Lord of Yogins,” see Stearns 2006: 138–152. In the Sakya tradition, Virūpa is associated 
with the Indian paṇḍita Śrī Dharmapāla, abbot of the great monastery of Nālandā in present day Bihar, India. For an episode 
from his hagiography that narrates his taking the name Virūpa, “the [naked] bad one,” see Stearns 2001: 141–142. On 
Virūpa’s hagio-graphy and his association with Dharmapāla, see also Davidson 2005: 49–54, who translates virūpa as “ugly,” 
derived from “being ecclesiastically deformed,” see ibid.: 53.  
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Virūpa is depicted sitting in a special yogic posture, with his legs loosely crossed at the ankles, his right 

foot over his left, and the heels and soles of his feet turned forward towards the viewer. He sits on an 

antelope skin, the head and front hooves of which are shown hanging over the upper rim of the lotus 

seat. Virūpa holds both hands to his chest in the “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharmacakramudrā). 

This is formed with the right palm turned outwards and the left palm turned inwards, while the index 

finger and thumb of each hand are joined in a circle, with the two circles touching each other. 

In sculpted Lamdre lineage sets from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the two-handed 

dharma-teaching gesture is the most frequently occurring hand gesture for Virūpa.178 Nevertheless, 

three statue sets from this period that have survived in Mustang attest to the fact that Virūpa as a 

lineage teacher can also be depicted with either the left arm or the right arm stretched upwards in a 

pointing or threatening gesture.179 The earliest of these three sets is a complete set of twenty-one gilt 

copper alloy statues housed today at Choede Monastery in Lo-Manthang.180 It likely dates from the 

second half of the fifteenth century, as the most recent teacher depicted in it is Ngorchen Künga 

Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456), who visited Mustang three times during this 

period.181 In that set, Virūpa is depicted with his right hand pointing up and his face looking in the 

same direction while holding a skull-cup in his left hand at the level of his heart. 

The other two examples that show Virūpa as lineage teacher with an outstretched arm belong 

to two different sets of uninscribed papier-mâché statues preserved at Namgyal Monastery. Both 

these sets are incomplete, and both likely date from the sixteenth century, as they contain more 

lineage teachers than the two inscribed metal sculpture sets in the Namgyal collection and the set at 

Choede Monastery. One of the papier-mâché sets consists of comparatively large sculptures, hence 

its provisional designation as Large Papier-mâché Set (discussed in detail in section 3 of this chapter). 

	
178 Compare the statues of Virūpa in the Lamdre lineage sets at Gyantse and Mindroling; see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 
pl. 202B and pl. 237C, respectively. 

179 In the text Notes on the Six Bodily Forms [of Virūpa] from the collected works of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, which describes 
six iconographic forms for depicting Virūpa, the threatening gesture is differentiated as follows: In the first bodily form, which 
is referred to as “holding the sun as witness” (nyi ma gdeng bar ’dzud pa), Virūpa performs a threatening gesture with his 
right hand and holds a skull-cup in his left. In the second form, referred to as “turning back the Ganges River” (gangā bzlog 

pa), he presses on his seat with his right hand and performs a threatening gesture with his left. On the six forms for depicting 
Virūpa, see Jackson 2016: 139–140 and 342, n. 344. On the prominent episodes from Virūpa’s life story of turning back the 
Ganges and stopping the sun in the sky from moving, see Stearns 2006: 142–145. 

180 The statue set preserved at Choede Monastery (also known as Monthang Choede or Monchoe Dragkar Thegchen Ling 
Gonpa) depicts the Lamdre transmission as it was passed down through Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod 
nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375), Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399), and Buddhaśrī (Sangs rgyas dpal; 
1339–1420) to Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga' bzang po; 1382–1456). The Choede set has not yet been fully 
documented and investigated in detail. I estimate the height of its statues to be about roughly 30 centimeters on average. 
Apparently, only one statue, namely the one depicting Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 
1182–1251; i.e., lineage teacher number 14) is provided with a special donor inscription; that inscription is located at the 
lower front of the pedestal and mentions a certain Nyerchen Gönsang (sNyer chen dgon bzang) as donor: [1] *|| sbyin pa’i 

bdag po snyer chen dgon bzang yin||. 

181 An inscription on top of the pedestal of this statue reads rje kun dga’ [bzang po]. 
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In that set, Virūpa is depicted with his right hand pressing down on his seat behind his right leg, and 

has his left arm raised, with the hand extended at the wrist and the index and middle finger pointing 

up, while the thumb and ring finger are bent towards the palm almost touching each other (see Fig. 

LPMS:3). The yogin is shown sitting in the “posture of royal ease (or playfulness)” (rājalīlāsana) with 

his right leg bent lying flat on the seat and his left knee pulled up. A yoga strap (yogapaṭṭa) is laid 

around his waist and his left leg to keep it in place. According to the text Notes on the Six Bodily Forms 

[of Virūpa], this iconographic form—with the right hand pressing down and the left hand raised—

relates to an episode in Virūpa’s life story in which he reversed the flow of the river Ganges.182 It is 

interesting to note that in the early tradition of depicting Lamdre lineage teachers on backrest arches 

at the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo, Virūpa is shown in this iconographic form. 

By contrast, in a set of smaller papier-mâché sculptures from the Namgyal collection, Single 

Lotus Set 1 (designated as such because its figures sit on pedestals with a single row of lotus petals), 

Virūpa is depicted with his right arm outstretched instead of his left (see Fig. SLS-1:3). In this example, 

the threatening gesture is formed with the index and little finger pointing up while the middle and 

ring finger are held down with the thumb. The yogin is shown holding his left hand in front of his 

protruding belly, palm facing up, as if holding something (perhaps a skull-cup originally, although it is 

no longer present). Here, Virūpa is also shown sitting in the posture of royal ease with a yoga strap 

holding his leg in place, but this time it is his right leg. This iconographic form—with the right arm 

raised and the left hand holding a skull-cup—relates to another prominent episode in which the tantric 

yogin stopped the sun from moving in the sky.183 

Let us return to Virūpa’s depiction in the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:3). The Indian adept is 

depicted naked except for a close-fitting lower garment, a traditional Indian dhotī. It is patterned with 

vertical stripes, dotted circles, and spots highlighted in silver and brass, as can be seen from the side 

and back views (Figs. TZS:3b–d). Note the broad waistband decorated with intertwined vegetal and 

floral motifs and stitched seams highlighted in silver. The tantric yogin wears beaded bone ornaments 

around his arms, wrists, and ankles, and a prominent necklace with arched strings and attached 

pendants around his neck. Beaded chains crisscross his upper body, connected by a square medallion 

above the belly and on the back. Virūpa’s earlobes have big circular holes from wearing large earrings. 

His long hair is piled up on his head in a skillfully braided topknot, with thick locks of hair falling onto 

his shoulders. His facial features are refined and well-composed, with wide-open, silver-inlaid eyes. 

He is shown wearing a thin mustache that grows from the corners of his mouth and a pointed patch 

	
182 The depiction of Virūpa with one arm outstretched corresponds to the second iconographic form for depicting Virūpa 
described in the text Notes on the Six Bodily Forms [of Virūpa]; see above, fn. 179. 

183 This is the first iconographic form described in the text; see above, fn. 179. 



69 

 

of hair just below his lower lip, combined with a thin beard that extends from ear to ear all the way 

across his jawline. An exquisitely crafted long flower garland (vanamalā) is laid around Virūpa’s 

shoulders and falls all the way down to the seat in front of his crossed legs. Illustrating Virūpa’s 

unconventional siddha behavior, his hagiography tells a short episode of how Śrī Dharmapāla (i.e., 

Virūpa) “robbed some merchants of a garland of flowers with which he decorated his body.”184 A 

second smaller garland adorns his head. Both garlands feature large, exquisite flowers cast in metals 

of contrasting colors. 

In the Sakya tradition, Virūpa is regarded as the Indian teacher who formulated the tantric 

teachings, which he had received from the goddess Nairātmyā in a dream, into a mystical text usually 

referred to as the Vajra Verses (rDo rje tshig rkang), constituting the root text of the Lamdre system.185 

It is considered to represent the essence of the Buddhist doctrine in general and of the Hevajratantra 

in particular. The text is said to have been transmitted orally in a “single lineage” (chig brgyud) to only 

one disciple per generation for five generations in India and three generations in Tibet before it was 

written down by the Great Sakyapa Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158) in the 

twelfth century.186 

Virūpa spoke the Vajra Verses to his disciple Kāṇha (Nag po pa; Fig. TZS:4),187 who is the next 

teacher in the Lamdre lineage. Traditionally, Kāṇha is considered to have been a Śaiva yogin of the 

Kāpālika tradition who entered the path to awakening in the tradition of Buddhist tantra under the 

influence of Virūpa.188 Kāṇha is depicted raising a skull-cup (kapāla) to his chest with his left hand 

while holding his right hand above it, with the ring finger and thumb connecting into a circle. In other 

depictions, he can be seen holding or blowing a horn trumpet.189 Kāṇha is said to have passed Virūpa’s 

Vajra Verses on to another Indian tantric yogin, Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa; Fig. TZS:5),190 who can be 

recognized by his name-giving attribute, the ḍamaru, in his right hand raised to the side and up, and 

holds a skull-cup to his chest in his left hand. 

	
184 Stearns 2006: 142. 

185 For translations of the Vajra Verses, or Vajra Lines, see Stearns 2006: [13]–23; and Davidson 2005: [477]–484. 

186 See Stearns 2001: 11 and 47; and Stearns 2006: [1]–2. For references to Künga Nyingpo and his common epithets in the 
early Sakyapa tradition, see below, fn. 207. 

187 For the names of Kāṇha/Kṛṣna (Prakrit/Sanskrit) and their translation into Tibetan as Nag po pa, brTul zhugs Nag po pa 
(“Deliberate Behaviour”), or Shar phyogs Nag po pa (“Eastern Kāṇha”), see Stearns 2006: 135, 153–154, and 640, n. 135. 

188 See Stearns 2001: 9–10; and Davidson 2005: 56. 

189 For a statue of Kāṇha holding a skull-cup in his right hand and a horn trumpet in his left hand, see the Gyantse set in von 
Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 202C. For a painting that shows Kāṇha blowing a horn trumpet, see Jackson 2016: 175, fig. 7.11. 

190 For Ḍamarupa, see Stearns 2006: 150 and 153–154. 
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After Ḍamarupa the lineage continues with Avadhūti (A wa dhū ti; Fig. TZS:6),191 who is 

depicted in his characteristic seated posture: While leaning on the left hand placed behind his left 

knee, with the upper body and head slightly bending to the right side, he reaches with his right hand 

across the knee to touch the ground with the tip of his index finger. He is depicted without flower 

garlands and with fewer bone ornaments than the three preceding adepts, appearing more naked. 

The reduced ornamentation in the depiction of Avadhūti draws attention to the graceful body 

proportions and skillful modeling of the figures in this set. The restraint allows fine details to come to 

the fore, such as the silver-inlaid eyes and teeth, and the silver- and copper-inlaid large flower that is 

placed at the intersection of the bone ornaments at the center of the Avadhūti’s torso (see Figs. TZS:6 

and 6b, front and back views). 

In general, the appearance of the Indian representatives of the Lamdre lineage in the Tsewang 

Zangpo Set is in accordance with the typical appearance of Indian masters in Tibetan iconography. In 

the Buddhist tradition, the great adepts (mahāsiddha) are considered to have attained the realization 

of supernatural powers (siddhi) through the practice of yoga and tantra. Accordingly, in Lamdre lineage 

portrayals they are often shown with lively yogic postures and wide-open eyes in an alert gaze. 

The last Indian representative of the lineage is Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103; Fig. TZS:7),192 

who was a learned lay teacher. He is shown performing the two-handed wheel of dharma gesture and 

wearing layman’s garments, here patterned with intertwined floral motifs and bordered by brocaded 

hems, the stitched seams of which are accentuated in silver. In painted images, Gayadhara’s status as 

a layman is often indicated by garments colored white, as can be seen, for example, in his depiction 

in the set of clay statues in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang193 and the set of large papier-mâché statues 

in the Namgyal collection (see Fig. LPMS:7). Although Gayadhara’s identity has remained mysterious 

and controversial in the literary sources,194 he is credited with bringing the Lamdre teachings to Tibet 

in 1041 and passing them on to Drogmi Lotsāwa (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba; 992–1072?), one of the most 

productive and influential Tibetan translators of tantric texts in the eleventh century. 

	
191 For Avadhūti (var. Avadhūtipa, Avadhūtīpa), see Stearns 2001: 10, 47–50, and 189; Davidson 2005: 180 and 188; and 
Stearns 2006: 154 and 163. On the Sanskrit term avadhūti (var. avadhūtī) in the context of yogic practices and unconventional 
behavior, see Kvaerne 1977: 31, 44, and 48; and Stearns 2006: 511, 557, and 684, n. 879. 

192 For Gayadhara, see Stearns 2001: 6, 10–12, and 47–57; and Stearns 2006: 154, 163–168, 178, and 224. 

193 For the statue of Gayadhara in the Gyantse set, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 202F. 

194 On the controversies about Gayadhara’s identity in the literary sources, see Stearns 2001: 47–55. 
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1.1.3. The Early Tibetan Teachers 

Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?; Fig. TZS:8)195 can be 

recognized by the open book he is shown holding in his left hand in front of his chest while performing 

the “gesture of instruction” (vitarkamudrā) with his right hand, which is formed by joining the index 

finger and thumb in a circle and extending the remaining fingers up, palm directed towards the viewer. 

The translator is dressed in the robes of a fully ordained monk including the sleeveless vest typical of 

Tibetan monks. He is depicted as partially bald and with a thin chinstrap beard that extends from ear 

to ear all the way across his jawline, getting wider below his chin. 

Marking a crucial moment in the transmission of the Lamdre teachings, the shift from 

Gayadhara to Drogmi—that is, the shift from Indian to Tibetan lineage teachers—is visually 

emphasized in this set through different metallic compositions used for casting the statues: While the 

images of the goddess Nairātmyā and the Tibetan teachers were cast from an alloy with a lighter, 

yellowish color, the statues of the Indian lineage teachers were cast from a high copper content alloy 

with a darker, reddish brown hue. 

Drogmi taught the oral instructions of the Vajra Verses, which he had received from his Indian 

master Gayadhara, to three of his own disciples.196 But it was the transmission to his disciple Setön 

Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122),197 which was later passed on to members of the Khön family, that 

became the main lineage of the Lamdre system in the Sakya tradition. In general, Tibetan historians 

listed eighteen early lineages of the Lamdre transmission, although this number was sometimes 

condensed to twelve or expanded to twenty-four.198 Setön Künrig (Fig. TZS:9) was a lay tantric 

practitioner and is depicted accordingly: He wears the long-sleeved upper garment of Tibetan laymen, 

here adorned with a so-called “cloud collar” covering his shoulders and upper back. His garment is 

completely covered with incised vegetal and floral patterns on a dotted ground and has hems with 

geometric patterns, while the cloud collar is filled with a cloud design (see the back view, Figs. TZS:9b 

and c). At the lower back, the upper garment is taken up and split into a rectangular opening, giving a 

view of the garment underneath incised with the same pattern as the upper garment. Setön Künrig is 

shown performing the two-handed dharma-teaching gesture, just like all the following Tibetan 

teachers in the present set except for Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399; Fig. TZS:19). 

	
195 For references to Drogmi, see above, fn. 11 and fn. 48. 

196 For Drogmi’s three disciples who received the oral instructions of the Vajra Verses, see Stearns 2001: 113–123. 

197 For the dates of Setön Künrig, see Stearns 2001: 55 and 192, n. 250. For a hagiographical account of the life story of Setön 
Künrig, who is also known as Se Kharchungwa (bSe mKhar chung ba), see Stearns 2006: 192–198 and 647, n. 236. See also 
Davidson 2005: 265–266. 

198 For references to sources that list different Lamdre lineages, see Stearns 2001: 55 and 219, n. 60. 
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Furthermore, Setön Künrig is portrayed with a tiny mustache that grows from the corners of his 

mouth, combined with a thin beard tracing his jawline and tapering into a pointed tip below his chin. 

The inscription written around the lower rim of the pedestal refers to the depicted teacher as “Lama 

Se Kharchungwa” (bla ma bse mkhar chung ba),199 an epithet of Setön Künrig referring to Kharchung 

Monastery, which he is said to have founded in Tsang.200 

One of Setön Künrig’s most important disciples was Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 

1053–1135; Fig. TZS:10),201 who is depicted as a Tibetan monk performing the general dharma-

teaching gesture. If his name was not mentioned in the dedicatory inscription on the pedestal, it would 

be impossible to identify this teacher on the basis of iconography, practitioner type, or facial features. 

From his life story, we learn that Zhangtön Chöbar was not an ordained monk, as suggested by his 

depiction in this set, but a lay practitioner of tantra and master of meditation. For some years he lived 

the life of a hidden yogin, practicing the Lamdre at night while farming and teaching Dzogchen during 

the day.202  

There is considerable variation in the depiction of Zhangtön Chöbar across different Lamdre 

lineage sets from different regional contexts. In the set of clay statues of the Gyantse Lamdre 

Lhakhang, for example, he is shown with long curly hair and wearing a long-sleeved upper garment.203 

There, he is depicted holding his right hand in a gesture of warding off obstacles, formed with the 

index finger and little finger extended while the middle and ring fingers are curled towards the palm 

of the hand. In contrast to this iconographic form of Zhangtön Chöbar seen at Gyantse, in the set of 

repoussé statues today in Mindroling, the same teacher is presented as a meditating tantric yogin with 

both hands resting on his lap, wide open eyes, a yoga strap laid across his bare upper body, and an 

animal fur wrapped around his legs.204 Beyond the different choices the artists of the various sets 

made regarding the practitioner type in the depiction of Zhangtön Chöbar—that is, depicting him 

either as a fully ordained monk, lay master, or tantric yogin—the Mindroling set includes one highly 

distinctive physiognomic feature that makes Zhangtön Chöbar’s portrayal stand out from that of other 

lineage teachers: two upper front teeth with a gap between them visible between his lips. This 

idiosyncratic facial feature is not found in other Lamdre lineage sets of the fifteenth and sixteenth 

	
199 For the full inscription on the statue of Setön Künrig, see Volume 2, List 1, no. 9. 

200 See above, fn. 197. 

201 BDRC P4574. For the dates of Zhangtön Chöbar, see Stearns 2006: 648, n. 250. For a hagiographical account of Zhangtön 
Chöbar and his brother Zijibar (Gzi brjid ’bar; dates unknown), see Stearns 2001: 59–61; and Stearns 2006: 206–207. 

202 See Stearns 2001: 61. 

203 For an image of the clay statue of Zhangtön Chöbar in the Gyantse set, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 203C. 

204 For images of the repoussé statue of Zhangtön Chöbar in the Mindroling set, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 239B; 
and Lee-Kalisch 2006: 140–141, Kat. 7. 
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centuries, either in the Gyantse set, or in the various sets from Mustang. Rather it is connected with 

a particular artistic tradition of portraying Lamdre lineage teachers that emerged in the wider context 

of Gongkar Monastery in southern Central Tibet in the late fifteenth century, associated with the 

master artist Khyentse Chenmo (mKhyen brtse chen mo)205 and continued by later generations of 

artists.206 

1.1.4. The Five Supreme Masters of Sakya 

Zhangtön Chöbar’s most famous disciple was Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga' snying po; 

1092–1158),207 whose image has not survived in the Tsewang Zangpo Set but can be found in three 

other sets preserved at Namgyal.208 Künga Nyingpo was the son of Khön Könchog Gyalpo (’Khon dKon 

mchog rgyal po, 1034–1102),209 who founded (in 1073) the first temple in the place called Sakya in 

Tsang, which later developed into the great Sakya Monastery. Beginning with Sachen, the Lamdre 

lineage passes through five illustrious men of the Khön family who were active in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, serving as successive throne-holders of Sakya. Famed for having founded and 

shaped the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism, they are often referred to as the “Five Supreme Masters 

of Sakya” (sa skya gong ma rnam lnga).210 They were Sachen Künga Nyingpo, his two middle sons211 

Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182)212 and Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje 

	
205 On Khyentse Chenmo of Gongkar (Gong dkar mKhyen brtse chen mo) and his artistic tradition, see Jackson 2016. On 
Khyentse Chenmo’s tradition of sculpture, see ibid.: chapters 5 and 6. 

206 For example, numerous gilt copper statues belonging to at least two Lamdre lineage sets and dating to a later period 
(probably nineteenth century) show the continuation of distinctive iconographic types and features, which is particularly 
apparent in the visual conception of Zhangtön Chöbar. Single statues from those sets are kept in different collections and 
can be found in various publications; see, for example, Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: 228–257, pls. 55, 56, 57, 62, 66, 68, and 69. For 
two almost identical statues of Zhangtön Chöbar, see HAR: no. 2120 and no. 83742. 

207 BDRC P1615. For Sachen Künga Nyingpo, see Stearns 2001: 133–157; and Stearns 2006: 213–227. In the early Sakya 
tradition, Künga Nyingpo is frequently referred to as Sakyapa Chenpo (Sa skya pa chen po), or shortly Sachen (Sa chen), the 
“Great Sakyapa,” or as Tsewa Chenpo (brTse ba chen po), “He of Great Kindness;” see Stearns 2001: 201, n. 323. 

208 See his depiction in the Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. LPMS:11), Single Lotus Set 1 (Fig. SLS-1:11), and Double Lotus Set 1 
(Fig. DLS-1:11). 

209 For Khön Könchog Gyalpo, see above, fn. 49. 

210 See Caumanns 2019: [1213]–1225. 

211 Sachen had two wives and four sons. Sachen’s first wife, Jocham Purmo (Jo lcam phur mo; dates unknown; BDRC P10178) 
gave birth to the first son, Künga Bar (Kun dga’ ‘bar; b. 1190; BDRC P5136), who died at an early age. Sachen’s second wife, 
Machig Ödrön (Ma gcig ’od sgron; dates unknown) gave birth to Sönam Tsemo, Dragpa Gyaltsen, and the youngest son, 
Pelchen Öpo (dPal chen ’od po; 1150–1203; BDRC P3640), who married and became father of two sons, one of whom was 
Sakya Paṇḍita. On Sachen’s two wives and four sons, see Davidson 2005: 338–346. 

212 BDRC P1618. For Sönam Tsemo, see Stearns 2006: 232–233. In the early Sakya tradition, Sönam Tsemo is frequently 
referred to as Lobpön (slob dpon) or Lobpön Rinpoche (slob dpon rin po che); see Stearns 2001: 201, n. 323. 
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btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216),213 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ 

rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251),214 and his nephew Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa 

Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280).215  

In Lamdre lineage portraiture, these five men usually form an iconographic subgroup and can 

often be recognized from their most common iconography. This includes the differentiation between 

the figure type each of them is associated with (i.e., layman or monk, with the related clothing 

conventions) as well as the depiction of distinctive physical features, such as particular hairstyles, 

facial hair, or signs of age. The first three of the five Sakya founding masters are traditionally known 

as the “Three White[-Clad] Masters” (dkar po rnam gsum). They were laymen and are therefore 

generally depicted wearing long-sleeved garments in colors like white or green. The last two of the 

five founding masters, traditionally known as the “Two Red[-Clad] Masters” (dmar po rnam gnyis), 

were fully ordained Buddhist monks and are therefore usually depicted wearing red monastic robes. 

Only two statues from this iconographic subgroup in Lamdre lineage depictions have survived 

in the Tsewang Zangpo Set. The first is that of Sönam Tsemo (Fig. TZS:12), who received the Lamdre 

transmission from his father Sachen and, in turn, passed it on to his brother Dragpa Gyaltsen. Sönam 

Tsemo is depicted performing a variation of the dharma-teaching gesture, with his hands held slightly 

apart from each other and the two circles formed with the index finger and thumb of both hands not 

touching. In each hand he holds the long stem of a lotus blossoming by his shoulders and supporting 

a vajra and ghaṇṭā. In other sets, Sönam Tsemo can be depicted holding this pair of ritual implements 

in his hands crossed at the wrists in front of his chest in the “vajra embrace gesture” or “vajra sound 

gesture” (vajrahūṃkāramudrā), which connects his depiction with Vajradhara; it can be seen, for 

example, in the Gyantse set.216 In the Tsewang Zangpo Set, Sönam Tsemo is dressed in a long-sleeved 

upper garment with a cloud collar that is ornamented with a dragon motif surrounded by swirling 

clouds (see the back view, Figs. TZS:12b and c). The special design of this representative piece of 

clothing indicates the powerful status of the eminent Sakya throne-holder. 

	
213 BDRC P1614. For Dragpa Gyaltsen, see Stearns 2001: 157; and Stearns 2006: 233–238. In the early Sakya tradition, Dragpa 
Gyaltsen is frequently referred to as Jetsün (rje btsun), Jepa (rje pa), or occasionally, like his father, as Sakyapa Chenpo (Sa 
skya pa chen po); see Stearns 2001: 201, n. 323. 

214 BDRC P1056. For a hagiographical account of Sakya Paṇḍita’s life, see Stearns 2001: 159–169. In the early Sakya tradition, 
Künga Gyaltsen is frequently referred to as Sakya Paṇḍita (Sa skya paṇḍi ta), Dharma Lord (chos rje), Lama Mañjughoṣa (bla 
ma ’jam pa’i dbyangs), or in the earliest sources as Lotsāwa Chenpo (lo tsā ba chen po); see Stearns 2001: 201, n. 323. 

215 BDRC P1048. For Chögyal Phagpa, see Stearns 2001: 66; and Stearns 2006: 213, 238, and 239–240. In the early Sakya 
tradition, Lodrö Gyaltsen is frequently referred to as Phagpa (’Phags pa), Dharma King (chos kyi rgyal po), or Protector of 
Beings (’gro ba’i mgon po); see Stearns 2001: 201, n. 323. 

216 For images of the statues of Vajradhara and Sönam Tsemo in the Gyantse set, shown holding vajra and ghaṇṭā crossed in 
front of the chest, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 201A and pl. 203E, respectively. 
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In terms of facial features, Sönam Tsemo is shown with a special beard: a thin strip of hair on 

his two jawbones but not on his chin. Usually, he is not depicted with facial hair, in contrast to his 

brother Dragpa Gyaltsen, whose image has not survived in this set. Although Dragpa Gyaltsen was the 

younger of the two brothers, he lived a longer life and is often portrayed as an older man with wrinkles 

and white hair including facial hair. Sometimes Dragpa Gyaltsen’s facial hair is depicted in a very 

peculiar style, featuring a thin jawline beard combined with a second, parallel running strip of hair 

that extends from the jaw to the upper cheek, presumably showing a distinctive shaping of the 

sideburns. An example for this special beard style is the clay statue of Dragpa Gyaltsen in the Gyantse 

set. (See Fig. SLS-1:13e for a comparison of two different ways to show Dragpa Gyaltsen’s facial hair, 

seen in his depiction in Single Lotus Set 1 from the Namgyal collection and the Gyantse set.) The 

convention of portraying Dragpa Gyaltsen at an older age and with these distinctive sideburns was 

probably based on an established tradition going back to early portraits of this eminent Sakya 

hierarch.217 The elder of the two brothers, Sönam Tsemo, is usually portrayed as a younger man with 

long curly black hair, as can be seen in his depictions in the Gyantse and Mindroling sets218 as well as 

in three different papier-mâché sets in the Namgyal collection.219 

The second statue that has survived from the group of five Sakya founding masters in the 

Tsewang Zangpo Set is that of Chögyal Phagpa (Fig. TZS:15). He displays the dharma-teaching gesture 

with his hands held slightly apart from each other, just like Sönam Tsemo in Fig. TZS:12, but without 

holding lotus stems in his hands. His monk’s vest and patchwork robes are richly engraved with vegetal 

and floral motifs, geometric patterns, and Chinese-styled cloud patterns (see the back view, Figs. 

TZS:15d and e). 

1.1.5. The Later Tibetan Teachers 

Although Chögyal Phagpa received many important transmissions including the Lamdre from his uncle 

Sakya Paṇḍita and became a transmitter of the Lamdre instructions and other Sakya teachings in his 

own right, he was often occupied with his official activities at the Mongol court. Chögyal Phagpa never 

	
217 The seventh painting of a famous set of eleven thangka paintings of Lamdre lineage teachers, that Ngorchen Künga Zangpo 
commissioned in memory of his late master Buddhaśrī probably in the early 1420s when Ngorchen was still based at Sakya, 
depicts the two brothers as main figures surrounded by a Cakrasaṃvara teacher lineage. While Sönam Tsemo is portrayed as 
a younger man with black curly hair, Dragpa Gyaltsen is portrayed with wrinkles around his mouth, white hair, a thin jawline 
beard, and the characteristic double line of hair on his cheeks. For an image of that painting, see Jackson 2011: fig. 3.12; and 
Heimbel 2017: pl. 7. An image of the painting is also available on HAR: no. 87230. For a discussion of the dating of the thangka 
set, see Heimbel 2017: 171–172. 

218 For Sönam Tsemo’s depiction in the Gyantse and Mindroling sets, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 203E and pl. 239D, 
respectively. 

219 Namely in the Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. LPMS:12), Single Lotus Set 1 (Fig. SLS-1:12), and Double Lotus Set 1 (Fig. 
DLS-1:12). 
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stayed in one place for a long period of time, and thus only a few of his disciples, such as his chief 

disciple Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307), received the complete Lamdre cycle 

from him.220 

Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307; Fig. TZS:16)221 and the next two 

lineage teachers, Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350; Fig. TZS:17)222 

and Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375; Fig. 

TZS:18),223 are all shown wearing monk’s robes and performing the same teaching gesture. Without 

their names being mentioned in the dedicatory inscriptions on the pedestals it would be impossible to 

identify these figures due to the lack of recognizable characteristics. 

The latter of these three masters, Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen, was born into the 

Rinchengang Palace (Rin chen sgang bla brang) branch of the Sakya Khön family and later served as 

the fourteenth throne-holder of Sakya (tenure: 1344–1347). He became the most outstanding and 

influential Sakyapa master of his generation. In the fourteenth century, the Sakya Lamdre lineage split 

into a number of different sub-lineages that developed from this master’s many disciples.224 One 

lineage goes through Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399; Fig. TZS:19),225 who, in turn, 

transmitted the Lamdre to Buddhaśrī (Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420; Fig. TZS:20).226 Although the 

images of both these teachers have survived in the Tsewang Zangpo Set, only Pelden Tsültrim can be 

recognized from distinctive hand gestures and facial features. The visual conception of this lineage 

teacher is fairly consistent among the various Lamdre lineage sets from Mustang. A good example is 

Fig. TZS:19 from the present set, which shows Pelden Tsültrim raising his right hand to his chest, palm 

directed out towards the viewer, in the “gesture of fearlessness” (abhayamudrā) while holding his left 

hand upturned on his lap. In terms of facial features, Pelden Tsültrim is portrayed with a pointed patch 

	
220 On Chögyal Phagpa and his main disciples, see Stearns 2006: 239–240. 

221 BDRC P10628. Hardly any information about the life of Zhang Könchog Pel is found in biographical literature. On this 
master, see Stearns 2001: 147 and 249–250, n. 211. On the dates of Zhang Könchog Pel, see Stearns 2006: 653, n. 331. For 
references to the biography of Könchog Pel, see Heimbel 2017: 398, fn. 843. 

222 BDRC P3092. For the dates of Dragphugpa Sönam Pel, see Stearns 2006: 653, n. 332. For Dragphugpa and later 
transmissions of the Lamdre, see ibid.: 240–251. For a brief biography of Dragphugpa, mainly authored by one of his main 
disciples, Chöje Ritröpa Lodrö Tenpa (chos rje Ri khrod pa Blo gros brtan pa; 1316–1358; BDRC P3093), see BDRC W2CZ7927. 

223 BDRC P1226. For Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen and his dates, see Stearns 2006: 6, 214, 241–242, and 653, n. 334. 

224 For a group of eight disciples of Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen as introduced by Mangthö Ludrub Gyatso (Mang thos Klu 
sgrub rgya mtsho; 1523–1596; BDRC P784) and referred to as the “eight spiritual sons that uphold the Oral Instructions” 
(gsung ngag ’dzin pa’i thugs sras brgyad) and the Lamdre lineages that developed from those eight disciples, see Heimbel 
2017: 394–395. 

225 BDRC P502. For Pelden Tsültrim and his dates, see Stearns 2006: 241 and 653, n. 338. For a biographical sketch of Pelden 
Tsültrim by Jörg Heimel, see “Pelden Tsultrim,” The Treasury of Lives, published July 2014, https://treasuryoflives.org/ 
biographies/view/Pelden-Tsultrim/7512 (accessed Oct. 7, 2021). 

226 BDRC P3296. For Buddhaśrī, see Stearns 2006: 241 and 653, n. 339. For a biographical sketch of Buddhaśrī by Jörg Heimel, 
see “Buddhaśrī,” The Treasury of Lives (date of publication not mentioned), https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/ 
view/Sanggye-Pel/5626 (accessed Oct. 7, 2021). 
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of hair below his chin. These features—the gesture of fearlessness together with a small, pointed 

beard—can help in identifying this teacher in uninscribed Lamdre lineage sets that stem from the 

same regional context, such as the Large Papier-mâché Set (see below). 

It is this transmission lineage descending via Pelden Tsültrim and Buddhaśrī that eventually 

reached Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456), the great founder of 

Ngor Monastery and its religious tradition. From that point onwards, the lineage continues through 

the successors of Ngorchen as abbots of this monastery. In the second quarter of the fifteenth century, 

Ngorchen Künga Zangpo was invited by the rulers of Mustang and travelled three times to this newly 

established kingdom to bestow teachings like the Lamdre, ordain monks, or hold other Buddhist 

ceremonies, laying the foundation for the region’s development as an important center of the Ngor 

tradition. Unfortunately, the images of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo and his two immediate successors to 

the religious throne of Ngor, Müchen Sempa Chenpo Könchog Gyaltsen (Mus chen Sems dpa’ chen po 

dKon mchog rgyal mtshan; 1388–1469; tenure: 1456–1462)227 and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (’Jam 

dbyangs Shes rab rgya mtsho; 1396–1474; tenure: 1462–1465),228 are missing from the Tsewang 

Zangpo Set. Luckily, images of the two latter masters have survived in the second set of inscribed 

metal statues of Lamdre lineage teachers preserved in the Namgyal collection: the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set 

(see below). 

1.1.6. The Fourth Ngor Abbot Künga Wangchug (1424–1478) 

The most recent teacher in the Tsewang Zangpo Set is Künga Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–

1478; Fig. TZS:24). He performs the wheel of dharma gesture and is dressed in richly adorned monastic 

robes, chased with sophisticated floral, cloud, and geometric patterns, suggesting fine embroidered 

silks (see the back view, Figs. TZS:24b and c). Künga Wangchug was a nephew and disciple of Ngorchen 

Künga Zangpo and in 1465 became the fourth abbot of Ngor Monastery (tenure: 1465–1478). 

Following in his uncle’s footsteps, he continued the close relationships with the rulers of Mustang and 

the local monastic communities, visiting the region twice.229  

The commissioning of the Lamdre lineage set is probably closely related to Künga Wangchug’s 

teaching activities in Mustang. During his two visits, he bestowed monastic ordinations and many 

tantric teachings, including the Lamdre, on a large number of disciples. According to his biography, 

	
227 BDRC P1034. For basic details about the life and tenure of Müchen Sempa Chenpo Könchog Gyaltsen, see Heimbel 2017: 
514, Appendix 1, List of the Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, no. 2. 

228 BDRC P1569. For basic details about the life and tenure of Jamyang Sherab Gyatso, see Heimbel 2017: 514, Appendix 1, 
List of the Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, no. 3. 

229 For Künga Wangchug and his two Mustang visits, see above, fn. 174. 
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during his second visit alone he taught the Lamdre to “a gathering of more than nine hundred 

students.”230 Presumably he taught the complete teaching cycle in a series of sessions over a period 

of several weeks during the monastic winter term of 1477/78, probably at the great monastic center 

of Namgyal Chöde Thubten Dargyeling.231 This assumption is supported by information about this 

monastery found in the autobiography of Lowo Khenchen, stating that after its renovation and 

expansion in the mid-fifteenth century, Namgyal Monastery could house monastic gatherings of up to 

one thousand monks.232 

Other Statues of Künga Wangchug Preserved in Mustang 

1.1.6.1. Künga Wangchug as Lineage Teacher Number 24 in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set 

Künga Wangchug is also the most recent teacher in the second set of inscribed metal statues of 

Lamdre lineage teachers preserved in the Namgyal collection: the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set. In that set, 

Künga Wangchug (Fig. LGS:24) is depicted in a more specific iconographic form, performing the 

“gesture of giving” (varadamudrā) with his right hand and the “gesture of fearlessness” 

(abhayamudrā) with his left, instead of the more general two-handed wheel of dharma gesture he is 

shown performing in the Tsewang Zangpo Set. Combined, the two symbolic gestures of giving and 

fearlessness communicate a sense of granting empowerment and reassurance or protection, 

characterizing Künga Wangchug as an embodiment of benevolence and object of refuge (for a detailed 

discussion of the depiction of Künga Wangchug in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see below, Chapter Three, 

2.1.). 

1.1.6.2. Portrait Statue of Künga Wangchug Commissioned by Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo 

Besides the different depictions of Künga Wangchug as a Lamdre lineage teacher in the two inscribed 

metal statue sets, Namgyal Monastery houses an extremely refined and inscribed solitary metal statue 

	
230 Heimbel 2017: 335 and fn. 523. 

231 The tradition of bestowing the Lamdre cycle on larger monastic gatherings had been established by Ngorchen Künga 
Zangpo at Ngor Monastery in Tsang, where “it became customary at some point to give the Lam ’bras during the winter 
teaching session. According to that schedule, the annual teaching commenced on the twenty-fifth day of the tenth month 
and was completed about the eighteenth day of the first month of the following year.” See Heimbel 2017: 399. It may well 
be that this custom of bestowing the Lamdre during the monastic winter term was incorporated into the study syllabus of 
Namgyal Monastery, since its disciplinary rules and monastic curriculum were determined by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo during 
his third and last sojourn in Mustang (1447–1449) after the old Namgyal Chöde had been renovated and expanded receiving 
the new name Thubten Dargyeling. According to the autobiography of Lowo Khenchen, who served as abbot of this 
monastery from 1477 to ca. 1488, the winter term at Thubten Dargyeling consisted of one hundred days, the summer term 
of forty-five days. See Kramer 2008: 151. 

232 See Kramer 2008: 151; and Heimbel 2017: 300. 
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of the fourth Ngor abbot (Fig. 30).233 Cast in a high copper content alloy and measuring 20 centimeters 

high, this third image of Künga Wangchug in the Namgyal collection is closely related to his depiction 

in the Tsewang Zangpo Set in terms of both workmanship and iconography. This relates in particular 

to the lavish decoration of the sculpture with skillful engravings and a highly sophisticated use of 

metals of different colors to highlight physical features as well as decorative details on the robe and 

on the lotus pedestal. Iconographically, Künga Wangchug is shown performing the dharma-teaching 

gesture and wearing elaborate patchwork robes. His sleeveless monk’s vest and upper robe are chased 

with intricate vegetal, floral, and cloud patterns. The upper robe is decorated with Sanskrit seed 

syllables in ornamental Lantsa script characters. The seed syllables and the floral patterns on the hems 

of the robe are accentuated with an alloy of a brassy yellowish color (see the back view, Figs. 30d and 

e). 

According to its dedicatory inscription written around the lower rim of the pedestal, this 

solitary portrait statue of Künga Wangchug was manufactured by a master artist named Künga Leg 

(Kun dga’ legs; dates unknown). Moreover, the inscription identifies the commissioning patron as 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po), who “prostrates to and takes refuge 

at the feet of the most venerable Künga Wangchug.”234 The particularly fine workmanship and extent 

of detail in this sculpture indicates that its patron must have been a wealthy person possessing the 

necessary resources to commission the production of such elaborate and expensive artworks. Very 

likely the name refers to Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s), the firstborn 

son of the third independent king of Mustang Tashigön and nephew of Lowo Khenchen, who, like his 

uncle, became a Buddhist monk. I presume that Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo was his full ordination 

name.235 He was probably among the many disciples who received teachings from Künga Wangchug 

during the winter of 1477/78. Perhaps he even received monastic ordination from the fourth Ngor 

abbot at that time and commissioned this image in memory of this master—the name element 

Pelzangpo contained in the inscription at least points in this direction. 

Künga Wangchug was fifty-four years old when he passed away in Mustang in 1478. Yet, this 

single statue portrays him as a young, or rather ageless, Tibetan monk with idealized and stylized facial 

features similar to those in his depiction as a Lamdre lineage teacher (number 24) in the two inscribed 

metal sets (see Fig. TZS:24 and Fig. LGS:24). It cannot be considered a likeness. We see symmetrically 

arched eyebrows that meet in the middle above a straight nose bridge and relatively large ears with 

	
233 For basic details about this solitary statue of Künga Wangchug, see Volume 2, List 13, no. 3. 

234 For the full inscription, see Volume 2, List 13, no. 3. 

235 For a discussion of the identity of Lodrö Gyaltsen [Pelzangpo], see below, Chapter Three, 2.4. and fn. 299. 
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elongated earlobes (an iconographic convention borrowed from the depiction of buddhas and 

bodhisattvas). 

The white of his large almond-shaped eyes is shown through silver inlay, and the pupils are 

indicated by a round recess on each eye, evoking an alert, piercing gaze. His pursed lips, inlaid with 

copper, are carefully delineated, with the corners of the mouth turned up in a charming smile. The 

exquisite surface decoration of this metal statue includes silver inlay in the fingernails and in the 

dharma wheels (dharmacakra) depicted on the palms of the hands and soles of the feet. Another 

special feature is the string of square-shaped beads highlighted with silver decorating the upper rim 

of the double lotus pedestal. 

Regarding the mode of portraiture, the indistinct idealized facial features in this solitary statue 

of Künga Wangchug do not help observers form an impression of this master’s actual physical 

appearance. This is in contrast to contemporary portraits of Lowo Khenchen and Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo (see the discussion below, Chapter Four, 4. and 5.). While featuring similar fine inlay work 

in copper and silver, some of their portraits display a realistic or lifelike quality in the rendering of the 

faces, which gives us some idea of the physiognomy, age, and personality of those masters. 

1.1.6.3. Portrait Statue of Künga Wangchug at Tsarang Monastery 

Besides the three images of Künga Wangchug in the Namgyal collection, Tsarang Monastery, south of 

Lo-Manthang, houses an approximately 15-centimeter-high solitary statue (Fig. 31)236 that depicts the 

fourth Ngor abbot in a different iconographic form. In that statue, Künga Wangchug is shown 

performing the dharma-teaching gesture with both hands in front of his chest while holding the long 

stems of two lotuses blossoming by his shoulders, with a vajra and a ghaṇṭā placed on top. The 

presence of this pair of ritual implements emphasizes Künga Wangchug’s role as a master of Vajrayāna 

practice and representative of Buddha Vajradhara, whose hand emblems are the vajra and ghaṇṭā. 

The facial features of the fourth Ngor abbot are again rendered in an idealized, stylized manner, as in 

the previous solitary statue (Fig. 30) and his two depictions as a lineage teacher in the Tsewang Zangpo 

Set (Fig. TZS:24) and the Lodrö Gyalten Set (Fig. LGS:24). 

1.1.6.4. Three Iconographic Forms for Depicting Künga Wangchug 

On the basis of these images of Künga Wangchug preserved in Mustang, we can discern three 

iconographic forms for depicting the fourth Ngor abbot, each emphasizing a different aspect of this 

master. He can be depicted: 

	
236 For basic details about this solitary statue of Künga Wangchug, see Volume 2, List 13, no. 4. 
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1. in the attitude of teaching, performing the wheel of dharma gesture (dharmacakramudrā), as 

is the case with his depiction in the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:24) and in the solitary statue 

by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Fig. 30); 

2. as a master of Vajrayāna practice with a vajra and a ghaṇṭā placed atop lotus flowers to the 

right and left of his shoulders, as is the case with his depiction in the solitary statue at Tsarang 

Monastery (Fig. 31); this form can also be seen in a late fifteenth-century thangka painting 

housed in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art;237 or 

3. as an embodiment of benevolence and object of refuge, performing the gestures of giving 

(varadamudrā) and fearlessness (abhayamudrā), as is the case with his depiction in the Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Set (Fig. LGS:24). 

1.2. Workmanship, Artistic Style, and Mode of Depicting the Dressed Human Body 

1.2.1. Color Contrasts through the Use of Different Metals, Alloys, and Inlays 

The Tsewang Zangpo Set showcases the artistic and technical mastery of metal casters working for 

Mustang patrons in the late fifteenth century. Its statues exhibit a high degree of technical skill at each 

step of the casting and decorating process. Different compositions of metal alloys have been used to 

cast the statues, creating a clear distinction between iconographic subgroups. While a brass alloy of a 

lighter, more yellowish color has been used to cast the images of the goddess Nairātmyā and the 

Tibetan teachers, a darker, high copper content alloy has been used to cast the images of the five 

Indian representatives of the depicted lineage. 

The most remarkable feature of this statue set is the level of elaboration of surface decoration. 

The sculptors have paid great attention to finishing the statues after the casting process, employing 

different decorating methods in metal casting: namely primarily fine engravings of textile 

ornamentation on garments and robes as well as silver and copper inlays; and to a much lesser extent 

also gemstone inlays (in fact, the image of Nairātmyā is the only statue in this set whose crown, 

earrings, and necklaces are inset with turquoise gemstones; see Fig. TZS:2).  

All figures have silver-inlaid eyes. The area of the eyes may have been chiseled out, or the 

deepening may already have been prepared in the wax model. Inlay pieces of silver were then 

probably inserted into the recesses, hammered into place, polished, and adjusted to match the 

surrounding surface. It is likely that a special undercut technology prevented the inlay pieces from 

	
237 Künga Wangchug is depicted as the left of two central figures surrounded by Lamdre lineage teachers. For an image of the 
painting, see HAR: no. 85729. For a discussion of the painting, see Jackson 2010: 193–196 and fn. 386. 
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falling out.238 The same basic technique might also have been employed for the larger copper inlays 

in the sleeveless vests of the Tibetan monks, or they may have been cast on. These copper inlays have 

been incised with cumulous clouds. The reddish-brown copper used for the monks’ lower vests 

contrasts with the brassy metallic composition with which these figures were cast. In addition, thin 

sheets of silver, or silver foil, have probably been hammered over decorative details on the statues, 

highlighting stitched seams of garments, robes, and lower vests, as well as beaded bone ornaments in 

the images of Nairātmyā and the Indian great adepts. 

1.2.2. Visual Representation of the Human Body, Dress, and Drapery 

Regarding the visual representation of the human body and dress, the figures are well-proportioned, 

with slender bodies and limbs. The artists have dressed the four dark-skinned, nearly naked Indian 

great adepts in close-fitting dhotīs patterned with distinctive designs of vertical stripes, dotted circles, 

and spots highlighted with silver and brass (see the back views of the statues of Virūpa, Kāṇha, 

Ḍamarupa, and Avadhūti; Figs. TZS:3 to TZS:6). The bodies of the other figures—the goddess 

Nairātmyā, the Indian learned master Gayadhara, and the Tibetan teachers—are wrapped in elaborate 

garments and robes, incised with intertwining vines, leaves, and blossoming flowers over either a 

dotted ground or a grid ground. A distinctive vegetal and floral pattern over a dotted ground can be 

seen, for instance, on the back of the statues of Nairātmyā (Figs. TZS:2c and d), Gayadhara (Fig. 

TZS:7b), and Dragphugpa (Fig. TZS:17b); while a similar pattern but over a grid ground can be seen on 

the back of the statue of Pelden Tsültrim (Figs. TZS:19b and c). 

The textiles are rendered with softly flowing, naturalistic folds, terminating in symmetrical 

undulating folds on the seat in front of the legs. Around the ankles, the bottom hems are turned in a 

distinctive manner, showing both the patterned outer surface of the textile with stitched seams 

highlighted in silver and the undecorated inner lining (see, for instance, the detail image of the statue 

of Phagpa, Fig. TZS:15b). Monk’s vests, patchwork robes, and garments have collars and hems incised 

with floral and geometric patterns, suggesting fine silk brocades. 

An interesting detail in the depiction of garments and robes is that the collars of the lower 

garments worn by Tibetan laymen overlap left over right (see the images of Setön Künrig and Sönam 

Tsemo; Figs. TZS:9 and TZS:12), while the collars of the lower vests worn by the Tibetan monks 

invariably overlap right over left. Thus, in this set different collar directions apparently relate to 

different figure types, making a distinction between Tibetan laymen and Tibetan monks and the way 

	
238 The technique of using different metals and metal alloys for inlay work spread from the Swat Valley (northern Pakistan) 
and Kashmir to Tibet; see von Schroeder 1981: 41 and 53 (Map C); and Reedy 1989: 103. On the casting technology and inlay 
work in metal sculpture from Kashmir, see ibid.: 96–104. 
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they are shown wearing their respective dress. We see differently overlapping collars in other statue 

sets, but there we can note a certain symmetry of opposing collar directions that may hint towards a 

symmetrical arrangement of the statues flanking a central Vajradhara (see the discussions on possible 

spatial arrangements of the Large Papier-mâché Set and Single Lotus Set 1; Chapter Three, 3.4. and 

4.4.). 

Generally, the depiction of loose-flowing, sumptuous fabrics in the statues of the Tsewang 

Zangpo Set creates an illusion of delicacy and motion. The high quality of the set becomes even more 

evident when also viewing the back of the statues, which exhibits the same technical mastery and 

attention to detail as the front. See, for instance, the back views of the statues of Nairātmyā (Figs. 

TZS:2c and d), Virūpa (Figs. TZS:3c and d), Setön Künrig (Figs. TZS:9b and c), Chögyal Phagpa (Figs. 

TZS:15d and e), and Künga Wangchug (Figs. TZS:24b and c). 

Regarding the physical appearance of the lineage teachers, they are depicted in an idealized 

and stylized human form. The facial features are refined and well-composed, with wide open eyes for 

the Indian teachers and almond-shaped or elongated, bow-shaped eyes for the Tibetan teachers. 

Besides the abovementioned silver inlay that draws attention to the eyes, silver has also been used to 

accentuate the teeth in the case of two Indian adepts: Ḍamarupa (Fig. TZS:5) and Avadhūti (Fig. TZS:6). 

Remnants of gilding are found on some of the faces, ears, and necks, indicating the widespread 

Tibetan tradition of treating the faces or heads with so-called “cold gold” (grang gser) as part of the 

consecration ritual (see, for instance, the head and neck of the statue of Kāṇha, Fig. TZS:4). The long 

hair of the Indian yogins, piled up on top of their heads in skillfully braided topknots, was painted with 

blue pigments. 

1.2.3. One of the Stylistic Trends Flourishing in the Sculptural Tradition of Mustang  

The design of the double lotus pedestals, with densely arranged slender petals between two beaded 

rims, follows a frequent stylistic convention in fifteenth-century Tibetan statuary recalling earlier 

Buddhist metal sculptures produced in the imperial workshops of the early Ming dynasty (1368–

1644)—particularly during the reigns of the Yongle (r. 1402–1424) and Xuande (r. 1425–1435) 

emperors—that were sent to Tibet as religious offerings and diplomatic gifts for the heads of Tibetan 

Buddhist monasteries and inspired emulation among Tibetan artists.239 

The choice of non-gilt metallic compositions, the skillful engravings of textile ornamentation, 

and the sophisticated application of metal inlays of different materials and colors are common 

features of many Mustang sculptures of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This ungilded style of 

	
239 For Buddhist sculpture made in China during the early Ming period, some of which bear the Yongle or Xuande reign mark, 
see Stoddard 2008 [1975]: 73–95. 
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metal sculpture and the colorful ornamentation through inlay work enjoyed great popularity among 

Mustang patrons, as can also be seen in many portrait statues of Lowo Khenchen and his nephew 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo. However, it is clear from other statues and statue sets preserved at 

Namgyal Monastery that it was not the only style that was favored by Mustang patrons in this period. 

The second set of inscribed metal statues of Lamdre lineage teachers by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen 

(discussed in the following section) and an exquisite solitary statue of Sachen Künga Nyingpo (see Fig. 

24 and its discussion in Chapter Four, 2.4.2.) demonstrate that fire-gilded copper statues were equally 

valued and promoted in Mustang. 

1.3. The Donor Tsewang Zangpo (1450–ca. 1526) 

The Tsewang Zangpo Set was probably commissioned by minister (dpon po) Tsewang Zangpo (Tshe 

dbang bzang po; 1450–ca. 1526),240 who acted as high official of Mustang’s ruling house during the 

last three decades of the fifteenth century and in the early sixteenth century. Tsewang Zangpo was 

involved in both the secular and the religious affairs of the kingdom and ranks among the great patrons 

of Buddhism and Buddhist artworks in Mustang during its heyday in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries. 

The biography of the sixteenth-century Buddhist master Künga Pelzangpo (Kun dga’ dpal 

bzang po; 1513–1595), grandson of minister Tsewang Zangpo, contains a short genealogy of his family, 

which produced both royal ministers and Buddhist masters.241 According to this genealogy, Tsewang 

Zangpo’s father242 settled in Mustang at the time when Amapel (A ma dpal, var. A me dpal; 1388–ca. 

1456) established the region of the upper Kali Gandaki valley as an independent kingdom during the 

early fifteenth century and became that ruler’s minister.243  

Tsewang Zangpo himself served two generations of Mustang kings. He acted as chief minister 

(bka’i blon po or bka’ blon) under Tashigön and his brothers Aseng Dorje Tenpa (A seng rDo rje brtan 

	
240 The date of Tsewang Zangpo’s birth (1450) has been established on the basis of the autobiography of his son Künga 
Drölchog (Kun dga’ grol mchog, 1507–1566): It states that his father (i.e., Tsewang Zangpo) was fifty-eight years old when 
the author (i.e., Künga Drölchog) was born in 1507; see Jackson 1984: 154, n. 17; and Heimbel 2017: 330–331 and fn. 505. 
As regards the date of his death, Tsewang Zangpo is said to have died shortly after his younger brother, the Buddhist master 
Künga Chogdrub (Kun dga’ mchog grub; 1454–1526), had died in 1526; see the biographical sketch of Künga Drölchog by 
Cyrus Stearns, “Kunga Drolchok,” The Treasury of Lives, published Aug. 2008, 
https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Jetsun-Kunga-Drolchok/4085 (accessed April 13, 2019). 

241 For a discussion of the origin and genealogy of the family of Mustang ministers in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
including references to the Tibetan sources, see Heimbel 2017: 330–331. 

242 The names of Tsewang Zangpo’s father Pönpo Khandro (dpon po mKha’ ’gro; dates unknown) and mother Pönmo Chögyal 
(dpon mo Chos rgyal; dates unknown) are found in the biography of Tsewang Zangpo’s younger brother, the Buddhist master 
Künga Chogdrub (Kun dga’ mchog grub; 1454–1526); see Heimbel 2017: 330, fn. 499. 

243 For Amapel’s extension of power and the royal line of Mustang, see Jackson 1984: 119–132; Kramer 2008: 19–22; Vitali 
2012: [127]–149; and Heimbel 2017: 276–282. On the uncertain date of Amapel’s death, see Vitali 2012: [127], fn. 184. On 
the uncertain duration of Amapel’s reign, see ibid.: 149. 
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pa; d. ca. 1496)244 and Deleg Gyatso (bDe legs rgya mtsho; d. ca. 1500).245 He was still active as minister 

during the reign of Tashigön’s middle son and successor as ruler of Mustang Dragpa Thaye (Grags pa 

mtha’ yas; dates of birth and death unknown; r. ca. 1500–at least 1525).246 

During his years of service for these rulers, Tsewang Zangpo managed the administrative 

affairs of visiting religious masters from different traditions. For example, in 1469, together with 

Tashigön, he invited the Sakyapa scholar Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507)247 from 

Serdogchen (gSer mdog can) Monastery in Tsang. This master arrived in Mustang in 1472 and stayed 

until 1475.248 After his arrival in the city of Lo-Manthang, Shākya Chogden was invited to Namgyal 

Monastery, which served as his monastic seat during his three-year sojourn in the kingdom. In the 

biography of Shākya Chogden, it is stated that the monastic assembly that then met at Namgyal for 

the study period consisted of nonresident masters with their disciples and five hundred resident 

	
244 For Aseng Dorje Tenpa, see Jackson 1984: 120, 124, and 133; and Vitali 2012: 203–205. Aseng Dorje Tenpa was the second 
of four sons of Agön Zangpo (A mgon bzang po; 1420–ca. 1482), the second independent king of Mustang after Amapel. 
Although Aseng Dorje Tenpa was involved in political and military affairs of the kingdom, he, like most members of the royal 
family, was also engaged in religious activities. He probably attended some of Künga Wangchug’s teaching sessions during 
the latter’s second sojourn in Mustang. This is illustrated by the fact that according to one local source of the religious history 
of Mustang (the Blo bo rgyal rabs or full title Blo bo chos rgyal rim byon rgyal rabs mu thi li’i ’phreng mdzes), it was Aseng 
Dorje Tenpa who invited the fourth Ngor abbot for his second visit to Mustang. The same source mentions in this context a 
list of offerings made by Aseng Dorje Tenpa, some of which were designated for Ngor Monastery; see Heimbel 2017: 335, 
fn. 522. Aseng Dorje Tenpa ranks among the great patrons of religious scriptures and images in Mustang. This becomes 
evident, for example, from a list of objects he sponsored, as recorded in a later section of the same source. Among the 
“receptacles of body, speech, and mind” (sku gsung thugs kyi rten) that were made under Aseng Dorje Tenpa’s patronage 
were two Lamdre lineage sets, namely: one set of twenty-six statues of Lamdre lineage teachers (| lam ’bras bla rgyud 

[= brgyud] pa sku nyi shu rtsa drug|) and another one of twenty-one golden statues of Lamdre lineage teachers (| yang lam 

’bras bla brgyud gser sku nyi shu rtsa cig bzhengs pa|); for the whole passage, see Vitali 2012: 204–205, fn. 322. From the 
sources, we know of three sets of statues of Lamdre lineage teachers commissioned by Aseng Dorje Tenpa; see Heimbel 
2017: 335–336 and fn. 529. 

245 For Deleg Gyatso, the youngest brother of Tashigön, and the sparse information about him in the sources, see Jackson 
1984: 124. Deleg Gyatso ruled for a short period and died in ca. 1500, only a few years after his brother Aseng Dorje Tenpa 
had died in ca. 1496. (For Aseng Dorje Tenpa, see fn. 243.) In the biography of the Tibetan yogin Tsangnyön Heruka, it is 
stated that the invitation for the yogin’s third visit to Mustang (which took place in 1498) was extended by the “Lowo King 
Deleg Gyatso [who was] on the Mönthang throne.” The respective passage reads: (…) klo bo rgyal po bde legs rgya mtsho 

smon thang rgyal sar sbyan drangs|; transliterated from the reprint of the Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 177.7. 

246 For Dragpa Thaye, who is also referred to as Gönpo Gyaltsen (mGon po rgyal mtshan), see Jackson 1984: 125–126, 133, 
and 149 (fol. 11a); and Kramer 2008: 26. Dragpa Thaye succeeded his uncle Deleg Gyatso (who died in ca. 1500; see above, 
fn. 245) as ruler of Mustang and was in office at least until 1525. This becomes evident from the fact that he invited the two 
Ngorpa masters Lhachog Sengge (Lha mchog seng ge; 1468–1535) and Könchog Lhündrub (dKon mchog lhun grub; 1497–
1557), both of whom Dragpa Thaye revered as his religious preceptors. Lhachog Sengge, the ninth Ngor abbot (tenure: 1516–
1534), visited Mustang twice: the first time in 1515, before his installation as abbot of Ngor Monastery, the second time from 
1523 to 1524. Könchog Lhündrub, the tenth Ngor abbot (tenure: 1534–1557), visited Mustang from 1525 to 1526. For 
Lhachog Sengge’s and Könchog Lhündrub’s visits to Mustang, see Heimbel 2017: 337–339. Dragpa Thaye had two brothers: 
His elder brother was Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s; see below, fn. 299); his younger brother 
was Tenpai Gyatso (brTan pa’i rGya mtsho; dates unknown). For Tenpai Gyatso and the sparse information about him in the 
sources, see Jackson 1984: 125–126. 

247 BDRC P396. On the life and works of Shākya Chogden, see Caumanns 2015. 

248 See Caumanns 2015: 176 and 182. 
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monks of Namgyal Monastery.249 His biography also states that Shākya Chogden taught according to 

the Namgyal curriculum.250 The monastic curriculum for Namgyal Monastery had been laid down by 

Ngorchen Künga Zangpo more than two decades earlier after the renovation of the old Namgyal Chöde 

and its refoundation as Thubten Dargyeling.251 

Minister Tsewang Zangpo continued to be active in managing the visits of religious masters 

and patronizing their activities during the last two decades of the fifteenth century and into the early 

sixteenth century. This is evident from the biography of Tsangnyön Heruka (gTsang smyon He ru ka; 

1452–1507), the famous Tibetan yogin of the Drugpa Kagyü tradition. During his travels in Western 

Tibet, Tsangnyön Heruka visited Mustang three times: in 1481, ca. 1489, and in 1498. The account of 

these visits in his biography represents a rich source of information on the religious, sociocultural, and 

art-historical contexts of Mustang in this important period.252 It includes, for instance, a detailed 

account of a significant public debate on tantric ritual practice and religious art that took place in the 

city of Lo-Manthang during a celebration for artisans held in 1498 (the year of Tsangnyön Heruka’s 

third and final visit) on the occasion of the completion of the decoration of the “Golden Temple of 

Lowo” (Glo bo’i gSer gyi lha khang). This celebration was sponsored by the “Dharma Lord Lodrö 

Gyaltsen” (chos rje Blo gros rgyal mtshan; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s), the eldest son of king Tashigön and 

nephew of Lowo Khenchen.253 Besides monks and scholars, the festive event was attended by the 

“Lowo King, ministers, artisans, and others.”254 At this event, Tsangnyön Heruka challenged a local 

Nyingma teacher, referred to as Lama Lowopa (bla ma Glo bo pa), with questions about tantric ritual 

practice and the planning, layout, and proportions of religious images, provoking a public discussion 

about these topics. The account of this event includes remarks on the yogin’s unconventional 

behavior—for example, requesting minister Tsewang Zangpo to bring him some beer during the 

	
249 See Caumanns 2015: 184. In the biography of Shākya Chogden, Namgyal Monastery is referred to by its old name Namgyal 
Chöde (rNam rgyal Chos sde), not Tubten Dargyeling, the name bestowed by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo to the expanded and 
newly founded monastery during his third and last visit to Mustang (1447–1449). 

250 See Caumanns 2015: 184–185 and fn. 30. 

251 On the consecration of Namgyal Monastery by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, see above, fn. 94. 

252 One of three religious biographies of Tsangnyön Heruka was composed in 1547 by his disciple Götsangrepa Natsog 
Rangdröl (rGod tshang ras pa sNa tshogs rang grol; 1494–1570; BDRC P1702). For a reprint of the Tibetan text of this 
biography, see Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 1–292. For Tsangnyön Heruka’s three visits to Mustang, see ibid.: 67–68, 153–158, 
and 176–197. 

253 The respective passage reads: | de dus glo bo’i gser gyi lha khang bzhengs pa’i sgang ’jug du ’dug cing| nyin cig bzo bo 

rnams kyi bcu tshigs chos rje blo gros rgyal mtshan pas steg te|; transliterated from the reprint of Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 
1969 [1512]: 195.3. 

254 | klo bo rgyal blon bzo rigs pa sogs (…); transliterated from the reprint of the Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 
195.5. 
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debate. The report concludes with the statement that Tsewang Zangpo publicly praised Tsangnyön 

Heruka’s special abilities in public exposition and displaying his yogic powers.255 

The close relationships between the tantric yogin and wealthy patrons from Mustang 

continued into the early sixteenth century. In 1504, upon invitation by the king of Kathmandu Ratna 

Malla (r. 1484–1520), Tsangnyön Heruka oversaw the renovation of the Svayambhū Stūpa in the 

Kathmandu Valley.256 It was an enormous and cost-intensive project to which various local leaders and 

kings from Tibet and Nepal made substantial contributions. Among the sponsors were members of 

the Mustang royal family and the “great minister” (blon chen) Tsewang Zangpo.257 

1.3.1. Tsewang Zangpo as a Patron of Buddhist Artworks 

Tsewang Zangpo’s commissioning of the Lamdre lineage set illustrates that he was not only involved 

in managing the activities of visiting religious masters in Mustang and patronizing major projects such 

as the 1504 renovation of the Svayambhū Stūpa in the Kathmandu Valley, but was also engaged in 

Buddhist practice and the commissioning of Buddhist artworks. Each inscription on the seventeen 

statues of this set preserved at Namgyal characterizes Tsewang Zangpo as a pious Buddhist 

practitioner, who “prostrates to and takes refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of” every single teacher 

in the depicted lineage.258 Presumably he attended the teaching sessions performed by the fourth 

Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug during that master’s second Mustang sojourn and received from him 

the transmission of the Lamdre instructions. Tsewang Zangpo probably commissioned this 

extravagant Lamdre lineage set after Künga Wangchug’s passing away in 1478 to honor the memory 

of this master. Perhaps the set was intended as a gift to the monastic community which hosted the 

teaching sessions on the Lamdre performed by the fourth Ngor abbot. However, the exact historical 

	
255 For the entire account of the events that occurred during the celebration, including the public debate on tantric ritual 
practice and religious art provoked by Tsangnyön Heruka on that occasion, see Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 195.2–197.5. For 
a discussion and translation of this episode, see Jackson 1996: 73–74. 

256 On the renovation of the Svayambhū Stūpa by Tsangnyön Heruka in the early sixteenth century, see Larsson 2011; and 
von Rospatt 2011: 171–174. 

257 Regarding the names and titles of the Mustang patrons who contributed towards the expenses of this project, the 
biography of Tsangnyön Heruka mentions the following three: (1) a “Mönthang ruler” or “governor” (smon thang sde pa), 
whose name is not specified but probably refers to Dragpa Thaye (r. ca. 1500–at least 1525; for Dragpa Thaye, see above, fn. 
246); (2) the “Buddhadharma practitioner Lodrö Gyaltsen” (shākya’i chos mdzad blo gros rgyal mtshan; for Lodrö Gyaltsen, 
see below, fn. 299); and our minister in question, Tsewang Zangpo, who is referred to as „great minister Tshe Zang“ (blon 

chen tshe bzangs). The relevant passage reads: || smon thang sde pa’i ti ra ri chen pas|| khrab gcig dang ri gser zho do 

phul|| shākya’i chos mdzad blo gros rgyal mtshan gyis|| dngul bum gcig dang gser zho gang dang yang|| zangs ni kha thogs 

nyi shu rtsa drug phul|| stobs rgyal smon thang sde pa mched kyis kyad|| gser zho brgyad dang rta cig rnga dkar bcu|| lan 

tsha gung thang bre’i khal brgyad dang|| bal po’i thil du zangs pham bcu phul|| de’i blon chen skyab [= skyabs] mas gser 

zho gsum|| zangs ni kha thogs lnga’i dge rgyun phul|| blon chen tshe bzangs zho gsum zangs chen gcig|| la stod lho nas 

dge rgyun ‘bul ba ni|| (…); transliterated from the Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 221.7–222.2. 

258 For the inscriptions of the Tsewang Zangpo Set, see Volume 2, List 1. 
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circumstances of the set’s commissioning, as well as the location the set was originally intended for, 

remain open issues. 

1.3.2. Two Further Lamdre Lineage Sets Commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo  

Beside the almost complete statue set discussed in this section, we know of two further Lamdre 

lineage sets possibly commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo. One was apparently made by the same artists 

or workshop as the set preserved in the Namgyal collection. A statue of Virūpa housed today at the 

Norbulingka Palace in Lhasa is almost identical in terms of metal workmanship and iconography up to 

the minutest decorative motifs and details, such as textile patterns on his dhoti and exquisite flowers 

of his flower garland designed in metals of contrasting colors. How that statue of Virūpa ended up in 

the Norbulingka is unknown.259 

Moreover, three statues of a third Lamdre lineage set commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo are 

dispersed in different collections. They have been executed with similar skillful engravings and 

sophisticated metal inlays but show slightly different stylistic features. That set apparently represented 

another branch of the teaching transmission, as it probably contained an image of Nyenchen Sönam 

Tenpa (Nyan chen bSod nams brtan pa; 1222–1317; Fig. 3).260 He is depicted with his hands placed 

over his legs, palms facing down, while holding a string of prayer beads in both hands. Nyenchen is 

clad in exquisitely chased monastic robes. His outer garment is completely covered with an embossed 

pattern of stylized flowers (see Figs. 3a–c). His sleeveless monk’s vest is inlaid with copper incised with 

a geometric pattern. Its broad collars are filled with a cloud pattern on a dotted ground. Hemlines and 

seams are highlighted in silver. Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa was a disciple of Tshokgom Künga Pel (Tshogs 

sgom Kun dga’ dpal; 1210–1307),261 who himself was one of the main disciples of Sakya Paṇḍita (1182–

1251).262 Nyenchen received the Lamdre instructions from his teacher Tshokgom and, in turn, passed 

them on to Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350).263 Nyenchen Sönam 

	
259 Christian Luczanits in an online lecture organized by SEECHAC (Société Européenne pour l’Etude des Civilisations de 
l’Himalaya et de l’Asie Centrale), Paris (May 25, 2021). 

260 BDRC P3413. For Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa and his dates, see Stearns 2001: 36–37; and Stearns 2006: 240 and 653, n. 333. 
For basic details about the statue of Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa, see Volume 2, List 9, no. 3. 

261 BDRC P3412. For Tshokgom Künga Pel and his dates, see Stearns 2001: 36–37; and Stearns 2006: 239–242, 311–312, and 
653, n. 328 (there referred to as Tshogs sgom Rin chen dpal). 

262 For Sakya Paṇḍita’s main disciples, including Tshokgom Künga Pel, see Stearns 2006: 238–239. 

263 For Dragphugpa Sönam Pel, the Lamdre transmissions he received from different teachers, and the lineages that 
developed from him, see Stearns 2006: 240–251. 
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Tenpa occupies position 17 in the Lamdre lineage of the Gongkar tradition (gong dkar lugs)264 and 

position 18 in the esoteric Lamdre lineage of the Tshar tradition (tshar lugs).265  

A matching metal statue depicting Jestün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 

1147–1216), the fifth throne-holder of Sakya (tenure: 1172–1215), survives in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London (see Fig. 5).266 It depicts Dragpa Gyaltsen performing the dharma-teaching gesture 

while holding in each hand the stem of a lotus blossoming by his shoulders and supporting a vajra 

(now missing) and a ghaṇṭā. Dragpa Gyaltsen is shown wearing a long-sleeved upper garment adorned 

with a cloud collar, the stitched seams of which are highlighted in silver. Compare similar textile 

patterns and highlighted seams found on the hems of the lower vest in the statue of Nyenchen from 

the Namgyal collection (see Fig. 3).   

These two statues of Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa in the Namgyal collection and of Jestün Dragpa 

Gyaltsen in the Victoria and Albert Museum not only match perfectly in terms of content, size, metal 

workmanship, and artistic style, but also bear an identical dedicatory inscription, differing only in the 

name of the depicted teacher. Both inscriptions mention Tsewang Zangpo as donor.267 

A third statue of that set is housed at the Victoria and Albert Museum in Mumbai, today named 

the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum (see Fig. 4). That statue represents Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon 

	
264 For the Lamdre lineage of the Gongkar tradition, see Jackson 2016: Appendix B (the second of two lists given there), and 
Fermer 2016: 115. A depiction of a teacher who possibly represents Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa as teacher number 17 in the 
Gongkar lineage of the Lamdre transmission can be found in a major mural painted by the fifteenth-century master artist 
Khyentse Chenmo on the front wall of the assembly hall of Gongkar Monastery to the left of the entrance to the temple’s 
inner sanctum. For a detail image of this teacher, see Fermer 2016: 115, fig. 4.60. For an image of the entire left wall mural 
depicting the Three White-Clad Masters of Sakya surrounded by the Lamdre lineage until Dorjedenpa Künga Namgyal (1432–
1496), the founder of Gongkar Monastery, who commissioned the mural between 1464 and 1476, see ibid.: 109, fig. 4.52. In 
a late fifteenth-century thangka painting of Hevajra and the transmission lineage of that deity in the Gongkar tradition that 
survives in a private collection, Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa appears as a small figure above his disciple Naza Dragphugpa Sönam 
Pel (1277–1350), on whom Nyenchen bestowed the Lamdre. The lineage teachers are depicted along the outer edges of the 
painting. Their arrangement begins in the center of the top row with Vajradhara (i.e., lineage teacher number 1) and 
alternates to his right and left all the way down on both sides. Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel occupies position 17 on the right 
side in the sixth line from the top. He is placed opposite of his teacher Zhang Könchog Pel (1240–1307) (i.e., lineage teacher 
number 16) from whom he received the Lamdre transmission. Through depicting Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa as a small figure 
above Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel, the artist of this thangka painting emphasized that Dragphugpa also received the Lamdre 
from this teacher, combining different transmissions of the Lamdre instructions in his person. For an image of the Gongkar 
Hevajra thangka, see Luczanits 2019: 217, fig. 1. An image of the painting is available on HAR: no. 61137. For a detail image 
of Dragphugpa and the small figure of Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa above him, see Luczanits 2019: fig. 10. 

265 On the esoteric or “uncommon” (thun mong ma yin pa) transmission of the Lobshe (slob bshad) system of the Lamdre—
that is, the “explication for the disciples”—see Stearns 2001: 39–45; and Stearns 2006: 2–4. The Lamdre Lobshe (lam ’bras 

slob bshad) was prominently transmitted by Tsharchen Losel Gyatso (Tshar chen Blo gsal rgya mtsho; 1502–1566; BDRC 
P786), who was the thirteenth abbot of Shalu Monastery (Zhwa lu dgon) (tenure: 1555–1559), and his disciples Jamyang 
Khyentse Wangchug (’Jam dbyangs mKhyen brtse’i dbang phyug; 1524–1568; BDRC P1089), who was the fourteenth Shalu 
abbot (tenure: 1559–1568), and Mangthö Ludrub Gyatso (Mang thos Klu sgrub rgya mtsho; 1523–1596; BDRC P784). For 
these three masters, see Stearns 2006: 257–259, 259–260, and 260–261, respectively. On the division of the Lamdre into 
two different systems of teaching—that is, the Tshogshe (tshogs bshad), the “explication for the assembly,” and the Lobshe 
(slob bshad), the “explication for the disciples”—see Heimbel 2017: 405–413. 

266 For basic details about this statue of Dragpa Gyaltsen in the V&A London, see Volume 2, List 9, no. 5. 

267 The inscriptions of both statues are provided in Volume 2, List 9, nos. 3 and 5. 
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bSod nams rTse mo; 1142–1182), the elder brother of Dragpa Gyaltsen, who can be recognized by his 

curly hair. Iconographically, Sönam Tsemo is depicted with a variation of the dharma-teaching gesture 

while holding the stems of two lotuses supporting the attributes of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī: a 

wisdom sword and a Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) scripture. Interestingly, the collar of 

Sönam Tsemo’s upper garment overlaps in the opposite direction (i.e., left over right) to that of his 

brother (i.e., right over left). Symmetry of opposing collar directions is a convention that can be 

observed in several Lamdre lineage sets of that period. Such distinctive features can provide hints 

towards a symmetrical arrangement of a given statue set (see below, the discussions of the Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Set, Large Papier-mâché Set, and Single Lotus Set 1). 

In addition to the similarities in terms of iconography and details of dress, the three metal 

statues of Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (Mumbai Museum), Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (V&A London), and 

Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa (Namgyal Monastery) also share distinctive stylistic features, such as silver-

inlaid elongated eyes, copper-inlaid full lips, and relatively large ears with fleshy earlobes. 

1.3.3. Two Further Statues Commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo in the Namgyal Collection 

Besides the Lamdre lineage set and the statue of Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa, Namgyal Monastery houses 

two further solitary metal statues commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo, each bearing a dedicatory 

inscription around its pedestal. One is a statue of Buddha Śākyamuni on the Vajra Seat (vajrāsana) 

(Fig. 1).268 It depicts Śākyamuni at the time of his awakening, performing the “earth touching gesture” 

(bhūmisparśamudrā) with his right hand touching the ground and a vajra placed on the seat in front 

of his legs. 

The other is an extremely detailed and highly sophisticated statue of the guardian king of the 

northern direction, Vaiśravaṇa (rNam thos sras), who is also worshiped as a wealth deity (Fig. 2).269 He 

is depicted sitting sideways on a wrathful lion and holding a mongoose (nakula) on his lap. In his 

function as a wealth-granting deity, Vaiśravaṇa is shown squeezing the neck of the mongoose, from 

whose mouth emerges a continuous stream of precious and auspicious objects: wish-granting jewels, 

money, a pair of elephant tusks, and a flaming swirl emblem. All of these objects are inlaid with metals 

of different materials and colors, alternating from copper to brass to silver, repeating the same order 

again twice, and ending with the swirl emblem, which combines all three metals (see the detail in Fig. 

2b). Other special details in this image of Vaiśravaṇa include his silver-inlaid armor plate chased with 

	
268 For basic details about the statue of Buddha Śākyamuni on the Vajra Seat, see Volume 2, List 9, no. 1. 

269 For basic details about the statue of Vaiśravaṇa, see Volume 2, List 9, no. 2. 
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a geometric tripod pattern;270 two remarkable epaulettes in the form of animal heads featuring silver-

inlaid teeth and sharp fangs; and the impressive representation of Vaiśravaṇa’s mount, a wrathful lion, 

with open mouth showing silver-inlaid teeth, sharp fangs, and a copper-inlaid pointed tongue. 

In terms of workmanship and artistic style, this extraordinary statue of Vaiśravaṇa compares 

very closely with the statues of the Tsewang Zangpo Set, particularly with respect to the casting 

technique, colorful ornamentation with metal inlays, and sophisticated engravings. Compare, for 

instance, the pattern of scrolling vines, leaves, and stylized flowers on a dotted ground on the back of 

Vaiśravaṇa’s mantle (see Figs. 2d and e) with a similar pattern incised on the short cape draped over 

the shoulders of the goddess Nairātmyā in the Tsewang Zangpo Set (see Fig. TZS:2c and d). Note, in 

particular, the distinctive motif of a stylized flower with two intertwining petals occurring in both 

images. (On the circulation of this flower motif within the broader Newari-inspired artistic tradition of 

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see the discussion of stylistic elements in the Large Papier-mâché 

Set, Chapter Three, 3.3.1. Jewelry, Flowers, and the Use of Gold Pigments; and the comparative views 

in Figs. LPMS:26–29.) Further similarities between the images of Vaiśravaṇa and Nairātmyā include 

decorative details in the jewelry, crowns, and large earrings with rosette disks inlaid with turquoise 

gemstones (compare the details in Fig. 2a, Vaiśravaṇa, with Fig. TZS:2, Nairātmyā). The statue of 

Vaiśravaṇa and the Lamdre lineage set were probably made by the same artists or workshop at around 

the same time (late fifteenth century). 

1.4. Concluding Remarks on the Tsewang Zangpo Set and its Overall Visual Conception 

In summary, the statue set by donor Tsewang Zanpgo must have originally consisted of at least twenty-

four statues representing the main Lamdre lineage of the Ngor tradition up to the fourth Ngor abbot 

Künga Wangchug. While seventeen statues of the set are preserved at Namgyal Monastery, the 

following seven figures are missing: Buddha Vajradhara (i.e., lineage teacher number 1), three Sakya 

founding masters (Sachen Künga Nyingpo, Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen, and Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen, 

i.e., teachers number 11, 13, and 14), and three Ngor abbots (Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, Müchen 

Sempa Chenpo Kön-chog Gyaltsen, and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso, i.e., teachers number 21, 22, and 23). 

In terms of iconography, eleven out of the seventeen figures display the two-handed wheel 

of dharma gesture. All Tibetan teachers in this set are depicted with this hand gesture except for two: 

(1) the eleventh-century translator Drogmi, who is shown performing the gesture of instruction with 

his right hand in combination with an opened book held in his left hand (see Fig. TZS:8); and (2) the 

fourteenth-century teacher Pelden Tsültrim, who is shown raising his right hand in the gesture of 

	
270 Compare with a similar tripod pattern found on a leaf of the well-known sketchbook of Newar artist Jīvarāma dated to 
1435. An image of the leaf is provided in Volume 2 among the figures of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set; see Fig. LGS:25. 
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fearlessness while resting his left hand on his lap (see Fig. TZS:19). Moreover, all Tibetan teachers are 

shown seated in the same cross-legged “vajra posture” (vajraparyaṅkāsana), in which the foot of one 

leg rests on the thigh of the opposite leg, with the right leg on top of the left and the soles of the feet 

showing up. In contrast to the almost uniform hand gestures in the present set, the Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Set shows a greater variety of symbolic hand gestures. 

In terms of mode of portraiture, the faces of the lineage teachers are depicted in an idealized 

and stylized manner, with symmetrically arched eyebrows that meet in the middle above a straight 

nose bridge, relatively large ears with elongated earlobes, and only little variation of the front hairline 

(it either goes straight across the forehead or is slightly receding; and Drogmi is the only teacher who 

is depicted as partially bald). A certain sense of individuality is evoked through facial hair in a few 

cases. Four Tibetan teachers are depicted with different types of beards, the laymen Setön Künrig (Fig. 

TZS:9) and Sönam Tsemo (Fig. TZS:12) among them. The latter is shown with long, thin sideburns that 

grow down along his jawline, a convention usually reserved for depictions of his brother Dragpa 

Gyaltsen. Besides these two laymen, Drogmi and Pelden Tsültrim are also depicted with facial hair—a 

thin jawline beard in the case of Drogmi (Fig. TZS:8) and a small, pointed patch of hair below the chin 

in the case of Pelden Tsültrim (Fig. TZS:19). The artists of the Tsewang Zangpo Set apparently did not 

place particular emphasis on depicting individually identifying physical features in order to create 

visual distinctions between the lineage teachers, consistent with the reduction in the use of hand 

gestures (predominantly dharmacakramudrā). Rather, distinctions are made through materiality: The 

statues were cast from different metal alloys, contrasting one iconographic subgroup (the Indian 

teachers) with the other figures in the set. 

Regarding a possible spatial arrangement of the portable statues of the Tsewang Zangpo Set, 

some figures have slightly differently turned heads, which may well hint towards a symmetrical 

arrangement with Vajradhara at the center and the successive lineage teachers placed to his right and 

left side alternating outwards. This feature (different head directions) does not, however, read 

consistently throughout this set. The Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, by contrast, contains more explicit visual 

features that seem to point towards a symmetrical arrangement of its statues centered on Vajradhara. 

On the whole, the artists of the Tsewang Zangpo Set devoted great attention to the material, 

technological, and visual qualities of the sculptures, exhibiting their artistic mastery in rendering the 

drapery of elaborate garments and robes, chasing fine textile patterns, and, most of all, using metals 

of different materials and colors to create color contrasts and to highlight distinctive details. These 

qualities make the Tsewang Zangpo Set the most precious and valuable among the Lamdre lineage 

sets in the Namgyal collection. Together with closely related statues, such as the extraordinary image 

of Vaiśravaṇa and some of the exquisite solitary portrait statues of Künga Wangchug, Lowo Khenchen, 
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and Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, the Tsewang Zangpo Set, with its luxurious surface decoration and 

sophisticated use of precious metals, demonstrates the highest-quality sculptural production of 

Mustang. It reflects the prosperity of the Mustang Kingdom and its wealthy donors in the late fifteenth 

and early sixteenth centuries. 
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2. Lamdre Lineage Set by Donor Lodrö Gyaltsen271 

Just like the previous set of Tsewang Zangpo, the second set of inscribed metal statues also depicts 

the main Lamdre lineage of the Ngor tradition up to the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug (1424–

1478). The commissioning of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set is probably also closely related to this master’s 

teaching activities in Mustang and thus likely dates to about 1478/79. According to the dedicatory 

inscriptions located on the back of the pedestals, the set was commissioned by a certain Lodrö 

Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan).272 The identity of this person cannot be determined with certainty, 

but a likely candidate is the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen (ca. 1460s–mid-1500s),273 son of Mustang’s 

third king Tashigön and nephew of Lowo Khenchen. 

Measuring 18 centimeters in height on average, the statues of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set are 

densely gilded and finely chased with textile patterns on garments and robes. Each figure is shown 

seated on a double lotus pedestal, with narrow lotus petals between two beaded rims in most cases.274 

A special feature of this set of gilt copper statues is that the undecorated reverse of the pedestals, 

where the inscriptions are placed, is colored with red pigment. All statues are sealed on the underside 

with a copper plate, which is engraved with a crossed vajra (viśvavajra) emblem and generally also 

painted red (see, for example, Fig. LGS:24c, bottom view of the statue of Künga Wangchug). While 

seventeen statues are preserved at Namgyal Monastery today, the set must have consisted of at least 

twenty-four statues originally. Seven figures are missing from the set (see below). 

The focus in the following section is primarily on the depiction of those teachers whose images 

are missing from the previous set commissioned by donor Tsewang Zangpo or who are depicted 

differently. 

2.1. The Depiction of Lamdre Lineage Teachers in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set 

The lineage begins with the primordial Buddha Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang; Fig. LGS:1), the “Vajra-

Holder,” who occupies the first place in the Lamdre transmission. Seated in the crossed-legged vajra-

posture, he is typically depicted holding a vajra and a ghaṇṭā in his hands, which are crossed at the 

wrists in front of his chest, palms facing in towards his body, displaying the embracing gesture 

(vajrahūṃkāramudrā, literally “vajra sound gesture”). In this example, Vajradhara is shown wearing a 

	
271 Some of the results presented in this section will be published in the forthcoming article Klohe [2022]. 

272 For the inscriptions of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Volume 2, List 2. 

273 On Lodrö Gyaltsen (Pelzangpo) and my tentative estimate of his birth and death dates, see below, fn. 299. 

274 With the exception of four pedestals whose upper rim is either not decorated with a row of beading (see Figs. LGS:3 and 
LGS:7; Virūpa and Gayadhara) or is covered by the lower robe (see Figs. LGS:8 and LGS:9; Drogmi and Setön Künrig). 
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five-leaved tiara in front of a three-tiered helmet-like ritual crown topped by a half-vajra (for the 

three-tiered shape of the ritual crown, see the back view, Fig. LGS:1b). Such ritual crowns were worn 

by “vajra masters” (vajrācārya) among the Newar Buddhist communities of Nepal.275 Here, the 

presence of the crown could be read as an artistic expression of Vajradhara’s status as the first, or 

primordial, teacher (ādiguru) of the Lamdre instructions. 

The depictions of the second and third figures in the lineage, Nairātmyā and Virūpa, are in line 

with those described for the Tsewang Zangpo Set above: The tantric goddess (Fig. LGS:2) holds a 

curved knife above a skull-cup in front of her bare chest; and Virūpa (Fig. LGS:3) is again shown making 

the two-handed “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharmacakramudrā), emphasizing his role as a teacher 

rather than his yogic powers. In this statue, the long hair of the corpulent tantric yogin is arranged in 

a high topknot with a book tucked in (see the side view, Fig. LGS:3a). In view of Virūpa’s life story, the 

book may represent either a Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) scripture or the Hevajratantra,276 

which forms the core of the Lamdre practice. While Virūpa’s disciple Kāṇha and Ḍamarupa are missing 

from the present set, the statues of the two final Indian representatives of the lineage, the fourth 

great adept Avadhūti (Fig. LGS:6) and the learned layman scholar Gayadhara (d. 1103; Fig. LGS:7), have 

survived. 

When it comes to the representation of the early transmission of the Lamdre instructions in 

Tibet, images of the first three generations of Tibetan masters (i.e., lineage teachers number 8 to 10) 

have also survived in this set. Among these, the great eleventh-century translator Drogmi Lotsāwa 

Shākya Yeshe (992–1072?; Fig. LGS:8) can again be clearly recognized by the book he holds in his left 

hand, here placed on his knee. In this example, the top page of the book is inscribed with the Tibetan 

words rgya gar skad du, indicating that as an Indo-Tibetan translator, Drogmi knew Buddhist Sanskrit, 

“the language of India.” In contrast to Drogmi, it would not be possible to identify the next lineage 

teacher Setön Künrig (1025–1122; Fig. LGS:9) in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set if his image were not provided 

with a name inscription.277 According to what we know from his life story, Setön Künrig was not an 

ordained monk, as suggested by the monk’s robes he is shown wearing here, but a simple shepherd 

and lay tantric practitioner. Therefore, in other lineage depictions, he can more typically be seen 

wearing an upper garment with long sleeves, and occasionally he has long hair and a beard.278  

	
275 For examples of tantric ritual crowns from Nepal dating from the thirteenth to eighteenth century, see The Met, “Crowns 
of the Vajra Masters: Ritual Art of Nepal,” exhibition at The Met Fifth Avenue, Dec. 16, 2017–Dec. 16, 2018, 
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2017/crowns-of-vajra-masters (accessed Nov. 6, 2019). 

276 “(…) from the midst of his long hair the teacher extracted a volume said to be the Two-Part Hevajra or the Perfection of 

Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines (…).” From a hagiography of Virūpa; see Stearns 2006: 146. 

277 For the inscription on the statue of Setön Künrig in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Volume 2, List 2, no. 9. 

278 For depictions of Setön Künrig wearing a long-sleeved upper garment, see the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:9) and the 
Gyantse set; von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 203B. There, he is shown meditating, with both hands placed on his lap, instead 
of teaching. For a depiction of Setön Künrig with long hair down to the shoulders and a small pointed beard below his chin, 
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Next is Zhangtön Chöbar (1053–1135; Fig. LGS:10), who belongs to the third generation of 

Lamdre lineage teachers in Tibet. He too was not an ordained monk, as depicted in both metal 

sculpture sets of the Namgyal collection, but a lay tantrist and a master of meditation. Unlike in the 

previous set commissioned by donor Tsewang Zangpo, where he can be seen making the two-handed 

wheel of dharma gesture, in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, Zhangtön Chöbar is shown performing the gesture 

of instruction with his right hand held in front of his chest while reaching down with his left hand to 

touching the ground with his middle finger. Although here too Zhangtön Chöbar is dressed in the robes 

of a monk, the position of his feet, loosely crossed at the ankles, is not typical for the depiction of a 

monk. It rather resembles the yogic postures that can be observed in depictions of the Indian great 

adepts (in the present set seen in the cases of Virūpa and Avadhūti; Figs. LGS:3 and LGS:6). Zhangtön 

Chöbar’s posture thus differs from the postures of the other Tibetan teachers in this set, all of whom 

are shown sitting in the same cross-legged posture as Vajradhara, with both soles of their feet either 

visible or concealed under the robes. The position of Zhangtön Chöbar’s loosely crossed legs could be 

read as a reference to his being a tantric yogin. 

From among the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya (i.e., lineage teachers number 11 to 15), the 

images of the same two teachers that have survived in the Tsewang Zangpo Set have also been 

preserved in this set. Although the inscription on the statue of Sönam Tsemo (1142–1182; Fig. LGS:12) 

is badly worn, a fragmentary rtse mo la can still be deciphered. It probably once read [bSod nams] rtse 

mo la [bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabs su mchi’o] if one takes the other better-preserved 

inscriptions as a reference point.279 This identification is supported by the depiction of the long curly 

hair, which forms part of Sönam Tsemo’s typical iconography as a long-haired Tibetan layman (see 

also the back view, Fig. LGS:12b). In this statue, Sönam Tsemo is shown raising his right hand to his 

chest, with the open palm directed out towards the viewer and fingers pointing up in the “gesture of 

fearlessness” (abhayamudrā), representing reassurance and safety. Here, it is combined with a 

variation of the “gesture of instruction” (vitarkamudrā) in his left hand, performed with the palm 

directed upwards. The two hands are held close to each other without touching. 

The second surviving statue from the group of the five Sakya founding masters is that of the 

eminent monk-ruler Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280; Fig. LGS:15), who served as imperial preceptor of 

Kublai Khan at the Mongol court of the Yuan dynasty in China, and who obtained dominion over Tibet 

	
see the Mindroling set; ibid.: pl. 238F. There, he is shown holding his hands separate and resting on his thighs, palms facing 
upward, perhaps indicating that he once held a mālā (now missing) between his hands. 

279 For the inscriptions of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Volume 2, List 2. 
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for the Khön family at Sakya.280 In this example, Chögyal Phagpa displays the gesture of fearlessness 

with his right hand while his left hand rests on his lap. 

The depiction of the later Tibetan teachers of the lineage after the Sakya hierarchs (i.e., 

beginning with lineage teacher number 16) differs from the previous metal set particularly in terms of 

the greater variety in hand gestures. Zhang Könchog Pel (1240–1307; Fig. LGS:16) is shown with both 

hands placed over his legs with the palms facing down in a resting posture. Naza Dragphugpa Sönam 

Pel (1277–1350; Fig. LGS:17) has his hands on his lap in the “gesture of meditation” (dhyānamudrā), 

with the right hand placed on top of the left and the thumbs touching. This master is said to have 

spent many years in solitary meditation in the cave retreat of Naza (Na bza’), which gained him the 

epithet Naza Dragphugpa (Na bza’ Brag phug pa; “master of the Naza rock cave”).281 

Dragphugpa taught the Lamdre to Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (1312–1375; Fig. LGS:18), 

one of the most renowned and influential teachers of the Sakya school in the fourteenth century. He 

is the only Tibetan teacher in this set who is depicted performing the “earth touching gesture” 

(bhūmisparśamudrā) with his right hand extended across his right knee and the tip of his middle finger 

touching the ground. Associated with the Buddha at the time of his awakening, the gesture here 

emphasizes Lama Dampa’s meditative accomplishments. The image of Pelden Tsültrim (1333–1399), 

who received the Lamdre instructions from Lama Dampa and transmitted them to Buddhaśrī, is 

missing. Buddhaśrī (1339–1420; Fig. LGS:20) himself is presented in the same resting posture as Zhang 

Könchog Pel (Fig. LGS:16)—that is, with both hands placed over his legs, palms facing down. 

While the statue of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (1382–1456), through whom the lineage 

continues, is missing, the statues of his three immediate successors on the religious throne of Ngor 

have survived in the Namgyal collection. In fact, the images of his first two successors, namely Müchen 

Könchog Gyaltsen (1388–1469; Figs. LGS:22) and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (1396–1474; LGS:23), from 

the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set are the only existing representations of these two teachers in the form of 

sculpture currently known to me. Both teachers are shown teaching, displaying the 

dharmacakramudrā. The latter, Jamyang Sherab Gyatso, who apparently accompanied Ngorchen on 

his third and last visit to Mustang (1447–1449), was installed by his master as the first abbot of 

Namgyal Chöde Thubten Dargyeling. Jamyang Sherab Gyatso is said to have served in this position for 

eleven years from about 1447 to at least 1457, the year Lowo Khenchen at the age of two is said to 

	
280 On Chögyal Phagpa and the period of the Mongol-Sakyapa hegemony, see Davidson 2005: 6–10; and Kapstein 2006: 110–
116. 

281 For the inscription on the statue of Naza Dragphugpa in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Volume 2, List 2, no. 17. For 
Dragphugpa and a reference to a brief biography, see above, fn. 222. 
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have taken the vow of refuge from this master and received his first teachings from him. A few years 

later, in 1462, Jamyang Sherab Gyatso was installed as the third abbot of Ngor Monastery in Tsang.282 

The most recent teacher in the depicted lineage is again the fourth Ngor abbot Künga 

Wangchug (1424–1478; Fig. LGS:24). His iconographic conception in this statue stands out from that 

of the other lineage teachers in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set through a special combination of hand 

gestures: Künga Wangchug is shown with his right hand extended down across the leg and the open 

palm directed out towards the viewer, fingers pointing down in the “gesture of giving” (varadamudrā), 

while raising his left hand to the level of his heart, with the palm also directed out but fingers pointing 

up in the gesture of fearlessness. Together, the two symbolic hand gestures communicate a sense of 

granting empowerment and reassurance or protection, characterizing this lineage teacher as an 

embodiment of benevolence and a provider of refuge. Iconographically, the depiction of the fourth 

Ngor abbot in this Lamdre lineage set is clearly distinct from that of his two predecessors as Ngor 

abbots, Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Figs. LGS:22 and LGS:23), who are 

both depicted with the more general two-handed dharma-teaching gesture. One may therefore read 

this specific iconographic conception of Künga Wangchug as an indication that his image indeed 

represents the last statue of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set. It seems to emphasize his role as the most recent 

teacher in the transmission lineage at the time of the set’s commissioning—that is, the teacher who 

bestowed the Lamdre on his disciples and empowered them to practice it. 

Interestingly, in some lineage sets of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the depiction of 

the latest teacher is distinctive and differs from that of the preceding teachers in the same set. 

Differences in the visual conception of the latest teacher and the other teachers in lineage sets can be 

observed in at least three different ways: firstly, through iconographic features, such as distinctive 

hand gestures, as is the case with Künga Wangchug in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set; secondly, through other 

visual indicators, for instance depicting the latest teacher as the only teacher wearing shoes, as is the 

case in the set of clay statues in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang;283 or thirdly, through a sense of 

individuality or realism. The latter may be the case with an unidentified Ngorpa teacher in the set of 

large papier-mâché statues in the Namgyal collection (see Fig. LPMS:25[?] and the discussion below, 

Chapter Three, 3.1.6.1.). 

	
282 See Heimbel 2017: 299–305 and 333; and Kramer 2008: 60, 75, and 155. For basic details about Jamyang Sherab Gyatso, 
see Heimbel 2017: 514, Appendix 1, List of the Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, no. 3. 

283 The last teacher in the Gyantse set is Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi (Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 1349–1425), a 
member of the noble Sakya Khön family; he is depicted wearing shoes. On the issue of shoes and boots in Tibetan iconography 
more generally, and in lineage depictions more specifically, see also below, Chapter Four, within the section on the depiction 
of Sachen as manifestation of Avalokiteśvara, 2.4.1. and fn. 392. 
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2.1.1. Figure Types and Variety of Hand Gestures 

The depiction of the teacher lineage as a whole is well differentiated, paying attention to the 

associated figure types and distinctive iconographic features, particularly with regard to a relatively 

wide variety of hand gestures. The spectrum ranges from the wheel of dharma gesture 

(dharmacakramudrā), or variations of it, to various gestures of embracing (vajrahūṃkāramudrā), 

instruction (vitarkamudrā), meditation (dhyanamudrā), earth-touching (bhūmisparśamudrā), 

fearlessness (abhayamudrā), and giving (varadamudrā). 

The backs of the figures were given as much attention as the front. This provides us with the 

opportunity to also see the iconographic distinctions made between different types of teachers within 

the Lamdre lineage based on hairstyle and dress at the back, as can be seen in the following four 

examples: 

1. The sixth lineage teacher, Avadhūti, is depicted as an Indian tantric yogin with long piled up 

hair and naked from the waist up but for a beaded sacred thread laid diagonally across his 

torso (see Fig. LGS:6b). 

2. The seventh lineage teacher, Gayadhara, is depicted as an Indian lay master wearing an upper 

robe draped over his left shoulder and leaving his right shoulder and arm bare (see 

Fig. LGS:7b). 

3. The twelfth lineage teacher, Sönam Tsemo, is depicted as a Tibetan lay master wearing long 

curly hair and a long-sleeved upper garment adorned with a cloud collar (covering his 

shoulders and upper back; see Fig. LGS:12b); note the distinctive design of Sönam Tsemo’s 

upper garment with a rectangular opening at the lower back, which is similar to the design in 

the Tsewang Zangpo Set.284 

4. The seventeenth lineage teacher, Naza Dragphugpa, is depicted as a fully ordained Tibetan 

monk wearing an upper robe draped over his left shoulder and leaving his right shoulder 

uncovered, providing a view of the sleeveless lower vest underneath (see Fig. LGS: 17b). 

	
2.2. Overall Visual Conception and Possible Arrangement of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set 

The overall conceptional and visual design of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set was planned with great care. A 

key feature of the set is that the heads of some lineage teachers are slightly rotated to the right or 

	
284 Compare with the back views of the statues of Setön Künrig and Sönam Tsemo from the Tsewang Zangpo Set, Figs. TZS:9b 
and TZS:12b. 
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left. The different head directions may well be an indication of an arrangement of the set in which the 

statue of Vajradhara would be placed at the center flanked by the successive lineage teachers in rows 

to his proper right and left sides alternating outwards, with the result that some heads would be 

oriented inward towards Vajradhara (see Fig. LGS:26 for a possible arrangement of the Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Set). 

A further feature that supports the suggestion of a right-left alternating arrangement of the 

statues centered on Vajradhara is the slight leaning of upper bodies towards the right or left. When 

viewed in pairs across the sides (for example, the first statue to the right of Vajradhara and the first 

statue to his left), some figures lean symmetrically towards or away from each other—that is, inwards 

or outwards in relation to the central figure. For example, Nairātmyā and Virūpa (Figs. LGS:2 and 

LGS:3) lean away from each other, while Drogmi Lotsāwa and Setön Künrig (Figs. LGS:8 and LGS:9), as 

well as Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Figs. LGS: 22 and LGS:23), lean slightly 

towards each other. A look at the back of these six figures confirms the symmetry of bodies leaning 

slightly towards or away from each other when viewed in pairs (see figure numbers labelled with b; 

see also Fig. LGS:27 for the suggested arrangement of the set viewed from the back). 

Another remarkable feature, which may well also be a hint towards the proposed 

arrangement of these statues, can be seen in the two different ways in which the upper robes of the 

teachers are shown falling over their legs: The end of the upper robe is either laid across the lower 

legs, covering the crossed ankles and feet, or it omits the lower legs and leaves the feet visible.285 If 

we take the proposed arrangement into consideration and look at the successive teachers in pairs 

across the sides—take for instance Zhang Könchog Pel and Naza Dragphugpa (Figs. LGS:16 and 

LGS:17)—then the teacher on the left side relative to the viewer (which is the right side relative to 

Vajradhara) has his lower legs covered by the upper robe, while the lower legs of the opposite teacher 

are not covered by the upper robe. The same principle can be noted for another pair of successive 

teachers, namely Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Figs. LGS:22 and LGS:23), 

with the bare feet of Jamyang Sherab Gyatso being clearly visible. In fact, beginning with Chögyal 

Phagpa (Fig. LGS:15), the lineage teachers with odd numbers (preserved are teachers number 17 and 

23: Naza Dragphugpa and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso; Fig. LGS:17 and Fig. LGS:23)—who would have 

been placed in a row to the right relative to the viewer—do not have their lower legs covered by the 

upper robe. In contrast, the lineage teachers with even numbers—who would have been placed in a 

row to the left—have their ankles and feet concealed under the upper robe (the relevant figures are 

	
285 In most statues of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, the upper robe is placed over both shoulders, except for Gayadhara (Fig. LGS:7) 
and Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Fig. LGS:17) whose upper robe is draped over the left shoulder, leaving the right shoulder and 
arm bare. 
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teachers number 16, 18, 20, and 22: Zhang Könchog Pel, Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen, Buddhaśrī, 

and Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen; Figs. LGS:16, LGS:18, LGS:20, and LGS:22). 

Still another subtle feature that can be noted for this set is that in a few cases the collars of 

the lower vest worn by the Tibetan teachers overlap in different directions. While they mostly overlap 

right over left, in three cases the vests are crossed the other way around, left over right. This is the 

case for Sönam Tsemo (Fig. LGS:12) and Chögyal Phagpa (Fig. LGS:15), the two representatives of the 

Five Supreme Masters of Sakya preserved in this set; and for Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Fig. LGS:23), the 

disciple of Ngorchen who was installed as the first abbot of Namgyal Chöde Thubten Dargyeling in 

Mustang and who later served as the third abbot of Ngor Monastery in Tsang. The direction of the 

collars can be symmetrical across pairs of successive lineage teachers, as would be the case with the 

second and third Ngor abbots, Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Figs. LGS:22 

and LGS:23), if arranged in the suggested way. 

However, the observed visual features—differently directed heads, lower legs covered or not 

covered by the upper robe, bodies leaning sideways, and collars overlapping in different directions—

do not work fully and consistently throughout the set. Besides, one issue with the suggested 

arrangement is that it would end up with one more statue on one side. This has to do with the even 

number of twenty-four statues in the set, provided that the statue of Künga Wangchug (Fig. LGS:24) 

indeed represents the last image of the set at the time of its creation, an assumption that is supported 

by the historic context outlined above. If we think the suggested arrangement of the set through to 

its logical conclusion, Künga Wangchug would be placed at the far end of the row to the left relative 

to the viewer. Conceptually, this placement would be in accordance with the described visual feature. 

Note that his head is slightly rotated left and, thus, would be directed inward towards the center. 

Moreover, his upper robe falls over his crossed ankles, just as it does for the four lineage teachers with 

even numbers who would be seated next to him in that row, namely Zhang Könchog Pel, Lama Dampa 

Sönam Gyaltsen, Buddhaśrī, and Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen (Figs. LGS:16, LGS:18, LGS:20, and LGS:22). 

2.3. High Copper Content Alloy and Fire-gilding: Connection to Newar Artisanship and Style 

Although the identity of the artists who manufactured the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set is not known, the alloy 

with a high copper content used for the casting of its statues and the fire-gilding technique clearly 

speak of Newar metal workmanship.286 A distinctive feature of the set is the dense gilding of the 

	
286 Newar metal sculptors have applied the fire-gilding or mercury-gilding technique (i.e., a gilding by means of an amalgam 
of mercury and gold) to the surfaces of their cast and repoussé copper sculptures apparently since the tenth century. See Lo 
Bue 1991 [1981]: 51. 



103 

 

figures and lotus pedestals in combination with the red pigment applied to the back of the pedestals, 

where the inscriptions are placed, and to the bottom plates. 

As is well known, the artistic traditions of Nepal had a strong and lasting impact on Tibetan 

and Himalayan Buddhist art.287 Newar artists from the Kathmandu Valley, famous for their skill in 

painting and carving, and for their metalwork, were active in Tibet during the imperial period (seventh 

to mid-ninth century) and during the later spread of Buddhism in Tibet (eleventh to mid-fifteenth 

century).288 In the context of the Sakya school, the presence of Newar artists is documented for various 

sites and regions including Sakya, Gyantse, Ngor, and also Mustang.289 In the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries, Newar artists were invited to Tibet and China, and some of them eventually worked in the 

imperial workshops of the Yuan (1279–1368) and early Ming (1368–1644) dynasties, with Newar 

artistic influence being particularly felt in Buddhist metal sculpture produced during the reigns of the 

Yongle (r. 1402–1424) and Xuande (r. 1425–1435) emperors.290 

In fifteenth-century Mustang, the founder of the kingdom Amapel (A ma dpal, var. A me dpal; 

1388–ca. 1456) and succeeding generations of the royal family of Mustang, as well as other local 

patrons—for instance, minister Tsewang Zangpo (Tshe dbang bzang po; 1450–ca. 1526)291—

sponsored the production of religious artworks. Artists from outside the region, including Newars, 

were invited to decorate the local temples with wall paintings and sculptures. Inscriptions written 

below wall paintings292 and engraved on metal work293 confirm the involvement of Newar painters 

and sculptors in Mustang’s art production in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. 

The statue set commissioned by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen demonstrates the flourishing of the 

Newar artistic tradition in the metal statuary of Mustang in the late fifteenth century and reflects the 

role Newar artists played in the production of lineage sets. Its figures were finely modelled, exhibiting 

slender bodies and limbs. Emphasis was laid on the depiction of garments and robes that are shown 

falling in softly flowing folds around the bodies and legs of the figures, featuring skillful engraving of 

textile ornamentation. The engraved floral motifs and cloud patterns are remarkably similar to designs 

of decorative patterns found in the well-known sketchbook of Jīvarāma, a Newar artist working in 

	
287 For traditions of gilt copper sculptures and “Nepalese Schools in Tibet,” see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 911–971. 

288 On Newar artistic influence in Tibet and China between the seventh and fifteenth century, see Lo Bue 2012. 

289 On the attendance of Newar artists in the decoration of the Jampa Lhakhang (Byams pa lha khang; Maitreya Temple) and 
the Thubchen Lhakhang (Thub chen lha khang; Mahāmuni Temple) in Lo-Manthang, see Lo Bue 2010: [76]–89. 

290 For Buddhist sculpture made in Ming China during the reigns of Yongle or Xuande, see above, fn. 239. 

291 On Tsewang Zangpo as patron of Buddhist artworks, see Chapter Three, 1.3.1. 

292 For example, an inscription below the painting of the Vajradhātumaṇḍala in the Jampa Lhakhang (Byams pa lha khang; 
Maitreya Temple) in Lo-Manthang records the name of the Newar painter Devānanda; see Lo Bue 2010: 80. 

293 For example, a silver cover of a volume of the Mustang Kanjur (bKa’ ’gyur) bears an inscription that attributes the work to 
the Newar sculptor Abhaya Jyoti; see Heller 2010: 92–95. 
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Tibet, dated to 1435.294 Compare, for example, the finely incised stylized flowers and patterns of 

interconnected cloud modules at the back of the statues of Lama Dampa (Fig. LGS:18b) and Künga 

Wangchug (Fig. LGS:24b) with drawings of stylistically similar floral and cloud patterns in the 

sketchbook (see Fig. LGS: 25 for a comparative view).295 Jīvarāma’s sketchbook represents an 

important document of the transmission and dissemination of stylistic features, particular motifs and 

patterns, and iconographic traditions. It reflects both the familiarity of Newar artists with Tibetan 

Buddhist artistic trends and the mediating function of Newar artists between regional artistic styles. 

Some stylistic features of the fire-gilded copper statues of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set are 

reminiscent of earlier gilded bronzes produced in the imperial workshops of the Ming dynasty in the 

early fifteenth century, predominately depicting buddhas and bodhisattvas. This becomes particularly 

apparent in the statues of the divine figures Vajradhara (Fig. LGS:1) and Nairātmyā (Fig. LGS:2) and of 

the great adept Avadhūti (Fig. LGS:6). Compare the narrow waists, bodies bending to the side, lower 

garments with oval-shaped folds on the lower legs tied at the hip by a belt and forming either a pointed 

tip or symmetrical pleats below the navel, fan-shaped pleats gathering on the pedestal in front of the 

crossed legs, and, in the case of Vajradhara, the long narrow shawl that is placed over the shoulders, 

drapes around the arms, and takes the shape of a short cape at the back in the Chinese fashion (see 

the front and back views of the statue of Vajradhara, Figs. LGS:1 and LGS:1b).296 The fine design and 

workmanship of the sculptures is also evident in decorative details such as the graceful composition 

of the five-leaved crown, large earrings, and short necklace framing the faces of Vajradhara and 

Nairātmyā in an almost perfect circle (see Figs. LGS:1 and LGS:2). 

A further feature that distinguishes the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set from other Lamdre lineage sets in 

the Namgyal collection is that none of the teachers is depicted with facial hair. By contrast, in the 

Tsewang Zangpo Set, and also in the Large Papier-mâché Set that will be discussed in the following 

section, some of the Indian and Tibetan teachers are depicted with different beards styles, including 

thin moustaches, pointed goatees, and sideburns grown to a beard, or a combination of different 

beard styles. 

Besides the luxuriant mercury-gilding, the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set exhibits further hallmarks of the 

Newar artistic style that originated in the Kathmandu Valley and developed over time through 

interaction with other regional style. Its features include low hairlines, broad foreheads, and almond-

	
294 See Huntington 2006. 

295 See Huntington 2006: 79, leaf of Jīvarāma’s sketchbook labelled as no. 10. 

296 For stylistic comparison, see Stoddard 2008 [1975]: pls. 53, 55, 57, and 69 for images of Vajrasattva, Mañjuśrī, and Tārā; 
as well as Figs. B and C on page 74 for graphic representations of the waistline forming either a pointed tip or symmetrical 
pleats below the navel. 
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shaped eyes; elaborate beaded jewelry and lively postures in the depictions of the divine figures and 

Indian great adepts; and loosely draped garments and softly flowing drapery. 

2.4. The Donor Lodrö Gyaltsen (ca. 1460s–Mid-1500s) 

Among the many disciples who received transmission of the Lamdre instructions from the fourth Ngor 

abbot Künga Wangchug during this master’s second sojourn in Mustang were probably king Tashigön 

(Bkra shis mgon; ca. 1440–1489?),297 the ruler of Mustang at that time, who honored Künga Wangchug 

as his chief religious preceptor,298 and his son Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan; ca. 1460s–mid-

1500s).299 Although Lodrö Gyaltsen was the eldest of three sons of Tashigön, he did not succeed his 

father as ruler of Mustang.300 Instead, he became a monk like his uncle Lowo Khenchen, and an 

eminent Buddhist scholar in his own right (see below). 

This brings us back to the dedicatory inscriptions on the statues of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set.301 

While fifteen out of seventeen inscriptions consistently give the same name for the donor, namely 

Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan), the inscriptions on the first and the last statue, representing 

Buddha Vajradhara and the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug (i.e., lineage teachers number 1 and 

24), differ from the others with regard to the name used to refer to the donor. While the inscription 

on the statue of Vajradhara cannot be precisely deciphered any more,302 the inscription on the statue 

of Künga Wangchug may well be a reference to the donor’s identity as a Buddhist monk, as it refers 

	
297 For Tashigön and his dates, see above, fn. 29. 

298 On Tashigön’s religious preceptors as mentioned in the Tsarang Molla, see Jackson 1984: 148 (fol. 10a–b). After Künga 
Wangchug’s death, Tashigön honored Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507) from Serdogchen (gSer mdog can) 
in Tsang as his religious preceptor; see Caumanns 2015: 176 and 181–201. 

299 The exact dates of Lodrö Gyaltsen’s birth and death are not known. He was probably born in the 1460s, calculating roughly 
one generation (i.e., about twenty-five years) after the estimated birth date of his father Tashigön (ca. 1440–1489; for 
Tashigön and his dates, see above, fn. 29). References to Lodrö Gyaltsen, the nephew of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub 
(1456–1532), are found in several sources. These include the following three religious biographies, all of them composed in 
the sixteenth century: (1) the biography of the Sakyapa scholar Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507); see 
Caumanns 2015: 277–280; (2) the biography of the Tibetan yogin Tsangnyön Heruka (gTsang smyon He ru ka; 1452–1507); 
see Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 177.6–177.7; and (3) the biography of the eleventh Ngor abbot Sanggye Sengge (Sangs rgyas 
seng ge; 1504–1569; tenure: 1557–1569), who travelled to Mustang in 1532 and apparently stayed until 1550. Although he 
mainly engaged in his own religious practice and studies during those years, it is recorded that Sanggye Sengge occasionally 
taught the Lamdre to a small group of disciples, including Lowo Khenchen’s nephew Chöje Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rje Blo gros 
rgyal mtshan); see Heimbel 2017: 339. Sources from the nineteenth century with references to Lodrö Gyaltsen are the 
Tsarang Molla; see Jackson 1984: 149 and 165 [fol. 11a]; and a prayer to the princely monks of the ruling house of Mustang; 
see ibid.: 126–127 and 198–199. Lodrö Gyaltsen probably died at some point in the mid-sixteenth century. 

300 Lodrö Gyaltsen had two younger brothers: Dragpa Thaye (Grags pa mtha’ yas; dates of birth and death unknown; r. ca. 
1500–at least 1525), who succeeded his father as ruler of Mustang; and Tenpai Gyatso (brTan pa’i rGya mtsho; dates 
unknown), the youngest of the three brothers. For more on Tashigön’s three sons, see Jackson 1984: 120, 124–127, and 149 
(fol. 11a). 

301 For the inscriptions of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Volume 2, List 2. 

302 From the inscription on the statute of Vajradhara, the section with the donor’s name has unfortunately not survived in 
complete form. What has remained is a rudimentary Gönma [Chagten?]pa (dGon ma [chag? brtan?] pa), a name or title that 
I cannot attribute to an identifiable person in the related historical context. For this inscription, see Volume 2, List 2, no. 1. 
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to him as Chögyal Pel (chos rgyal dpal).303 This might be a contraction of an alternative name or title, 

presumably the ordination name of the person named Lodrö Gyaltsen in the preceding fifteen 

inscriptions: for example, Chökyi Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (chos kyi Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang 

po) or Chödze Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (chos mdzad Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po). 

Unfortunately, the available literary sources do not inform us about the ordination name of Lowo 

Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen or about the circumstances of his monastic ordination. However, 

sixteenth-century sources that relate to Lodrö Gyaltsen’s religious activities, both inside and outside 

of Mustang, variously refer to him as Chöje Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rje Blo gros rgyal mtshan, “Dharma 

Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen”),304 Lowo Chöje (Glo bo chos rje, “Mustang Dharma Lord”),305 and Lowo Chödze 

Chömawa Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Glo bo chos mdzad chos smra ba Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal 

bzang po, “dharma practitioner and dharma proponent from Mustang Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo”).306 

In the Tsarang Molla, a later local source compiled or revised in the nineteenth century, we find him 

referred to as Zhabdrung307 Chökyi Lodrö Gyaltsen (zhabs drung chos kyi Blo gros rgyal mtshan).308 

Moreover, in addition to the titles and names used to refer to Lowo Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö 

Gyaltsen in the above-mentioned literary sources, we should take into account that the ordination 

name of his uncle Lowo Khenchen, with whom Lodrö Gyaltsen was closely connected, was Sönam 

Lhündrub Legpai Junge Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (bSod nams lhun grub Legs pa’i ’byung gnas rGyal mtshan 

	
303 For the full inscription on the statue of Künga Wangchug, see Volume 2, List 2, no. 24. 

304 The following two sources refer to Lowo Khenchen’s nephew as “Dharma Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen” (chos rje Blo gros rgyal 
mtshan): (1) the biography of Shākya Chogden (Shākya mchog ldan; 1428–1507), written by Künga Drölchog (Kun dga’ grol 
mchog; 1507–1566); see Caumanns 2015: 277–280; and (2) the biography of Tsangnyön Heruka (gTsang smyon He ru ka; 
1452–1507), written by Götsangrepa Natsog Rangdröl (Rgod tshang ras pa Sna tshogs rang grol; 1494–1570; BDRC P1702); 
see Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 177.6–177.7. 

305 In a memorandum that Shākya Chogden composed after the “great dharma council” (chos ’khor chen mo) that he had 
initiated in 1495 at his monastic seat at Serdogchen in Tsang, Lodrö Gyaltsen is referred to as “Mustang Dharma Lord” (Glo 
bo chos rje); see Caumanns 2015: 287 and fn. 12. 

306 The Fourth Zhamarpa Chödrag Yeshe (Zhwa dmar pa Chos grags ye shes; 1453–1524; BDRC P317), who was requested by 
Lodrö Gyaltsen to write his account of Mount Kailash and Lake Manasarovar in 1504, refers to him as “the dharma 
practitioner and dharma proponent from Mustang Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo” (Glo bo chos mdzad chos smra ba Blo gros 
rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po); see BDRC P2GS980 and W1KG4876. 

307 The title Zhabdrung (zhabs drung) has been employed in different contexts in the history of Tibetan Buddhism. Here it is 
used for a monk (in this case the son of the ruler of Mustang) chosen in his youth to become a future abbot. 

308 See Jackson 1984: 149 and 165 for the Tibetan text (fol. 11a). The respective passage in the Tsarang Molla states that 
Lodrö Gyaltsen was empowered to the religious throne of his uncle (i.e., Lowo Khenchen); it reads as follows: (…) zhabs drung 

chos kyi blo gros rgyal mtshan thub bstan bshad sgrub dar rgyas gling du khu bo’i chos kyi khri la mnga’ gsol (…). Although 
in this source, the name of the monastery is given as Thubten Shedrub Dargyeling (Thub bstan bshad sgrub dar rgyas gling), 
that is, Tsarang Monastery, located south of Lo-Manthang, it might also refer to Thubten Dargyeling (Thub bstan dar rgyas 

gling), that is, Namgyal Monastery after it was renovated and renamed by Ngorchen Künga Zangpo. For a discussion of the 
disagreement in the sources about the name of the monastery in which Lowo Khenchen acted as abbot, see Kramer 2008: 
66 and fn. 79; and 162 and fn. 95. However, due to the little information we find about Lodrö Gyaltsen in the available 
sources, it is not possible at this stage to clarify whether he indeed became an abbot or at which monastery he may have 
served. 
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dPal bzang po)309 and that the name element Pelzangpo might also well have been given to him. Of 

course, without the evidence of Lodrö Gyaltsen’s precise ordination name from biographical sources 

this is a hypothesis. 

In any case, the costly production of this multi-piece set of gilded statues could only have been 

commissioned by a person who had access to the necessary resources, such as, for example, the 

princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen from the royal family of Mustang. 

2.4.1. Activities of the Mustang Dharma Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo in the late Fifteenth and Early 

Sixteenth Centuries 

Lowo Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo became a respected Buddhist teacher in his own 

right. In 1495, the famous Sakyapa scholar Shākya Chogden organized a “great dharma council” (chos 

’khor chen mo) at his monastery of Serdogchen in Tsang which the Mustang Dharma Lord (alias Lodrö 

Gyaltsen) attended as one of its main teachers. In the memorandum that Shākya Chogden wrote 

afterwards, Lodrö Gyaltsen is listed as one of “four dharma lords” (chos rje rnam pa bzhi) who taught 

at this religious gathering.310 

Regarding Lodrö Gyaltsen’s activities by the turn of the sixteenth century, a few pieces of 

information can be gleaned from the biography of the Tibetan yogin Tsangnyön Heruka (gTsang smyon 

He ru ka; 1452–1507). It mentions that in 1498, during the last of Tsangnyön Heruka’s three visits to 

Mustang, the Dharma Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen was one of his disciples.311 From another section of this 

biography, we learn that one day after the yogin’s arrival in the city of Lo-Manthang in that year, Lodrö 

Gyaltsen sponsored a celebration for the artisans who were working on the decoration of the “Golden 

Temple of Lowo” (Glo bo’i gSer gyi lha khang).312 

The close relationships between the tantric yogin and wealthy Mustang patrons continued into 

the early sixteenth century. For instance, among the various local leaders and kings from Tibet and 

	
309 In 1466, during the first visit of the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug to Mustang, Lowo Khenchen received novice 
ordination from this master. On this occasion, he received the ordination name Sönam Lhündrub Legpai Jungne Gyaltsen 
Pelzangpo (bSod nams lhun grub Legs pa’i ’byung gnas rGyal mtshan dPal bzang po); see Kramer 2008: 61. 

310 See Caumanns 2015: 287 and fn. 12. For an account of the dharma council as described in the memorandum (chos ’khor 

deb gter) by Shākya Chogden, see ibid.: [283]–289. The text also provides information on the offerings that were made to the 
four dharma lords, assistant teachers, and chant leaders who had taken part at the gathering. The “Mustang Dharma Lord” 
(Glo bo chos rje), alias Lodrö Gyaltsen, for instance, received a vajra and ghaṇṭā set as well as a cover for religious objects 
(rten khebs); see ibid. 287. 

311 For this biography of Tsangnyön Heruka and his three Mustang visits (in 1481, ca. 1489, and 1498), see above, fn. 252. The 
passage that mentions the “Dharma Lord Lodrö Gyaltsen” (chos rje blo gros rgyal mtshan) also points out that the “Lowo 
King” (klo bo rgyal po) who was sitting on the “Mönthang throne” (smon thang rgyal sar) at that time was Deleg Gyatso (Bde 
legs rgya mtsho; d. ca. 1500), the youngest brother of Tashigön and uncle of Lodrö Gyaltsen: | chos rje blo gros rgyal mtshan 

pa dbang dang gdams pas rjes su bzung| de nas klo bo rgyal po bde legs rgya mtshos smon thang rgyal sar sbyan drangs|, 
transliterated from the reprint of the Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 1969 [1512]: 177.6–177.7. 

312 For that celebration, see above, fn. 253 and fn. 255. 
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Nepal who contributed towards the expenses of Tsangnyön Heruka’s renovation of the Svayambhū 

Stūpa in the Kathmandu Valley in 1504 were donors from Mustang. One of them was the 

“Buddhadharma practitioner Lodrö Gyaltsen.”313 

That the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen was still active in the second quarter of the sixteenth 

century is evident from the biography of the Sakyapa scholar Sanggye Sengge (Sangs rgyas seng ge; 

1504–1569) from Tsang, who travelled to Mustang in 1532 and apparently stayed until 1550. Although 

he mainly engaged in his own religious practice and studies during those years, it is recorded that 

Sanggye Sengge occasionally gave teachings to a small group of disciples that also included Lowo 

Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen.314 A few years later, after his return to Tsang, Sanggye Sengge 

was installed as the eleventh abbot of Ngor Monastery (tenure: 1557–1569).315 No literary reference 

to any activities of Lodrö Gyaltsen later than the one provided in Sanggye Sengge’s biography is known 

to me.  

Two important solitary portrait statues depicting and commemorating the Dharma Lord Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Pelzangpo are preserved in the Namgyal collection. Both are provided with a dedicatory 

inscription and will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four. They depict the princely monk in two 

different iconographic forms, each emphasizing a different aspect of the revered teacher. They were 

probably commissioned and manufactured as objects of veneration during Lodrö Gyaltsen’s life or 

soon after his death, which most likely occurred at some point in the middle of the sixteenth century. 

In general, written sources on the history of Mustang and the activities of visiting masters become less 

frequent after the mid-sixteenth century. 

2.5. Concluding Remarks on the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set as an Example of the Highly Conceptual Design of 

Sculptural Depictions of Teacher Lineages 

In summary, the Lamdre lineage set commissioned by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen must have originally 

consisted of at least twenty-four statues including the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug. Among 

the seventeen statues that have survived in the Namgyal collection are rare images of the second and 

third Ngor abbots, Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen (Fig. LGS:22) and Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (Fig. LGS:23), 

representing the only currently known depictions of these two masters in the form of sculpture. 

	
313 || shākya’i chos mdzad blo gros rgyal mtshan gyis||, transliterated from the reprint of the Tibetan text in Götsangrepa 
1969 [1512]: 221.7–222.1. On the 1504 renovation of the Svayambhū Stūpa by Tsangnyön Heruka, see Larsson 2011; and 
von Rospatt 2011: 171–174. 

314 See Heimbel 2017: 339. 

315 For basic details about the life and tenure of Sanggye Sengge, see Heimbel 2017: 519–520, Appendix 1, List of the 
Successive Abbots of Ngor Monastery, no. 11. Sanggye Sengge’s biography was composed by Drangti Paṇchen Namkha 
Pelzang (Brang ti Paṇ chen Nam mkha’ dpal bzang; 1535–1602), the thirteenth Ngor abbot (two tenures: 1579–1582/83 and 
1590–1595). For Drangti Paṇchen Namkha Pelzang, see ibid.: 520–521, no. 13. 
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Missing from the set are the following seven figures: two Indian great adepts (Kāṇha and Ḍamarupa, 

i.e., lineage teachers number 4 and 5), three Sakya founding masters (Sachen Künga Nyingpo, Jetsün 

Dragpa Gyaltsen, and Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen, i.e., teachers number 11, 13, and 14), Pelden 

Tsültrim (i.e., teacher number 19), and Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (i.e., teacher number 21). 

In terms of materiality and workmanship, the high copper content alloy and the mercury-

gilding technique mark the set as the work of Newar sculptors. In fact, the fire-gilding distinguishes 

this set from the Tsewang Zangpo Set and other metal statues in the Namgyal collection. Further 

distinguishing features are the red pigment applied to the back side of the pedestals and to the bottom 

plates as well as the absence of inlay. The high artistic quality of the set can be seen in the finely 

incised textile patterns on garments and robes, which are equally continued at the back of the 

sculptures. 

The significance of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set for the study of Lamdre lineage portraiture lies in 

its identifying name inscriptions, its specific mode of depicting Lamdre lineage teachers, and the 

careful visual conception of the set as a whole. Iconographically, this set displays a greater variety of 

hand gestures in comparison to the other Lamdre lineage sets in Mustang. One of the most fascinating 

aspects of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set is the subtlety of visual features providing internal clues as to how 

the statues may have been set up in relation to one another: Differently directed heads, lower legs 

that are either covered or not covered by the upper robe, and upper bodies slightly leaning to the side 

seem to point towards a symmetrical arrangement of the statues with Vajradhara at the center and 

the successive lineage teachers placed to his right and left side alternating outwards. In any case, a 

careful analysis of the visual features of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set exemplifies how extremely well-

conceived sculptural depictions of teacher lineages were in that period. 
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3. Set of Large Papier-mâché Statues of Lamdre Lineage Teachers 

During his journey to Mustang in 1952, the Italian scholar Giuseppe Tucci (1894–1984) paid a visit to 

Namgyal Monastery. In his expedition report, Tucci provides a brief insight into the site, its location 

and ruins, and the architectural structures and sculptures he encountered at Namgyal. He mentions 

“a little temple which has inside it a group of terracotta images of the lamas of the Sakyapa sect” and 

remarks on their expressiveness, noting that “they look like an assembly which has been turned to 

stone, with their frozen movements and surprised expressions.”316 Tucci’s description fits with an 

exceptional set of large portable papier-mâché statues depicting Lamdre lineage teachers of the Ngor 

tradition preserved at Namgyal Monastery. The “little temple” in which the statues were housed at 

the time of Tucci’s visit may well have been the Lamdre Lhakhang that was still standing during 

Christian Luczanits’ first visit to Namgyal in 2010, when most of the teacher portraits were kept 

there.317  

The statues of the Large Papier-mâché Set measure between 66 and 84 centimeters in 

height,318 making it the third largest Lamdre lineage set known after the set of painted clay statues 

installed in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang and the set of gilt copper repoussé statues today in 

Mindroling. Each figure is seated on a distinctive circular lotus pedestal, featuring a single row of large 

upward-pointing petals arranged all the way around. The petals have a double-flowered shape, with a 

larger petal below and a smaller one on top. They are painted with different colors alternating from 

petal to petal. The basic coloring scheme is red-blue and green-orange for the double-flowered petals, 

with variations across the set. The underside of the pedestals is decorated with a finely drawn crossed 

vajra emblem, indicating that the statues were ritually consecrated (see, for example, Fig. LPMS:19c). 

Among the papier-mâché sets at Namgyal, this one stands out not only in terms of the size of 

its sculptures but also in terms of its expressive and lively depiction of lineage teachers and its highly 

refined workmanship. The statues were made from a soft, malleable material, possibly a mixture of 

paper, some kind of glue or binder, water for moistening, and clay of a light red brick color. A good 

impression of the texture and color of the material employed can be gained from a glance at the 

unprimed underside of the pedestals (see Fig. LPMS:19c). The sculptures must be equipped with some 

kind of armature, an inner support system, upon which the papier-mâché-clay mixture was applied. It 

	
316 Tucci 2003 [1953]: 158–159. 

317 The Lamdre Lhakhang at Namgyal was destroyed in 2012. The building and its wall paintings as they were encountered 
by Tucci in the 1950s and described in his expedition report of 1953 were probably not the old architectural structures of 
Namgyal Chöde Thubten Dargyeling; they had been destroyed by fire and were subsequently rebuilt. On the structural 
changes at Namgyal in recent years, see Luczanits 2016a: 122–125. 

318 Among the preserved statues of the Large Papier-mâché Set, the statue of Vajradhara (Fig. LPMS:1) is the tallest (84 cm), 
the statue of Ḍamarupa (Fig. LPMS:5) is the smallest (66 cm). 
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enabled the shaping of extended limbs such as the outstretched arms in the statues of the Indian great 

adepts Virūpa and Ḍamarupa (Figs. LPMS:3 and LPMS:5). Moreover, the suppleness and malleability 

of the modeling material allowed for carefully worked out details such as exquisite flower ornaments, 

loosely hanging long earflaps of paṇḍita hats, and the rendering of softly flowing fabrics with intricate 

patterns of folds. 

A palette of bold and bright colors was used to paint the sculptures—predominantly red, blue, 

and green, combined with light brown, orange, and gold. The painted sculptures were finished at some 

point with a transparent varnish,319 which lends their smooth surfaces a shiny effect. Despite their 

relative fragility due to the light material and easily breakable parts, the sculptures are remarkably 

well preserved, with only a few breakages and some obvious repairs and repainting. Overall, the 

figures convey an impression of lightness and liveliness. 

While nineteen statues survive at Namgyal today, the set probably consisted of about twenty-

five or more statues originally, as it includes portrayals of later Ngorpa teachers wearing distinctive 

ceremonial hats. In fact, the depiction of hats is a unique feature of the Large Papier-mâché Set among 

the known Lamdre lineage sets of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.320 Two different hat types can 

be distinguished: first, the red paṇḍita hat typical of Sakyapa lamas, with long earflaps hanging down 

over the shoulders; and second, an adapted form of that hat, in which the earflaps were folded up 

and laid together over the top or crown of the hat forming a crest. Over time, the ceremonial hat with 

upfolded earflaps became the typical hat of the head lamas (bdag chen) of both Sakyapa and Ngorpa 

monasteries. Could the presence of this hat type in the present set be an indication that its tradition 

began in the context of the Ngor sub-school and was later also used by other leading lamas of the 

Sakya school, eventually becoming the official hat type of all the Sakyapa teachers of the various sub-

schools? 

The uninscribed Large Papier-mâché Set likely dates from the first half of the sixteenth 

century, as it contains a few more generations of Tibetan teachers than the two inscribed metal 

sculpture sets discussed above. Due to the lack of identifying name inscriptions, and the lack of 

comparable contemporaneous statue sets that would also include the depiction of distinctive hats, 

the identity of the later generations of teachers cannot be determined with certainty. We do not know 

who was the most recent lineage teacher at the time of the set’s commissioning and whether his 

	
319 The exact composition of the varnish is not known; it probably contained some sort of drying oil or a resin and an organic 
solvent. 

320 Note that the two red cloth hats we see in the Gyantse set today, adorning the statues of Zhang Könchog Pel (1240–1307) 
and Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (1277–1350), are probably later additions. For images of these two statues, see von 
Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pls. 204C and 204D. 
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image is among the preserved statues. The historical background of the set and its exact dating remain 

open issues. 

3.1. The Depiction of Lamdre Lineage Teachers in the Large Papier-mâché Set 

That the Large Papier-mâché Set indeed represents a Lamdre teacher lineage is evident from the 

presence of key figures and iconographic subgroups characteristic of Lamdre lineage depictions. The 

images of the first seven teacher generations of the main lineage for the Lamdre instructions in the 

Sakya school are fully preserved in this set, comprising Buddha Vajradhara (Fig. LPMS:1), the tantric 

goddess Nairātmyā (Fig. LPMS:2), and the five Indian representatives of the lineage from Virūpa to 

Gayadhara (Figs. LPMS:3 to LPMS:7). Even without identifying name inscriptions, these figures and 

their chronological succession can be clearly determined on the basis of their typical iconographies. 

The same applies to the depiction of the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya in this set. Regarding other 

Tibetan teachers, some may be identified from their specific visual conception in the artistic tradition 

of Mustang, which can be observed particularly in the known inscribed statue sets. The most 

frequently occurring hand gesture for the Tibetan lineage teachers here is the two-handed “wheel of 

dharma gesture” (dharmacakramudrā), which occurs in all but three cases. In one of these cases (Fig. 

LPMS:19), the shown “gesture of fearlessness” (abhayamudrā) may well serve as an iconographic key 

for identifying the depicted teacher as Pelden Tsültrim (see below). 

3.1.1. The Representation of Different Skin Colors 

Besides the common conventions of dress associated with different types of figures—such as fine silk 

garments, long shawls, and luxurious jewelry for the divine figures; little clothing and bone ornaments 

for the Indian adepts; and lay garments or monastic robes for the Tibetan teachers—a special feature 

of the Large Papier-mâché Set is an additional differentiation between the figures through the 

representation of different skin colors. While the tantric Buddha Vajradhara and the ḍākinī Nairātmyā 

are typically given a deep blue color, special emphasis has been put on the five Indian masters. Each 

of them is distinguished through an individual coloring: namely, dark brown, bright orange, black, and 

light brown for the four great adepts Virūpa, Kāṇha, Ḍamarupa, and Avadhūti, and olive-green for the 

lay master Gayadhara (see Figs. LPMS:3–7). Similar color distinction between Indian masters can be 

seen in the painting tradition. (See, for example, the famous mural paintings of Indian great adepts in 

the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang, Fig. LPMS:29; and the discussion below in subsection 3.3.3. A Regional 

Style of Sculpture and its Connection to the Broader Newari-inspired Artistic Tradition in the Sakya 

School.) The faces and hands of the Tibetan teachers in the Large Papier-mâché Set have been painted 
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with gold pigments, an iconographic feature that is closely connected with the depiction of an 

awakened being. 

3.1.2. Statues of Setön Künrig and the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya 

While the statue of the first Tibetan teacher in the lineage, Drogmi Lotsāwa (992–1072?), is apparently 

missing from the set, Fig. LPMS:9 may well represent his disciple and successor in the Lamdre 

transmission, the lay tantric master Setön Künrig (1025–1122; Fig. LPMS:9). This identification is based 

on the long-sleeved upper garment he is typically shown wearing. It is supported by the presence of 

facial hair (here a small, pointed beard below his chin), a feature that occurs in several depictions of 

this teacher, both in Mustang and in central Tibet. Compare, for example, the inscribed statue of Setön 

Künrig in the Tsewang Zangpo Set (see Fig. TZS:9). It is interesting to note that in the Mindroling set, 

Setön Künrig can also be seen with a similar beard style, although there it is combined with long locks 

of hair falling to his shoulders.321  

Long hair, along with long-sleeved garments, is another mark of laymen in Tibetan 

iconography, contrasting with the shaved head or short hair of a monk. Two different long hairstyles 

for Tibetan laymen can be observed in the Large Papier-mâché Set. One of them is indicated by a wavy 

hairline with a split in the center above the forehead, probably showing a middle parting hairstyle. It 

can be seen in the statue just mentioned, which probably represents Setön Künrig (Fig. LPMS:9), as 

well as in Fig. LPMS:13, whom I assume to be Dragpa Gyaltsen (1147–1216), the third of the Three 

White-Clad Masters of Sakya. The depicted teacher has his hands crossed at the wrists in the 

embracing gesture, which is the most frequent hand gesture for Dragpa Gyaltsen; it can occur both 

with or without a vajra and a ghaṇṭā in his hands (here without).322 The second long hairstyle for 

Tibetan laymen in the present set is the long curly hairstyle of Dragpa Gyaltsen’s elder brother Sönam 

Tsemo (1142–1182; Fig. LPMS:12); in his case, small curls are symmetrically arranged along his frontal 

hairline, conforming to his standard iconography. 

Their father Sachen Künga Nyingpo (1092–1158; Fig. LPMS:11), the first of the Three White-

Clad Masters, is clearly identifiable by his typical appearance. Here he is shown wearing a long-sleeved 

upper garment of white color with a green inner lining and red borders visible at the sleeve-ends and 

at the bottom hemline, which falls over his lower legs onto the seat in front of him. Underneath, he 

	
321 See von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 238F. 

322 Statues of Dragpa Gyaltsen that show him holding vajra and ghaṇṭā in his hands crossed at the wrists are found, for 
example, in the Choede set in Lo-Manthang (on that set, see above, fn. 180); and in an incomplete set of statues of 
Cakrasaṃvara lineage teachers preserved at Ngor Monastery; see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 334C. The same gesture 
including the two ritual instruments can also be seen in an inscribed metal statue housed in the British Museum, museum 
number 1992, 1214.20. For an image of this statue see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/A_1992-1214-20 
(accessed Feb. 11, 2021). 
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wears an orange lower garment tied by a green belt at the waist. The most characteristic feature in the 

visual conception of Sachen Künga Nyingpo, however, is the distinctive receding hairline featured in 

many of his portraits: a bald dome encircled by a wreath of hair at the sides and back of the head, with 

thin strips of hair still extending forward on the right and left above his forehead. Moreover, Sachen is 

usually portrayed with facial hair, typically a narrow beard that extends from ear to ear all the way 

across his jawline. Here, it is shown tapering into a pointed tip below his chin and is combined with a 

second pointed patch of hair just below his lower lip. 

A special feature found in various papier-mâché sets of the Namgyal collection is the depiction 

of the cloud collar adorning the upper garment of Tibetan laymen, and the distinction that is made 

between the three white-clad founding masters through different designs of this piece of garment. 

While Sachen and Dragpa Gyaltsen are shown wearing the more typical cloud collar with pointed lobes 

covering the shoulders and upper back, Sönam Tsemo’s upper garment features rectangular patches 

that extend part of the way down his upper arms and back (see Figs. LPMS:11–13 in the present set). 

The same distinction between these three eminent masters can also be observed in Single Lotus 

Set 1323 and Double Lotus Set 1.324 

Dragpa Gyaltsen’s main disciple and successor to the throne of Sakya was his nephew, Sakya 

Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (1182–1251; Fig. LPMS:14), who became an accomplished translator from 

Sanskrit and gained reputation as an outstanding scholar. Künga Gyaltsen was the first among the 

Sakya founding masters to take full monastic ordination, and he was the first Tibetan to whom the 

Sanskrit title for a Buddhist scholar paṇḍita was attributed. Sakya Paṇḍita is therefore most commonly 

depicted as an ordained Tibetan monk scholar wearing a red paṇḍita hat. In addition, he is often 

portrayed with a buddha-like ūrṇā between his eyebrows, indicating his reputation as an awakened 

being. Both features, paṇḍita hat and ūrṇā, can be seen in Fig. LPMS:14. In this example, the hat has a 

high cylindrical crown and very long pointed earflaps that lie flat on the shoulders and reach down as 

far as the upper arms. 

The same type of hat with an equally high crown and long pointed earflaps occurs a second 

time among the large papier-mâché sculptures. It is worn by another Tibetan monk who I assume 

represents Sakya Paṇḍita’s nephew and main successor Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (1235–1280; 

Fig. LPMS:15). Generally speaking, Chögyal Phagpa is far less frequently depicted with a paṇḍita hat 

than his uncle. Occasionally, however, it does occur. An example of a depiction of Chögyal Phagpa 

wearing a red paṇḍita hat is found in a late fifteenth-century thangka painting of Hevajra and the 

	
323 In this set, the lineage figures are seated on pedestals with a single row of lotus petals, hence the provisional designation 
as Single Lotus Set 1. For the depiction of the Three White-Clad Masters in that set, see Figs. SLS-1:11 to SLS-1:13. 

324 In this set, the lineage figures are seated on pedestals with a double row of lotus petals, hence the provisional designation 
as Double Lotus Set 1. For the depiction of the Three White-Clad Masters in that set, see Figs. DLS-1:11 to DLS-1:13. 
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transmission lineage of that deity in the Gongkar tradition, which survives in a private collection.325 In 

that painting, Chögyal Phagpa appears as a minor figure in the fifth row of the right column opposite 

Sakya Paṇḍita in the left column. The two Red-Clad Masters of Sakya are visually connected to each 

other by sitting in the same posture (both are depicted with pendant legs) and wearing the same 

rounded red hat. Such a visual connection between the two ordained monks from the Khön family, 

Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa, may also have been intended here in the set of large papier-mâché 

statues. 

3.1.3. Distinctive Hats 

In the Large Papier-mâché Set, careful attention has been paid to depicting distinctive hats differing in 

shape, height, and details of ornamentation. The first basic hat type is the red paṇḍita hat (pan zhu) 

typical of Sakya teachers, with long earflaps hanging down over the shoulders. It occurs in two different 

shapes, featuring either (1) a high crown (almost the height of the face) and a rounded, somewhat 

flattened top, worn by Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa discussed above; or (2) a low crown (about 

the height of the forehead) and a slightly pointed top, worn by two other Tibetan monks (Figs. LPMS:17 

and LPMS:18).  

The second basic hat type is an adapted form of the paṇḍita hat, in which the two earflaps 

were folded up at ear level and joined together at the top of the hat forming a pointed edge at the 

front and a crest across the crown. In the present set, three later lineage teachers are shown wearing 

this type of hat (see Figs. LPMS:21, 22[?], and 25[?]); presumably they represent Ngorpa teachers. 

What all these hats have in common is that the front rim tapers to a point in the middle above 

the forehead, and that the borders are edged with a yellow or orange strip that runs all the way down 

the earflaps. The hats with upfolded earflaps show a golden inner lining; in one case, a hat is 

additionally decorated with a flower design (see Fig. LPMS:21). 

The distinctive hats and subtle variations in their design may well be interpreted in terms of 

school affiliation, visual connections between successive teachers or pairs of teachers, and visual 

hierarchy. For example, the occurrence of the same rounded paṇḍita hat in the statues of Sakya 

Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa—each shown with a higher, more rounded crown in comparison to the 

other paṇḍita hats with a lower, slightly pointed crown seen in Fig. LPMS:17 and Fig. LPMS:18—may 

	
325 For an image of the Gongkar Hevajra thangka, see Luczanits 2019: 217, fig. 1. An image of the painting is also available on 
HAR: no. 61137. The lineage teachers are depicted along the outer edges of the painting. Their arrangement begins in the 
center of the top row with Vajradhara (i.e., lineage teacher number 1) and alternates to his right and left all the way down 
on both sides, before it ends with two teachers (number 22 and 23) at the top to the sides of the mandorla of the main 
figures Hevajra in union with his consort Nairātmyā. For a detailed discussion of the Hevajra thangka and its iconographic and 
historical links with the repoussé statues of Lamdre lineage teachers in Mindroling, see Luczanits 2019: [203]–226. 
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well be read as an iconographic indicator for their great significance for the history of the Sakyapa 

tradition. 

The identity of the lineage teachers after Chögyal Phagpa is less certain. Some identifications, 

however, may be proposed on the basis of specific iconographic formulations of certain teachers in 

the Lamdre lineage sets from Mustang and the observed variations in the depiction of hats in the 

present set. 

3.1.4. Statues of Two Sakyapa Scholars, Possibly Dragphugpa and Lama Dampa 

The Lamdre instructions were passed down through various disciples of Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal 

Phagpa326 until they were received by the “master of the Naza rock cave,” Naza Dragphugpa Sönam 

Pel (1277–1350),327 who, in turn, passed them on to the great fourteenth-century Sakyapa scholar 

Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (1312–1375). Because of his influential writings, Lama Dampa enjoyed 

exceptional authority in various traditions of the Sakya school, comparable to that of the five Sakya 

founding masters. The high esteem in which Lama Dampa was held found its expression in the 

iconography of this master. For example, in the tradition of Gongkar Monastery in southern Central 

Tibet, he was added to the common group of five Sakya founders as a sixth founder. This is reflected 

in the famous mural paintings in the main assembly hall of Gongkar Monastery, dated to between 1464 

and 1476. There, he is portrayed as one of the three main masters of the composition of the mural to 

the right of the entrance to the inner sanctum: Together with Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa, Lama 

Dampa forms a triad that is traditionally referred to as the “Three Red[-Clad] Masters” (dmar po rnam 

gsum) at Gongkar.328 

Fig. LPMS:18 from the Large Papier-mâché Set may well be a representation of Lama Dampa. 

It shows a monk scholar wearing a red paṇḍita hat with a low, lightly pointed crown and performing 

the wheel of dharma gesture. In his hands he holds the long stems of two lotuses blossoming by his 

shoulders. The lotus to his proper right supports a flaming double-edged sword symbolizing the 

scholar’s vast knowledge and sharp insight. The wisdom sword is one of the two standard attributes 

associated with the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī. It is usually paired with a volume of the Perfection of 

Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) sūtra placed atop a lotus on the opposite side; the scripture, however, is 

	
326 For Sakya Paṇḍita and Chögyal Phagpa’s main disciples, see Stearns 2006: 238–240. 

327 For Dragphugpa, see above, fn. 222. 

328 See Fermer 2016: 111–112 and 115–119; for an image of the right wall mural and a detail of Lama Dampa, see ibid.: figs. 
4.54 and 4.56. 
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not present here.329 The monk scholar in Fig. LPMS:18 is the only teacher in the Large Papier-mâché 

Set who is depicted with lotuses at his sides. It may well be that the artists who manufactured these 

sculptures used this special iconographic form to depict Lama Dampa, emphasizing the high esteem in 

which this master was held in the Sakya and Ngor schools. 

Fig. LPMS:17 shows another Tibetan monk scholar wearing a paṇḍita hat and performing the 

wheel of dharma gesture. The hat is identical in shape and height to that worn by the monk scholar 

with the lotuses at his sides. Perhaps this statue represents Naza Dragphugpa. In the hagiographical 

literature, Dragphugpa is described as the main “authority on Sakyapa Dharma” in his time, who 

transmitted the complete Lamdre cycle to three of his disciples, one of whom was Lama Dampa.330 

Given how well conceived this Lamdre lineage set is as a whole, it might well be that these two masters 

were connected to each other visually through the depiction of the same kind of hat.  

The deep folds around the teacher’s mouth are a distinctive feature in Fig. LPMS:17. 

Interestingly, we can see similar nasolabial folds in an important statue of Dragphugpa that belongs to 

the Single Lotus Set 1 in the Namgyal collection (see Fig. SLS-1:17). It is one of only very few papier-

mâché statues to bear the remnants of an inscription. A fragmentary ### phug pa ### nams ### 

written with gold pigment on a dark vermillion ground is still visible at the bottom front of its pedestal, 

presumably the remaining name elements of Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal). 

The portrayal of the teacher is very revealing. We see a middle-aged monk with prominent lines around 

his mouth that extend from the nasal wings down to the chin, just as in Fig. LPMS:17 from the Large 

Papier-mâché Set, supporting the identification as Dragphugpa proposed above. Moreover, if we 

consider the larger iconographic tradition of portraying Lamdre lineage teachers in different regional 

contexts, we can note that in the artistic tradition of Gongkar Monastery, Dragphugpa is similarly 

portrayed as a middle-aged or elderly monk with deep folds around his mouth. We find this convention 

in both painting and sculpture associated with that tradition.331 

	
329 Note that the lotus to the teacher’s proper left is broken in the area at the shoulder. Nevertheless, it seems to be the 
original, as the treatment of the fully opened flower with red and blue petals, flower buds, and leaves matches the design 
and workmanship of the lotus supporting the sword. See the detail in Fig. LPMS:18a. 

330 Stearns 2006: 240. The other two disciples who received the complete Lamdre cycle from Dragphugpa were Chöje Ritröpa 
Lodrö Tenpa (chos rje Ri khrod pa Blo gros brtan pa; 1316–1358; BDRC P3093) and Dragphugpa Könchog Gyaltsen (Brag phug 
pa dKon mchog rgyal mtshan; dates unknown); see Stearns 2006: 240. 

331 For a painted and a sculpted image of Dragphugpa that show him with prominent nasolabial folds in the artistic tradition 
attributed to the workshop of Khyentse Chenmo of Gongkar or his successors, see (1) the Hevajra thangka, in Luczanits 2019: 
fig. 10 (detail image of Dragphugpa); and (2) the set of repoussé statues of Lamdre lineage teachers at Mindroling, in von 
Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 238D–E (there identified as Drogmi); and Luczanits 2019: fig. 11. 
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3.1.4.1. Five Iconographic Forms for Depicting Dragphugpa 

Besides the basic iconography of Dragphugpa as lineage teacher performing the general dharma-

teaching gesture (form 1),332 we can discern three different iconographic forms that depict him as a 

meditator. He can be seen with both hands placed on top of each other on his lap, palms facing up, in 

the meditation gesture (form 2);333 holding a string of prayer beads in his hands (form 3);334 or with 

both hands placed over his legs with the palms facing down in a resting posture (form 4).335 

In addition to the images discussed so far, Namgyal Monastery houses an inscribed solitary 

metal sculpture that has been commissioned in honor of this great master of meditation, and that 

shows him in a special iconographic form (form 5): Fig. 25 depicts Dragphugpa as an eminent Sakyapa 

scholar endowed with physical marks of Buddhahood. He is dressed in monastic robes with patterned 

hems and wears an imposing paṇḍita hat with a high, perfectly rounded crown. His stylized face is 

embellished with an ūrṇā between the eyebrows, an iconographic sign of his having achieved the state 

of full awakening. His hands rest on his lap in the gesture of meditation, with the right hand placed on 

top of the left and the thumbs touching, while holding a vase of longevity. The red paṇḍita hat with 

long earflaps was executed with great care. It is engraved with short diagonal strokes, presumably to 

show the texture of a thick, velvet-like fabric; remnants of red pigment are still visible in the engraved 

recesses of the hat. The sculpture bears two inscriptions: a short one found at the back on top of the 

seat, identifying the depicted teacher as “Dharma Lord Dragphupa” (chos rje Brag phug pa) and a 

longer dedicatory inscription written around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal.336 

	
332 For an inscribed statue of Dragphugpa performing the dharmacakramudrā (form 1), see the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. 
TZS:17). Another inscribed metal statue of Dragphugpa was sold at auction, Sotheby’s New York, Indian and Southeast Asian 

Works of Art, March 19, 2008 (lot 305), http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2008/ indian-and-southeast-
asian-works-of-art-n08418/lot.305.html (accessed April 15, 2020). At the same auction, a statue of Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang 
dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307) was sold (lot 304). Both statues very likely once belonged to a set of either Lamdre or 
Cakrasaṃvara lineage teachers. 

333 For depictions of Dragphugpa in dhyānamudrā (form 2), see the following three statues from (1) the Gyantse set, in von 
Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 204D; (2) the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (Fig. LGS:17); and (3) the Cakrasaṃvara lineage set at Ngor 
Monastery, in von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 335A. 

334 The Hevajra thangka shows Dragphugpa holding a string of prayer beads (form 3). In the Mindroling set, he is depicted in 
a similar posture, with the hands apart and the palms facing up, possibly holding a string of prayer beads originally (now 
missing). See above, fn. 331. 

335 For depictions of Dragphugpa with both hands placed over his legs, palms facing down (form 4), see an inscribed metal 
statue commissioned by “Dorje Tsewang with [his] retinue” (rdo rje tshe dbang ’khor bcas) housed in the Museum der 
Kulturen, Basel, published in Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 2: 102, no. II–221. An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 
3314841. This statue of Dragphugpa very likely once belonged to a further set of Lamdre lineage teachers. An inscribed statue 
of Chögyal Phagpa probably belonged to the same set originally (formerly in the Yuri Khokhlov Collection, it appeared at 
auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, Images of Devotion, Oct. 5, 2020, lot 22). An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 8315. 
The Museum der Kulturen Basel houses a second inscribed metal statue of Dragphugpa with both hands placed over his legs, 
palms facing down (form 4), which probably once belonged to yet another statue set; see Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 2: 103, 
no. II–224. An image of this statue is available on HAR: no. 3314844. 

336 For a transliteration of the inscriptions, see Volume 2, List 11, no. 1. 
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3.1.5. Statues of a Tibetan Monk, Likely Pelden Tsültrim 

Fig. LPMS:19 can probably be identified as Pelden Tsültrim (1333–1399) due to this teacher’s 

distinctive and fairly consistent visual conception in the various Lamdre lineage sets from Mustang, 

and the larger iconographic tradition within the Ngor sub-school in general. Pelden Tsültrim is mostly 

depicted with his right hand raised to his chest, palm directed out towards the viewer, displaying the 

gesture of fearlessness, while resting his left hand on his lap, palm facing up. Moreover, he is typically 

portrayed with a small, pointed beard below his chin. These features—the two hand gestures and the 

tiny beard—are present in this large papier-mâché statue (Fig. LPMS:19). They are exactly the same as 

in the inscribed metal statue of Pelden Tsültrim from the Tsewang Zangpo Set preserved in the same 

monastic collection (Namgyal; see Fig. TZS:19). The same features can also be seen in a statue that 

belongs to the Lamdre lineage set at Choede Monastery in Lo-Manthang.337 

Another inscribed metal statue of Pelden Tsültrim is preserved at Namgyal (see Fig. 26), which 

probably once belonged to yet another lineage set. A short inscription written on top of the seat in 

front of the figure pays homage to the “Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim.”338 The iconography in this statue 

slightly deviates from that of the statues described above in that the teacher displays the gesture of 

instruction instead of fearlessness. Furthermore, in this example the facial hair is a thin mustache in 

combination with a pointed patch of hair just below the lower lip instead of under the chin as in the 

previous examples. Such differences in the visual conception of a given teacher are not necessarily 

related to the actual physical appearance of the subject but rather reflect the conventions for depicting 

the human body and the range of visual elements used by the artists or workshops to represent human 

physical features in the resulting images. The quality of workmanship of this metal sculpture is very 

high. It includes fine engravings of floral, cloud, and geometric patterns on the monk’s vest and upper 

robe, as well as the use of metal inlays, namely silver for the eyes, copper for the lips, and both silver 

and copper for flowers inside the brocaded hems of the upper robe. 

3.1.6. Statues of Three Ngorpa Teachers 

The remaining three large papier-mâché statues depict fully ordained Tibetan monks, presumably 

eminent Ngorpa teachers, each wearing the distinctive ceremonial hat with upfolded earflaps (Figs. 

LPMS:21, 22[?], and 25[?]). The teacher in Fig. LPMS:21 is portrayed with wide open eyes looking 

straight ahead and holding his hands in the wheel of dharma gesture. The earflaps of his hat are 

	
337 See above, fn. 180. 

338 The inscription reads as follows: [1] *| chos # rje dpal ldan tshul khrims la na mo|; “Homage to the Dharma Lord Pelden 
Tsültrim.” 
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ornamented on the inside with a pattern of stylized red and blue flowers, presumably showing a silk 

inner lining. It is the only hat that still shows such ornamentation. Considering the care that has been 

paid in this set to the subtle distinctions in the depiction of ceremonial hats in terms of their shape, 

height, and details of ornamentation in relation to the chronological succession of the depicted 

lineage, including a possible visual hierarchy among those teachers wearing a hat, one eminent 

candidate for the subject of the present statue would be Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (1382–1456). The 

special hat and the teacher’s highly focused gaze, conveying a state of great attention and one-pointed 

yogic concentration, may be interpreted as indicators for a depiction of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo as an 

outstanding tantric master, who was instrumental in the propagation of the Lamdre in the fifteenth 

century. 

The possible identity of the other two Ngorpa teachers is even more difficult to assess. Their 

appearance does not resemble that of any known lineage teacher in the available inscribed sets. They 

probably represent two of Ngorchen’s early successors to the religious throne of Ngor. The teacher in 

Fig. LPMS:22[?] has a narrow jawline beard with a small, pointed patch of hair below the chin, the 

same conventionalized element applied in Fig. LPMS:9 and Fig. LPMS:19. This teacher displays a 

variation of the teaching gesture, in which the two hands are held slightly apart and both palms are 

turned forward towards the viewer. In this way, the two circles formed by the index finger and thumb 

of each hand are held parallel to each other without touching. 

The Tibetan monk in Fig. LPMS:25[?] is again shown performing the common wheel of dharma 

gesture, in which both hands are held close to each other and the two circles touching. The appearance 

of this teacher is very distinctive and differs from that of the previous teachers in various respects. 

There is, for example, a stronger sense of individuality and realism in his depiction. The face shows 

deep nasolabial folds and circles under the eyes. He wears a prominent thick chinstrap beard that 

extends from ear to ear and tapers into a long, pointed tip under the chin reaching down to the chest. 

Besides these distinctive facial features, this teacher is the only Tibetan monk in the present set whose 

body is fully wrapped by the upper robe; it is laid around his shoulders and hangs down over both 

arms and around his knees. All the other monks are shown with an upper robe that covers both 

shoulders but leaves the right lower arm bare. Moreover, the robes of our monk with the characteristic 

long beard are monochrome red and do not feature the colored borders or inner linings we see with 

the other teachers in this set. These details of clothing are iconographically significant; together with 

the observed realistic quality in this teacher’s appearance they make me wonder whether he might 

represent the most recent teacher of the lineage at the time the set was commissioned. One might 

read the individualized features as an indication that the teacher was still alive or had only recently 

passed away when this Lamdre lineage set was made. It may well be that the artists who created these 
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sculptures were familiar with that teacher’s actual physical appearance from direct observation and 

that they transferred features which they deemed significant, for instance the distinctive beard, onto 

his image within the set. 

3.1.6.1. The Most Recent Teacher? 

As already mentioned, in some lineage sets of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the depiction of 

the last teacher in a set can show a higher degree of individuality and realism in comparison to the 

generally more idealized depiction of the other teachers within the same set. In other lineage sets, we 

can observe more ways to visually distinguish the last teacher from the preceding teachers in a given 

set. Distinctions can show in iconographic features—for example, particular hand gestures, as is the 

case with Künga Wangchug in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (see Fig. LGS:24).339 They can also be expressed 

through other visual features, for example, if the last teacher is shown wearing shoes as a possible 

indicator that he was still alive and active at the time of the commission, as is the case with Thegchen 

Chöje Künga Tashi (Theg chen chos rje Kun dga’ bkra shis; 1349–1425) in the Gyantse set.340 

To conclude the present subsection on the depiction of the last generations of teachers in the 

Large Papier-mâché Set, I would like to come back to the statue of the Tibetan monk with the long, 

pointed beard (Fig. LPMS:25[?]). Among the many statues of Tibetan Buddhist teachers that I have 

studied in connection with the present research, including statues that belong to lineage sets as well 

as solitary images of eminent Buddhist teachers from the same historico-religious context, the only 

clearly identifiable historical teacher whom I have found depicted with comparable physical features 

and distinctive beard is the princely monk Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (ca. 1460s–mid-1500s). Born into 

the Mustang royal family, Lodrö Gyaltsen followed in the footsteps of his uncle Lowo Khenchen and 

became a Buddhist monk scholar in his own right. 

Below, in Chapter Four, section 5, I will discuss various portrait statues of this eminent local 

master, among them a realistic-looking inscribed metal statue preserved in a private collection (Fig. 

37). It depicts Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo with a prominent jawline beard that tapers into a pointed 

end below his chin. My discussion of his depiction makes reference to three closely related statues of 

a teacher showing similar facial features, one of which is preserved in the Namgyal collection (Fig. 38). 

Could the monk with the characteristic beard and Ngorpa hat in the Large Papier-mâché Set 

(Fig. LPMS:25[?]) be Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo? During his lifetime, the princely monk probably 

received the Lamdre from different Ngorpa masters and abbots who visited Mustang between the late 

	
339 For a detailed discussion of the depiction of Künga Wangchug in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set, see Chapter Three, 2.1. The 
Depiction of Lamdre Lineage Teachers in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set. 

340 See also below, the discussion of shoes and boots in Tibetan iconography more generally, and in lineage depictions more 
specifically, Chapter Four, within the section on the depiction of Sachen as manifestation of Avalokiteśvara, 2.4.1. and fn. 392. 
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fifteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries. It may well be that Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo himself became 

an esteemed holder and transmitter of the Lamdre teachings in his home region. The Large Papier-

mâché Set might well have been produced for public display in a special room dedicated to the worship 

of the Lamdre lineage in a monastery where larger assemblies of monastic and lay followers could be 

held (for example, Namgyal), thereby strengthening the ties between the enshrined lineage and the 

surrounding monastery. Of course, without evidence from historical sources, these connections and 

the identity of this teacher and of the last generations of teachers in the depicted lineage remain open 

issues. 

3.2. Eyes, Gaze, and Facial Expression 

The large papier-mâché sculptures are remarkable for their expressiveness and liveliness. Besides 

relaxed body postures and movements implied through outstretched arms and loosely draped 

garments, this impression also results from rendering faces with fine lines and wrinkles, a variety of 

hairstyles and beard styles, as well as facial expressions. The lineage teachers are portrayed with 

extremely focused gazes. Some of them are shown with wide-open, bulging eyes, looking straight 

ahead with great attention. Others are shown with almond-shaped eyes or bow-shaped eyes and a 

gaze that is directed straight ahead or slightly down, conveying a state of meditative absorption. 

The depiction of the Indian masters, with their yogic postures and highly alert gazes 

communicates their realization of supernatural powers through the practice of yoga and tantra. Their 

eyeballs are shown protruding slightly, with the whites of the eyes, a dark ring around the iris and 

pupils, and the red inside the eyelids clearly delineated, enhancing the intensity of their facial 

expressions. Two of the great adepts are additionally depicted with an open mouth showing the teeth 

or tongue (see the statues of Virūpa and Avadhūti, Figs. LPMS:3 and 6). 

Three of the Tibetan teachers, including a lay tantric teacher and two fully ordained monks, 

are also depicted with wide open eyes and an alert gaze (see Figs. LPMS:9, 19, and 21). The other 

Tibetan teachers are depicted with their eyes half open and half closed, with a relaxed yet focused 

gaze. Unfortunately, since the set is not preserved in its entirety and several figures are obviously 

missing, I am unable to decode the concept behind the attribution of specific gazes to the individual 

teachers. 

3.3. Artistic Style and Mode of Portraiture: An Expressive Realism 

The Large Papier-mâché Set is testimony to the production of large portable sculptures of exceptional 

quality in Mustang. It is also testimony to the depiction of Lamdre lineage teachers in a style that is 



124 

 

both expressive and realistic: expressive in terms of the depiction of intense gazes and the use of 

brilliant colors to paint the sculptures; realistic in terms of giving faces a natural, lively look and 

rendering garments with naturally flowing fabrics and detailed garment folds. 

In general, the figures were finely modeled, featuring slender bodies with long tubular arms 

and legs. Some of the figures have long and excessively bent fingers, as in the cases of Nairātmyā (Fig. 

LPMS:2) and Kāṇha (Fig. LPMS:4), which lends their gestures an air of mannerism. The facial features 

are delicately shaped and well-balanced, showing symmetrically arched eyebrows that continue onto 

the sides of a long straight nose with a narrow bridge. At the same time, a realistic effect in the faces 

is achieved by the rendering of facial folds and the hint of mimic muscles, particularly around the 

mouth. 

3.3.1. Jewelry, Flowers, and the Use of Gold Pigments 

High-quality workmanship can be seen in the elaboration of details such as the bejeweled golden 

ornaments, crowns, and hip belts in the images of Vajradhara (Fig. LPMS:1) and Nairātmyā (Fig. 

LPMS:2), or the long, thin scarves that hang loosely over the shoulders, arms, and legs of these two 

divine figures. The sculptural ornamentation of the image of the tantric goddess is particularly fine. 

Her forehead is embellished with a small drop-shaped ūrṇā and her topknot is crowned by a jewel 

ornament. Big golden earrings of a very distinctive flower design hang down over her shoulders: eight 

oblong flower petals of different lengths are symmetrically arranged around a spiral-shaped central 

section, with two intertwining petals in front of a pointed petal in the middle between the two (see 

the detail in Fig. LPMS:2c). Nairātmyā’s head is adorned with a flower headdress consisting of five red 

and blue flowers attached to a green ribbon, the long ends of which hang down over her shoulders 

and project out to the sides. The largest and most detailed flower in the middle above her forehead is 

designed with dark blue petals enclosing an upright golden vajra placed on a dark red disc (see the 

detail in Fig. LPMS:2b). The vajra recalls the ḍākinī’s role as a guardian of tantric teachings. Accordingly, 

she is occasionally referred to as Vajra-Nairātmyā (rdo rje bDag med ma).341 In contrast to the enhanced 

flower ornaments in this sculpture, the ḍākinī’s jewelry usually consists mainly of bone ornaments.342 

Other examples for the care and finesse with which decorative details are crafted in the Large 

Papier-mâché Set include the exquisite long flower garland (vanamalā) and flower adornments in the 

depiction of Virūpa (Fig. LPMS:3), whose headdress, necklace, bracelets, and anklets are all decorated 

	
341 For example, the inscription on the statue of the tantric goddess in the Tsewang Zangpo Set, refers to her as “the 
venerable Vajranairātmyā” (rje btsun rdo rje bdag med ma); for the full inscription, see Volume 2, List 1, no. 2. 

342 For a statue of Nairātmyā showing different types of bone ornaments—including a skull crown with stylized garuḍa skulls, 
necklaces, armlets, bracelets, anklets, and a bone apron—see her depiction in the Tsewang Zangpo Set, Fig. TZS:2. 
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with flowers in different shapes and colors. A further example is the delicate design of the five-fold 

flower headdress in the depiction of Kāṇha (Fig. LPMS:4): towering in the middle above his forehead 

is a cup-shaped pink flower with oblong petals enclosing a light blue circular spiral at the center (see 

the detail in Fig. LPMS:4b). 

Gold pigments have been used to highlight jewelry in the statues of Vajradhara and Nairātmyā 

(Figs. LPMS:1 and 2) or bone ornaments in the statue of Ḍamarupa (Fig. LPMS:5). Finely ground gold 

pigments have also been used to draw ornamental patterns on fabrics showing golden brocade 

designs, though only scant traces have survived. See, for instance, the delicate golden cloud pattern 

that is just visible within the dark red collar of the lower vest of the Tibetan monk whom I assume to 

be Chögyal Phagpa (see the detail in Fig. LPMS:15a). 

3.3.2. Draped, Pleated, and Folded Inside Out: The Rendering of Drapery 

Particular attention was given to a naturalistic rendition of softly flowing garments and lavishly pleated 

robes. The rendering of drapery includes a wide variety of fold patterns. Lay garments, such as the 

upper garment of Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Fig. LPMS:11), have long trumpet sleeves and are shown 

with spiral folds on the arms. Lower garments, such as those of the divine figures Vajradhara (Fig. 

LPMS:1) and Nairātmyā (Fig. LPMS:2), are shown with a series of narrow pleats and rounded folds 

falling around the legs and gathering on the seat in front. Occasionally, the bottom edge of a garment 

is shown spilling over the upper rim of the lotus seat, as can be seen in the statues of Nairātmyā and 

Setön Künrig (Fig. LPMS:9), enhancing the realistic effect in these sculptures. 

Sleeve-ends and folded garment edges are emphasized by the use of differing colors, showing 

both the outer and inner surfaces of a fabric. A good example for this inside-out effect is the statue of 

the Indian lay master Gayadhara (Fig. LPMS:7), whose white outer garment is hemmed with red 

borders at its edges and shows a green inner lining. In addition, Gayadhara’s orange lower garment is 

just visible at his upper body and ankles, contrasting with the red borders and green inner lining of the 

white outer garment. 

The effort to show the two sides of a fabric with different colors or patterns on both sides is 

continued in the depiction of the ceremonial hats. This effect becomes particularly apparent in the 

three hats with upfolded earflaps revealing a golden inner lining, with one of them additionally 

ornamented with a pattern of stylized flowers (see Fig. LPMS:21). 
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3.3.3. A Regional Style of Sculpture and its Connection to the Broader Newari-inspired Artistic 

Tradition in the Sakya School 

The color palette, overall visual expression, and sense of liveliness of the Large Papier-mâché Set are 

reminiscent of the Newari-inspired artistic tradition that flourished at Gyantse in the early fifteenth 

century. The prominent flowers of the floral headdresses, earrings, and other floral adornments in the 

statues of the goddess Nairātmyā (Fig. LPMS:2) and the great adepts Virūpa and Kāṇha (Figs. LPMS:3 

and LPMS:4) closely resemble the magnificent stylized flowers of various shapes and colors that fill the 

spaces between the figures in the famous murals of eighty-four great adepts and two further Buddhist 

teachers painted on the walls above the clay statues of lineage teachers in the Lamdre Lhakhang of 

the main temple at Gyantse, completed in 1425 (see Figs. LPMS:28 and 29).343 

Decorative details and motifs such as the distinctive flowers in headdresses and garlands 

reflect the diffusion of particular aesthetic elements of the broader artistic tradition within a Sakya 

school context during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and the integration of such elements in 

the artistic tradition of Mustang. Similar flower designs are found in mid to late fifteenth-century mural 

paintings in the two main temples of Lo-Manthang,344 including eight-petalled flowers with two 

intertwining petals that compare closely to the design of the golden flower earrings in the statue of 

Nairātmyā (see Fig. LPMS:2b) and the pink flower in the headdress of Kāṇha (see Fig. LPMS:4b; see 

also the comparative view in Fig. LPMS:26). Comparable flower designs can also be seen in early 

sixteenth-century metal sculptures created by the master artist Namkha Drag (Nam mkha’ grags; dates 

unknown) who worked for patrons in Mustang and Purang.345 For a stylistic comparison of the 

distinctive flower motifs in the statues of Nairātmyā and Kāṇha from the Large Papier-mâché Set with 

examples of similar flower motifs in the mentioned sculptures and murals, see the comparative views 

provided in Figs. LPMS:26–29. 

	
343 For images of each of the eighty-four great adepts and two additional teachers painted in the murals of the Gyantse 
Lamdre Lhakhang, see von Schroeder 2006: pls. 1–86. That cycle of great adepts was painted in 1425 by the master artist 
(dpon mo che) Peljor Rinchen (dPal ’yor Rin chen) from Nenying (gNas rnying) as documented by inscription beneath the 
murals. For the inscription, see Lo Bue and Ricca 1990: 412, fn. 119; and von Schroeder 2006: 16–17 (translation into English 
by David Jackson). 

344 The two main fifteenth-century temples of Lo-Manthang are the Jampa Lhakhang (Byams pa lha khang; Maitreya Temple), 
built between 1437 and 1448 under the patronage of king Agön Zangpo (A mgon bzang po; 1420–ca. 1482), and the Thubchen 
Lhakhang (Thub chen lha khang; Mahāmuni Temple), built two decades later between 1468 and 1472 under the patronage 
of king Tashigön (bKra shis mgon; ca. 1440–1489?). For discussions of the murals in these temples, and issues of artistic style, 
see Alsop 2004: 131–139; Jackson 2010: 150–156; and Lo Bue 2010: [76]–89. Images of the murals of the Jampa Lhakhang 
and Thubchen Lhakhang are provided by Philip and Marcia R. Lieberman (including wall layout and remains of inscriptions), 
see Tibetan Buddhist Wall Paintings of Mustang, “Jampa Gompa” and “Thubchen Gompa,”  
https://library.brown.edu/cds/BuddhistTempleArt/jampa.html (accessed Jan. 19, 2021). For images of the murals, see also 
Jackson 2010: figs. 7.19–7.27; and Ping-Yang 2020: figs. 1–7, 11–13, 16–17, and 19–20. (The latter includes comparative 
images of murals before and after their repainting carried out during the last decade). 

345 For a detailed discussion of three metal sculptures attributed to the artist Namkha Drag, see Khokhlov and Laurent 2020.  
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Moreover, the distinction that has been made in the Large Papier-mâché Set between the five 

Indian masters through the depiction of different skin colors corresponds with a similar color gradation 

in the mural paintings of Indian great adepts in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang (see Fig. LPMS:29). That 

there existed religious and artistic connections between Mustang and Gyantse during the period in 

question is illustrated by references found in Tsangnyön Heruka’s biography. As already mentioned, it 

contains a detailed account of a celebration held for the artisans who were working on the decoration 

of the Golden Temple of Lowo in Lo-Manthang in 1498.346 From that account, we learn about the 

presence of a Buddhist master from the Pelkhor Chöde of Gyantse who had been in charge of the 

planning and layout for the murals in the chapel in which the public debate on tantric ritual practice 

and religious art was held, presumably referring to the Vajradhara chapel on the top floor of the Jampa 

Lhakhang (Byams pa lha khang; Maitreya Temple).347 

Stylistic similarities between the sixteenth-century large papier-mâché sculptures at Namgyal 

Monastery and the earlier mural paintings in the two main temples in nearby Lo-Manthang are 

particularly evident in the depiction of the divine figures, with intricately pleated garments, long 

shawls, and exquisite details of the jewelry. Compare, for example, the five-fold jewel crown, 

distinctive spiral-shaped golden earrings, and ribbons flying to the side in the statue of Vajradhara from 

the Large Papier-mâché Set with similar elements seen in a mural of the bodhisattva Maitreya on the 

south wall of the Thubchen Lhakhang (see the comparative view in Fig. LPMS:1c). Moreover, both the 

painters of the murals and the sculptors of the Large Papier-mâché Set have paid close attention to 

the treatment of folded garment edges and turned bottom hems, using different colors to show the 

outer and inner surfaces of precious textiles. 

3.4. Reflections on the Spatial Arrangement of the Large Papier-mâché Set 

As with the other Lamdre lineage sets preserved in the Namgyal collection, we do not know about the 

exact circumstances that led to the commissioning of the Large Papier-mâché Set or about the location 

it was created for originally. However, due to its considerable size and delicate material, I assume that 

this statue set was probably not created for temporary use (i.e., to be displayed only on special 

occasions such as major teaching and initiation ceremonies). Instead, the set of large papier-mâché 

	
346 See above, in the subsection on donor Tsewang Zangpo, Chapter Three, 1.3. and fn. fn. 255. 

347 The public debate took place in a chapel which had Vajradhara as its main image and included depictions of the Indian 
great adepts. The description of the chapel and its decoration in the biography of Tsangnyön Heruka corresponds with the 
iconographic scheme of the Jampa Lhakhang found in an unpublished genealogy of Mustang rulers provided by David 
Jackson. For the passage on the structure and iconographic scheme of the Jampa Lhakhang, see Jackson 2010: 152–153 and 
fn. 295. 
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statues might have been produced for permanent display in a special location or sanctuary dedicated 

to the worship of the Lamdre lineage. 

Regarding a possible spatial arrangement of the statues, we can only draw on internal evidence 

that may be deduced from the visual conception of the set as a whole. A few visual criteria, such as 

posture and details of dress or hats in the depiction of some lineage teachers may be considered 

indicators towards a symmetrical, right-left alternating arrangement of the statues centered on 

Buddha Vajradhara. If we consider such an arrangement for the present set and look at successive 

teachers in pairs placed on either side of Vajradhara (LPMS:1), then the second and third lineage 

teacher, Nairātmyā (Fig. LPMS:2) and Virūpa (Fig. LPMS:3), show a symmetrical leg position. Both are 

depicted sitting in the “posture of royal ease (or playfulness)” (rājalīlāsana) with either the right or left 

knee pulled up (for a possible arrangement of the Large Papier-mâché Set, see Fig. LPMS:30). 

As was already alluded to above, visual connections between certain teachers in this set have 

apparently been established through the design of distinctive hats with subtle differences in height 

and ornamentation. The high, slightly rounded red paṇḍita hat that occurs both in Fig. LPMS:14 and in 

Fig. LPMS:15 may well be read as an identifier for the Two Red[-Clad] Masters of Sakya, Sakya Paṇḍita 

and Chögyal Phagpa. 

Another pair of successive lineage teachers who seem to be visually connected to each other 

in this set are Fig. LPMS:18 and Fig. LPMS:19, who I assume represent the prominent Sakyapa scholar 

Lama Dampa and one of his chief disciples Pelden Tsültrim respectively. In their case, the visual 

connection exists in a distinctive detail of dress. These two teachers are the only Tibetan monks in this 

set whose upper robe is affixed with a special golden robe clasp, which hangs on a cord from the back 

over the proper left shoulder holding one end of the robe. According to the proposed arrangement, 

Lama Dampa and Pelden Tsültrim (if my identifications are correct) would be paired and placed 

opposite each other in positions 18 and 19. 

A further element that may provide clues as to the arrangement of a statue set is the presence 

of different head directions or inclinations. The Ngorpa teacher depicted in Fig. LPMS:22[?] may have 

been placed in position 22 or position 24 on the left side (relative to the viewer), making him oriented 

inward towards the center. However, because the Large Papier-mâché Set is not complete, the 

observed visual connections are not sufficient to fully or conclusively reconstruct its original spatial 

arrangement. 
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4. Collection of Small Papier-mâché Statues and Statue Sets 

Besides the large papier-mâché statues, Namgyal Monastery houses more than eighty smaller papier-

mâché statues of buddhas, deities, Indian adepts, and, for the most part, Tibetan teachers. Many of 

these portable artworks probably belong to at least four different larger or smaller statue sets with 

different content, while some of them may be individual portraits. Removed from their traditional 

display sites, and kept in storage boxes over the past decade of ongoing construction work at Namgyal 

Monastery, the small papier-mâché statues have not been preserved as coherent groups or sets. Much 

of the knowledge about these largely uninscribed images, their historical contexts, their original 

locations, and their spatial arrangements seems to be lost. Sorting this heterogeneous collection of 

sculpture represents a challenge, as it is often difficult to determine with certainty whether a 

particular statue belongs to a larger set depicting teachers of the Lamdre transmission or another 

teaching transmission, to a smaller set of statues depicting	a different iconographic theme than a full 

teaching lineage, or whether it is a single teacher portrait.  

The remaining sections of this chapter give a tentative overview of this material. Some of the 

small papier-mâché statues were probably part of three or more Lamdre lineage sets due to the 

distinct iconography of key figures in the Lamdre transmission. Among the telling figures are: the 

tantric goddess Nairātmyā; Indian great adepts such as Virūpa, Ḍamarupa, and Avadhūti; and Tibetan 

teachers such as Sakya founding masters, Naza Dragphugpa, and Pelden Tsültrim. The respective 

statues are provisionally grouped together under Single Lotus Set 1, Double Lotus Set 1, and Double 

Lotus Set 2. By contrast, the two statues gathered under Single Lotus Set 2, for example, may have 

been part of a smaller set of images. 

4.1. State of Conservation and Traces of Inscriptions 

The small papier-mâché sculptures were made of a similar modeling material to the large papier-

mâché sculptures. They also share a similar red-, blue-, and green-dominated palette, contrasted with 

light brown, orange, and gold. Some of them have suffered from darkening more than others, showing 

an almost black surface, presumably caused by smoke and soot from the perpetual burning of butter 

lamps. But despite such effects on the surfaces and some damage, with obvious later repairs and 

repainting, some of these sculptures are of exceptional quality (see the five examples given in section 

4.3.). 

A few of the small papier-mâché sculptures bear traces of inscriptions on the bottom front 

rim of the lotus pedestals. Written with either gold pigment on a dark vermillion ground or with black 

pigment on a light red or orange ground, these inscriptions can only be fragmentarily reconstructed 
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(see List 5 and List 7 in Volume 2). However, due to the fact that many of the sculptures have been 

restored in one way or another, the observed color schemes and the sporadic inscriptions (some of 

which might well have been added at a later date) are to be assessed in the context of a detailed 

consideration of different sizes, styles, and motifs found with these sculptures. 

4.2. Criteria Used to Sort the Small Papier-mâché Statues 

In the context of the present study, the sorting of the small papier-mâché statues has been carried 

out first according to basic formal criteria in terms of size and distinct designs of lotus pedestals. 

Pedestals consist of either a single row or a double row of lotus petals, hence their provisional 

designation as either single lotus set or double lotus set. In some cases, the petals are worked all the 

way around the pedestals. In other cases, the back of the pedestals is undecorated, resembling the 

area in metal statues where an inscription could be placed (as is the case in the metal set by donor 

Lodrö Gyaltsen), although the small papier-mâché statues do not bear inscriptions in this area. The 

double-flowered shape of the lotus petals and the coloring scheme is basically the same as in the Large 

Papier-mâché Set. The crossed vajra emblem on the underside of the pedestals has been applied in 

different designs, colors, and techniques—it is either painted with yellow or black pigment, or it is 

engraved. Differences in the design and application of the vajra emblem, however, can occur within 

the same set, which may be the result of later repairs or reconsecration; these differences are 

therefore not necessarily a criterion for excluding a particular statue from a given set. 

In addition to sorting this large body of sculpture according to the described criteria, a major 

concern of the present study has been to distinguish different iconographic types of figures within the 

various sets, and, if possible, identify individual figures through comparison with parallel sets. Larger 

groups of images have then been tentatively assessed in terms of chronological succession, if a teacher 

lineage is assumed. 

4.3. Stylistic Features and Dating of the Small Papier-mâché Statues 

In addition to similarities in the treatment of materials, surfaces, and design of lotus pedestals, the 

small papier-mâché statues also share stylistic similarities with the large papier-mâché statues. Key 

features include a naturalistic rendition of softly flowing garments with a wide variety of fold patterns, 

including turned bottom hems and sleeve ends showing the two sides of a fabric in different colors. 

Another feature is the special design of cloud collars, and the same distinction that is made between 

the Three White-Clad Masters of Sakya through cloud collars, with either pointed or rectangular lobes 

occurring in different sets. Furthermore, the statues also show decorative details and motifs such as, 
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for example, the prominent flowers of flower garlands and other floral adornments in three different 

depictions of Virūpa.348 

Some of the smaller papier-mâché statues are of outstanding quality. Their fineness 

particularly shows in the rendering of smooth facial features with carefully delineated expressive eyes, 

bringing a sense of liveliness to these sculptural works. In order to gain a quick impression of the high 

artistic quality, see the following five examples (each from a different group of images): 

1. Fig. SLS-1:12, Lobpön Sönam Tsemo from Single Lotus Set 1; 

2. Fig. SLS 2:1, Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen from Single Lotus Set 2; 

3. Fig. DLS-1:5, Ḍamarupa from Double Lotus Set 1; 

4. Fig. DLS-2:3, Virūpa from Double Lotus Set 2; and 

5. Fig. 19, Sachen Künga Nyingpo. 

Regarding the dating of the small papier-mâché statues and statue sets, unfortunately nothing is 

known about their commissioning and manufacture. Based on similarities in style with the large 

papier-mâché statues of Namgyal Monastery, many were probably produced in the sixteenth century 

or later. Because the various sets proposed here are incomplete and the depicted lineages cannot be 

fully reconstructed, it is not possible to derive their accurate dating from a chronological succession 

of identifiable teachers; for none of the sets can the latest teacher be determined. (Establishing an 

approximate date for Tibetan art by an identifiable teacher lineage is a well-known method used in 

the study of Tibetan thangka paintings that depict lineages.)349 Nevertheless, the relatively large 

number of statues listed under the three provisional Lamdre lineage sets (Singe Lotus Set 1, Double 

Lotus Set 1, and Double Lotus Set 2), suggesting that they originally contained more teacher 

generations than the two metal statue sets from the late fifteenth century discussed above, supports 

an approximate dating of the core images of those sets to no earlier than the sixteenth century. 

However, it must also be borne in mind that sculpted lineage sets may have been extended at a later 

date to update them, a procedure known from painted lineage sets.350 

  

	
348 Statues of Virūpa have survived in three smaller papier-mâché sets: Single Lotus Set 1, Double Lotus Set 1, and Double 
Lotus Set 2; see Figs. SLS-1:3, DLS-1:3, and DLS-2:3. 

349 On the topic of dating Tibetan art, see Jackson 2003; and Jackson 2016, chapter 13. 

350 On later continuations of important sets of Lamdre lineage thangkas painted at Ngor, see Jackson 1996: 78; Jackson 
2003: 98; and Jackson 2016: 314. 
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Single Lotus Sets 

4.4. Single Lotus Set 1: A Lamdre Lineage 

Thirteen statues, measuring between 35 and 42 centimeters in height, probably belong together. They 

may once have been part of a larger Lamdre lineage set. Its figures sit on plain monochrome cushions 

that rest on single lotus pedestals, hence its provisional designation as Single Lotus Set 1. The 

downward-pointing double-flowered petals are not worked all the way around the pedestals, leaving 

the back undecorated. 

Thirteen teachers can be identified either through fragmentary inscriptions or distinctive 

iconog-raphies. Clearly missing from the potential set are the images of Vajradhara, Nairātmyā, and 

the Indian great adept Kāṇha (i.e., lineage teachers number 1, 2, and 4). The only other Indian teacher 

in this set besides Virūpa (Fig. SLS-1:3), Ḍamarupa (Fig. SLS-1:5), and Avadhūti (Fig. SLS-1:6) is Fig. SLS-

1:7: Depicted with a bare chest and wearing a red upper robe covering both shoulders, he must be 

Gayadhara, the eleventh-century Indian master who is revered by tradition for having brought the 

Lamdre instructions to Tibet. In painted images, he can often be seen wearing garments of white color 

indicative of his status as a layman scholar (see, for example, his depiction in the Large Papier-mâché 

Set, Fig. LPMS:7). However, in Tibetan historical sources Gayadhara was referred to by a number of 

different names such as “The Red Paṇḍita,” “The Red Master,” and “The One with a Red Robe,”351 

which may have inspired the makers of this set to depict him with red robes. 

Among the Tibetan lineage teachers, the translator Drogmi (Fig. SLS-1:8, holding a book), and 

the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya (Figs. SLS-1:11–15) are clearly recognizable. As for the two red-

robed founding masters, here Sakya Paṇḍita (Fig. SLS-1:14) is depicted with a head protuberance 

(uṣṇīṣa), an ūrṇā between his eyebrows, and elongated earlobes, which makes his appearance 

buddha-like. The ordained monk with youthful facial features in Fig. SLS-1:15 may well represent his 

nephew Chögyal Phagpa. Unfortunately, the head of this statue has been repainted with inadequate 

modern acrylic paint, distorting its visual impression. 

Regarding painted details on textiles, gold ornamentation and designs have survived in a few 

sculptures collected under this set. Remnants of golden brocade motifs can be found, for example, on 

the upper garments of the Three White-Clad Masters, Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Fig. SLS-1:11) and his 

sons Sönam Tsemo (Fig. SLS-1:12) and Dragpa Gyaltsen (Fig. SLS-1:13). However, in the more exposed 

areas such as at the front of the sculptures, the delicate golden ornamentation has disappeared almost 

completely, just like the golden inscriptions on the bottom front rim of the pedestals. The last 

	
351 On the pseudonyms for Gayadhara, see Stearns 2001: 52. 
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remaining traces of identifying name inscriptions have survived on the statues of Dragpa Gyaltsen (Fig. 

SLS-1:13), Dragphugpa (Fig. SLS-1:17), and Lama Dampa (Fig. SLS-1:18).352 The depictions of the latter 

two teachers are particularly interesting for the presence of distinctive facial and iconographic 

features: Dragphugpa for the prominent folds around his mouth; and Lama Dampa for a filled bowl he 

holds on his lap (perhaps representing a filled skull-cup emphasizing his role as a master of the highest 

tantric practices in Tibetan Vajrayāna). 

4.5. Single Lotus Set 2: A Smaller or a Larger Set of Images 

The following statues of two fully ordained Tibetan monks, Fig. SLS-2:1 and Fig. SLS-2:2, very likely 

belong together, as indicated by similarities in size, artistic style, and details in the rendering of the 

monks’ vests, upper robe, and drapery, showing distinctive fold patterns (see, for example, the broad 

droopy folds across the belly in both images). The two statues differ from the other small papier-mâché 

statues in terms of their relatively large size, measuring 55 and 56 centimeters in height respectively, 

and specific characteristics. Slightly elongated body proportions and limbs lend them an air of 

elegance. Also, the execution of lively facial features, hands and fingers is particularly fine in these 

works. 

The monk in Fig. SLS-2:1 is identified by an inscription as Sakya Paṇḍita; it reads “[I] prostrate 

to the great sovereign of the Buddha’s teachings Sakya Paṇḍita.”353 Without this inscription, it would 

be impossible to recognize the great scholar of Sakya from his physical appearance, as common 

iconographic features, such as the ūrṇā on his forehead, head protuberance, or red paṇḍita hat, are 

not present in this depiction. 

While Sakya Paṇḍita is shown with a receding hairline, the other Tibetan monk, Fig. SLS-2:2, 

has a juvenile hairline that goes rather straight across the forehead. Perhaps he is Sakya Paṇḍita’s 

nephew Chögyal Phagpa, who is often portrayed with youthful features.354 

The likelihood of these two teacher portraits as being produced as part of the same statue set 

is supported by the fact that their heads and upper bodies are slightly leaning to the right or to the 

left, which may relate to a visual relation between the two figures within a symmetrical arrangement 

of the original set. Different sets are possible: for example, a smaller set of five statues depicting the 

Five Supreme Masters of Sakya—a distinct iconographic theme in Sakyapa art—;355 or a larger set 

	
352 See Volume 2, List 4, nos. 13, 17, and 18. 

353 For a transliteration of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 5, no. 1. 

354 See the discussion in Chapter Two, 3.1.1. 

355 See also Chapter Four, 2.3.3. for a brief discussion of a Yuan-period set of five metal statues depicting the Five Supreme 
Masters of Sakya preserved at Sakya Monastery; and 2.4.1. in the same chapter for two metal statues of Sachen Künga 
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depicting a Sakya teacher lineage, may be the main Lamdre lineage of the Ngor tradition, as it is 

venerated in Mustang. In fact, there is a third papier-mâché statue in the Namgyal collection, Fig. 

SLS-2:3, which matches perfectly in terms of size, design of the lotus pedestal, and details in the 

execution of the robe and fold patterns. It depicts an Indian teacher wearing an upper robe that leaves 

his right shoulder and arm bare. Perhaps he is the learned lay scholar Gayadhara, who is usually the 

only Indian representative in the main Lamdre lineages whose scholarly attainment is shown through 

white, or occasionally red, garments, the latter of which is the case here. The identification of this 

teacher as the lay master Gayadhara is supported by the depiction of a middle parting hairstyle, which 

can signify long hair associated with laymen. Unfortunately, the traces of an inscription found at the 

bottom front of the pedestal are not of much help in establishing the depicted teacher’s identity with 

certainty. Only the first section of the inscription can be deciphered and reads “the Buddha’s teachings 

(…)”.356 It is, however, interesting to note that the phrasing and writing style, as well as the use of black 

in, are the same as in the inscription on the statue of Sakya Paṇḍita (see above). 

  

	
Nyingpo and Sönam Tsemo preserved at Namgyal Monastery, which very likely belong together, and which may have been 
part of a set of the Five Supreme Masters. 

356 For a transliteration of what has remained of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 5, no. 3. 
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Double Lotus Sets 

Thirty-seven papier-mâché statues, measuring between 30 and 35 centimeters in height, belong to at 

least two different lineage sets. All figures sit on lotus pedestals with two rows of upward- and 

downward-pointing petals, hence their provisional designation as Double Lotus Set 1 and 2. 

4.6. Double Lotus Set 1: A Lamdre Lineage 

Twenty statues probably belong to Double Lotus Set 1. They share a distinctive design and coloring of 

their lotus pedestals: The colors of the double-flowered petals in the upper and lower rows are mirror-

like, that is, the broader petals are painted blue, with the smaller petals on top painted red, while the 

next petals are painted green and orange. This symmetrical coloring alternates across the front and 

sides of the pedestals. Although the petals are formed all the way around, they are generally not 

painted at the back of the pedestals in the described pattern but simply with a brown color (see, for 

example, the back view of the statue of Sakya Paṇḍita, Fig. DLS-1:14c). Moreover, the crossed vajra 

emblems on the underside of most of these statues show a uniform design painted with yellow 

pigment357 (for a bottom view, see the same statue of Sakya Paṇḍita, Fig. DLS-1:14d). 

No inscriptions have survived on these statues. Nonetheless, eleven teachers are clearly 

recognizable either by their common iconographies within the larger tradition of portraying Lamdre 

lineage teachers in Sakyapa art—this especially applies to the early generations up to teacher number 

15, Chögyal Phagpa (Fig. DLS-1:15)—or by their specific iconographic formulation in the artistic 

tradition of Mustang. For example, the Tibetan teacher in Fig. DLS-1:19, depicted with a small, pointed 

beard below his chin and performing the gesture of fearlessness, can be identified as Pelden Tsültrim 

due to the consistency in his depiction across the different statue sets from Mustang. This 

identification is confirmed if we take into account a particular visual feature that can also be observed 

in these statues, namely that the collars of the lower garments worn by the Tibetan teachers overlap 

in different directions. If, then, the teachers were placed to the right and left of a central statue of 

Vajradhara (which is missing here), the collar directions would alternate symmetrically across pairs of 

successive teachers, changing direction from one pair to the next.358 Accordingly, Pelden Tsültrim, who 

is teacher number 19 in the main lineage for the Lamdre instructions of the Ngor tradition, would be 

	
357 From the twenty sculptures, eleven are decorated with a yellow vajra emblem, six are undecorated on the underside 
(perhaps the emblem has disappeared or is lost due to repair). 

358 Exceptions from this rule occur with the three white-clad Sakya founding masters (Figs. DLS-1:11–13). The green-colored 
collars of their red inner garment overlap in the same direction, namely left over right, thus, breaking the observed alternating 
symmetry of collar direction at this point. 
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placed on the right side, opposite the preceding lineage teacher number 18 (Lama Dampa) on the left. 

(For a possible arrangement of Double Lotus Set 1, see Fig. DLS-1:27.) 

4.7. Double Lotus Set 2: One or More Lineage Sets 

Compared with the previous sets, the possible affiliation between the following seventeen statues is 

more difficult to assess. Although they basically fit together in terms of size, style, and visual 

conception of the teachers, they differ from each other in certain formal and technical aspects and 

thus may actually belong to one or more statue sets. The double lotus pedestals, for instance, show 

slight variations in design and coloring. Differences also occur in the design, color, and application of 

the crossed vajra emblem on the underside: it is either painted with black or yellow pigment or 

engraved. Moreover, there are differences in the use of gold pigment on faces, hands, and garments. 

Some sculptures show a thick, glossy gilding with a warm amber tone, as seen with Nairātmyā (Fig. 

DLS-2:2) and Virūpa (Fig. DLS-2:3); while others show a rather matt gold finish with a yellow tone, for 

instance the statue of Sakya Paṇḍita (Fig. DLS-2:14). And some of the sculptures are almost entirely 

covered with gold. 

A curious feature of those papier-mâché statues with more gilding is that they have been 

painted with red pigment on the undecorated area at the back of the pedestals (see, for example, the 

back view of the statue of Pelden Tsütrim, Fig. DLS-2:19b). This is reminiscent of a similar application 

of red pigment on metal statues, seen, for instance, in the fire-gilded statues of the Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Set. It might well be that the makers of the papier-mâché statues adopted this style and technique to 

create a similar visual effect to that of the more time-consuming and expensive production of gold-

finished metal statues. 

A complicating matter with this group of papier-mâché statues is the fact that the differing 

design features occur in different combinations across the seventeen statues, which makes their 

allocation even more difficult. While the described differences could be an indication that the statues 

belong to two or more different sets, they could also be the result of repair and repainting. For the 

time being, I have grouped them together provisionally (see Volume 2, List 7 and Figures 7). Three of 

the statues bear the dim remains of a golden inscription on the front lower rim of the pedestal. 

However, a standard homage and refuge formula is all that is decipherable in Fig. DLS-2:21[?].359 

The depiction of Lamdre lineage teachers is basically in line with their depiction in the other 

Namgyal sets. We see, for example, the use of similar modular elements to depict facial hair. In 

combination with the attribution of particular figure types, gestures, and attributes to the respective 

	
359 [1] ### pa phyag ’tshal zhing skyabsu [= skyabs su] mchi’o ###. 
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individuals, such iconographic features are significant, as they can help in identifying certain teachers. 

A good example here is the Tibetan layman in Fig. DLS-2:9 who is depicted displaying the wheel of 

dharma gesture. He wears a long-sleeved upper garment adorned with a cloud collar and has a thin 

jawline beard with a pointed tip below his chin. He is likely Setön Künrig, whose visual conception—in 

the inscribed statues of the Tsewang Zangpo Set, for example—is almost identical (see Fig. TZS:9). In 

contrast to him, the only other Tibetan layman among the preserved statues, whose upper garment is 

also adorned with a cloud collar, has his hands crossed at the wrists in front of his chest in the 

embracing gesture (see Fig. DLS-2:13). He is likely Dragpa Gyaltsen, the third of the Three White-clad 

Masters of Sakya, who is most frequently depicted with this hand gesture, either with or without a 

vajra and a ghaṇṭā in his hands (here again without).360 

The most frequent hand gesture among these statues is the classic two-handed wheel of 

dharma gesture (dharmacakramudrā). A variation of it can be seen in the depiction of Sakya Paṇḍita 

(Fig. DLS-2:14), who holds his hands side by side, with both palms directed out towards the viewer, so 

that the two circles are not touching each other. Whether Sakya Paṇḍita’s successor Chögyal Phagpa 

is among the preserved images is less certain. A possible candidate is Fig. DLS-2:15, both for the red 

monastic robes and a rather straight hairline. 

The depiction of one teacher in this group of images stands out from those of the other 

teachers through a special combination of hand gestures and facial features. The Tibetan monk in Fig. 

DLS-2:28[?] holds his right hand to his chest in the gesture of instruction, while extending his left hand 

down with an open palm in the gesture of giving. Even though the combination of these two hand 

gestures (instruction and giving) is reminiscent in a certain way of Sachen Künga Nyingpo,361 the monk 

in Fig. DLS-2:28[?] should not be confused with Sachen, since the Great Sakyapa is invariably depicted 

as a layman wearing long-sleeved garments instead of the monastic robes seen here. Moreover, our 

monk is portrayed with characteristic facial features: a bald dome and long sideburns that grow in a 

crescent shape along both sides of the jaw up to the chin area. The specific iconographic formulation 

of this teacher makes me wonder whether he might represent the latest teacher of the depicted 

lineage. It may well be that the sculptors of these images were familiar with that teacher’s physical 

appearance from direct observation and thus portrayed him with distinctive facial features. At the 

same time, they might have emphasized his role as the most recent teacher of the transmission, who 

	
360 See above, the discussion of his depiction in the section on the Large Papier-mâché Set, Chapter Three, 3.1.2. and fn. 322. 

361 In his most common iconographic form, Sachen is depicted performing the same two hand gestures, although usually 
with the opposite hands. However, there do exist images of Sachen that show him performing the gesture of instruction with 
his right hand instead of the left hand, as is the case in the Mindroling set; see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 239C; and Lee-
Kalisch 2006: 142–144, Kat. 8. For different iconographic forms of Sachen Künga Nyingpo, see below, Chapter Four, 2.4. 
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bestowed the Lamdre on his disciples and empowered them to practice it, through the gestures of 

instruction and giving. 

After this overview of the different statue sets from the Namgyal collection, in the next chapter we 

will take a closer look at forms of individuality, realism, and likeness in Tibetan portraiture. For the 

purposes of this study, single portraits of the most important masters and founders of the Sakya and 

Ngor schools are considered. We will look, for example, at the long tradition of portraying Sachen 

Künga Nyingpo in Sakyapa art, and at three smaller statues of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo preserved at 

Ngor Monastery in Tsang. The main focus, however, is on examples that belong to the same historical 

and artistic context in which the Lamdre lineage sets presented in this dissertation were produced: 

portrait statues of Mustang’s prominent Sakyapa scholar Lowo Khenchen and his nephew Lodrö 

Gyaltsen. The discussion of some of their masterful portraits is intended to show that portraits of 

eminent Buddhist teachers can be both idealized and realistic, both typological and individualized at 

the same time. These different modes of portraiture do not necessarily contradict each other, but 

function in a complementary manner, referencing the subject’s identity as both an awakened being 

and a historical human person. While the focus in that chapter is on solitary statues, it reconnects to 

the topic of lineage portraiture by considering, for example, a very rare depiction of Lowo Khenchen 

as a lineage teacher that belongs to a set of inscribed statues preserved at Ngor Monastery. 

	  



141 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Individuality, Realism, and Likeness in Teacher and Lineage 

Portraiture 

1. Realism/Naturalism in Portraiture 

[The portrait] offers itself as fact both insofar as it exists materially as a trace from another 

time and place, and, as being named and identified, it presupposes a link to the real.362 

Portraits are often associated with transporting or communicating a sense of fact, reality, or truth. 

Besides identifiers such as name inscriptions or distinctive visual features that reference the identity 

of the portrait subject, portrait makers at different times and places have sometimes employed certain 

forms of realistic or naturalistic representation in the depiction of historical persons in order to 

enhance the contextual and visual link between portrait and the object or subject portrayed or, at 

least, to achieve a certain degree of expressiveness or liveliness in the resulting work. Needless to say, 

what may be perceived in a portrait as real (i.e., a confirmation of reality) or realistic (i.e., convincingly 

rendered to appear real or natural) depends on how reality and realism, or naturalism for that matter, 

are understood in a particular context. 

In art history, the terms “realism” and “naturalism” carry a wide range of meanings and are 

sometimes used interchangeably. They can be used to describe and classify an artwork’s tendency to 

strive for a convincing representation of the external, physical world. Or they can be used as labels for 

stylistic periods and artistic movements—for instance, Naturalism as a trend in nineteenth-century 

European painting, or Socialist Realism as the official style of the Soviet Union in the twentieth century, 

to name but two.363 

	
362 Pointon 2013: 32. 

363 For a historical survey of different forms and theories of realism, including naturalism, in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century primarily Western art and art history, see Röhrl 2013. Röhrl’s overview includes a section on realism in “emergent 
countries;” he defined “[t]his sort of realism (…) as a mixture of certain axioms of European realist theory. (…) Sometimes it 
was mixed with Marxist thought and, most important of all, native traditions in theory and artistic expression.” See ibid.: 434. 
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In the study of portraiture, realism is largely understood as a faithful representation of the 

portrait subject, including physical features of the human body and face. Whereas naturalism may be 

used in a stricter sense to refer to a reproductive imitation of the subject’s physical nature, aiming at 

a heightened level of realism in the resulting image. What is more, portraits from different artistic 

traditions have sometimes been praised for having a quality that has variously been designated as an 

accurate, authentic, or veristic likeness of the portrait subject. Expectations of accuracy, authenticity, 

and verisimilitude in portraits have led to the widespread use of the term likeness as a synonym for 

portrait.364 Today, as diverse forms of portraiture in different artistic traditions are explored, likeness 

is understood not as a fixed or stable concept but as a variable one, which may or may not include 

likeness of physical appearance.  

In this light, the quality of a portrait as being like, similar to, or reminiscent of the subject 

portrayed in one way or another constitutes an integral part of many portraitures. If we approach 

portraits as complex and heterogenous constructions through which certain aspects of the subject 

that are considered important are presented in the portrait—regardless of whether these aspects are 

real or imagined—the question is not so much whether the portrait captures and accurately 

reproduces the subject’s physical appearance. Obviously, for most historical portraits we have little 

objective knowledge of the actual physical appearance of the person portrayed, an “obvious difficulty 

that is the same with all portraits of people before the invention of photography (…).”365 

Instead, we may turn to analyze and interpret the artistic conventions for depicting an 

individual person in a portrait, taking into consideration the specific conceptions and perceptions of 

the individual in a given society. Accordingly, when it comes to analyzing portraits of tantric teachers 

and teacher lineages in Tibetan Buddhist art, we have to bear in mind the conception and perception 

of the Tibetan Buddhist teacher as both an awakened being and a historical human person, acting as 

the holder and transmitter of esoteric teachings in the present. 

1.1. Artistic Expressions of Individuality, Realism, and Likeness in Tibetan Portraiture 

Although the majority of Tibetan portraits depict their subjects in an idealized and stylized human 

form, there also existed forms of individualized and realistic representation in teacher and lineage 

portraiture. Generally speaking, only the depiction of the face and hair usually allowed for some 

degree of individuality or realism, while the body, hands, and feet, as well as the clothing and headgear, 

were usually highly formalized and symbolical. Realistic or lifelike qualities (i.e., qualities looking as if 

	
364 See Chapter One, 2.1. Portraits and the Issue of Likeness. 

365 See Gombrich 1972: 15. 
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they were taken from observation of life) may show in the depiction of facial features—for instance, a 

distinctive hairline, particular shape of the nose, characteristic beard, or visible signs of age, such as 

wrinkles around the eyes and mouth or on the forehead. Such individualized facial features can be 

observed in solitary statues of eminent Buddhist teachers—that is, statues that are not part of lineage 

sets. One motivation for creating a more realistic-looking, vivid portrait of a teacher might have been 

the disciple’s desire for a personal object of veneration and commemoration that supports the 

devotion to and memory of his or her main teacher. With regard to portraiture from the Mustang 

Kingdom, the more skillfully rendered portrait statues of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub and his 

nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo convey an overall impression of individual personalities through a 

realistic rendering of their facial features and expressions. 

Realistic or lifelike qualities are, however, not limited to solitary images of revered teachers 

but can occasionally also be observed in teacher representations that are part of lineage sets. In some 

Lamdre lineage sets of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the depiction of the most recent teacher 

in the transmission lineage displays a stronger sense of individuality and realism in comparison to a 

more idealized and stylized depiction of the other lineage teachers in the same set. A more vivid mode 

might have been employed to portray the latest teacher in a lineage set in order to visually emphasize 

the still-living or recently deceased teacher who transmitted the esoteric teachings to the latest 

generation of disciples. (See above, the discussion of a statue of a Tibetan monk with a distinctive 

beard in the Large Papier-mâché Set, Chapter Three, 3.1.6.1. The Most Recent Teacher?) 

Even though it may seem obvious, for us today, more than five hundred years after these 

teacher portraits and lineage sets were made, it is impossible to measure any degree of similarity or 

likeness between the surviving images and the actual physical appearance of the depicted subjects. 

This is a fate fifteenth-century portraits of Tibetan Buddhist teachers share with almost all portraits of 

historical people before the invention of photography. Photographic portraiture only entered Tibet in 

the twentieth century and the medium of photography had an impact on the development of early 

modern art in the region, as can be seen, for instance, from well-known wall paintings in a 

photorealistic painting style of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and his court in the throne room of the 

Norbulingka Palace in Lhasa, painted in ca. 1956.366	  

	
366 See Stoddard 2003: 45. The modernization of portraiture in Tibet is associated with the Tibetan scholar and artist Gendün 
Chöpel (1903–1951) and his disciple, the thangka painter, Amdo Jampa (1911–2002), who painted the photorealistic wall 
paintings of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama in the Norbulingka. 
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1.2. The Tradition of Ngadrama Images 

Traditionally, the Tibetan term ngadrama (nga ’dra ma) is used to refer to images of eminent Buddhist 

teachers considered to have been created by direct observation of the living teacher and to have 

received that teacher’s approval through his proclaiming that “[it] looks like me” when viewing the 

resulting image. Tibetan Buddhists regard ngadrama images as authentic likenesses of their most 

important teachers and, through the approval and consecration of the image by the teacher portrayed, 

as being endowed with the capacity to confer empowerment. Tibetan historical and biographical 

sources, particularly the life stories of famous Buddhist masters, contain references to ngadrama 

images of some of the most representative figures in Tibetan religious history.367 

The origin of the Tibetan tradition of ngadrama images is linked to narratives surrounding the 

Indian tantric master Padmasambhava, who is considered by many Tibetan Buddhists to be one of the 

most central protagonists in the establishment of Buddhism in eighth-century Tibet. According to the 

Five Chronicles (bka’ thang sde lnga), a fourteenth-century treasure revelation narrating the ancient 

history of Tibetan gods and demons, kings, queens, scholars, saints, and ministers, an image of 

Padmasambhava was made for the Tibetan king Tri Song Detsen (Khri Srong lde btsan; 742–ca. 800) as 

a “substitute” for or “representative” (sku tshab) of the master’s presence. This treasure text states 

that the image of Padmasambhava was created by observation of the living master and that “the face 

was no different from the original” (zhal dngos tha mi dad pa).368 The text, however, does not provide 

us with a detailed description of precisely what the image, and particularly the depicted face, looked 

like. The focus instead is on the narratives of taming indigenous deities and establishing Buddhism in 

eighth-century Tibet. 

Regarding references to the practice of live portraiture in Tibet, the Testament of Wa/Ba 

(dba’/sba bzhed),369 a royal chronicle recounting the early history of imperial Tibet, contains a detailed 

description of the construction of Samye (bSam yas), Tibet’s first Buddhist monastery, and the creation 

of sculptures and paintings based on living human models. We learn that “the most handsome” men 

	
367 The most well-known examples of ngadrama images are related to the Indian tantric master Padmasambhava (ca. eighth 
century), the Bengali paṇḍita Atiśa Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna (980–1054), and some of the great masters and founders of the 
different traditions of Tibetan Buddhism, such as Drigung Kyobpa Jigten Gönpo (’Bri gung skyob pa ’Jig rten mgon po; 1143–
1217), Tsongkhapa Lozang Dragpa (Tsong kha pa bLo bzang grags pa; 1357–1419), and the Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Lozang 
Gyatso (Ngag dbang bLo bzang rgya mtsho; 1617–1682). For a selection of anecdotes relating to these masters and their 
images as being made from direct observation, see Stoddard 2003: 31–37. For biographical and autobiographical references 
to portraits of Tsong-khapa and the Fifth Dalai Lama made during their lifetime, see Tucci 1949: 307. For autobiographical 
references to portraits of the Fifth Dalai Lama made during his lifetime, see also Karmay 2014: 12–13. 

368 See Stoddard 2003: 16, 32, and fn. 44. On the Five Chronicles (bka’ thang sde lnga) by the fourteenth-century treasure 
revealer Orgyen Lingpa (O rgyan Gling pa; b. 1323) and editions of the bka’ thang sde lnga, see BDRC P4943 and W17319. 

369 Extant versions of the Testament of Ba/Wa are tentatively dated to the twelfth and fourteenth centuries; on the problem 
of dating this royal chronicle, see Wangdu and Diemberger 2000: 11–14. 
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and the “most beautiful” women were chosen as models—not to create their portraits but so they 

could be used for the depiction of Buddhist deities.370 

	  

	
370 See Wangdu and Diemberger 2000: 64–65. 
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2. The Tradition of Portraying Sachen Künga Nyingpo (1092–1158) 

2.1. References to Early Portraits of Sachen 

References to the existence of early portraits of the founders of the Sakya school are found in several 

traditional historical sources. They record, for instance, the existence of painted portraits of Sachen 

Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga‘ snying po; 1092–1158) dating from as early as the twelfth century.371 

For example, the biography of Phagmodrupa Dorje Gyalpo (Phag mo gru pa Rdo rje rgyal po; 1110–

1170),372 the founder of many Kagyü lineages, who is said to have engaged in artistic practice, 

mentions that Phagmodrupa created portrait images (sku ’bag) of some of his main teachers, including 

an image of Sachen, from whom he received the Lamdre teachings.373 

A detailed description of a “realistic (or genuine)374 portrait painting” (yin thang dngos) of “the 

venerable Sakyapa” (rje btsun Sa skya pa, i.e., Sachen Künga Nyingpo) can be found among the 

collected works of Lowo Khenchen.375 The portrait of Sachen described therein was painted around 

the mid-twelfth century at Sakya Monastery or elsewhere in Tsang.376 About two and a half centuries 

later, Lowo Khenchen probably saw the painting while residing at one of the Sakyapa monasteries 

during his two sojourns in central Tibet between 1489 and 1509.377 

2.2. Earliest Surviving Depictions of Sachen in Two-dimensional Form 

The two earliest known surviving depictions of Sachen in two-dimensional form date from around 

1300 and the late fourteenth century respectively. Both were presumably made on the basis of an 

established tradition of portraying the great Sakya founder, going back to early portraits of Sachen 

created during his lifetime or shortly afterwards. The first depicts him as a minor figure in a Chinese 

	
371 See Jackson 2011: 82. 

372 BDRC P127. 

373 See Jackson 2011: 136 and n. 363, referencing Dan Martin who refers to the biography of Phagmodrupa by Palchen Chökyi 
Yeshe (dPal chen Chos kyi ye shes; birth twelfth century; BDRC P3638). For a biographical sketch of Phagmodrupa by Dan 
Martin, see “Pakmodrupa Dorje Gyelpo,” The Treasury of Lives, published Aug. 2008, 
https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Pakmodrupa-Dorje-Gyelpo/2539 (accessed Jan. 30, 2021). 

374 On the meaning of the term dngos as “real,” “true,” “proper,” and “genuine,” see Jäschke, s.v. dngos. 

375 The account of Lowo Khenchen’s “detailed examination of” or “way of looking at” Sachen’s portrait, entitled rje btsun sa 

skya pa’i yin thang dngos la zhib tu gzigs tshul, is listed as work no. 87 in the Descriptive Catalogue of Lowo Khenchen’s 
collected works; see Kramer 2008: 177. 

376 See Jackson 2011: 82. On early portraits of Sachen Künga Nyingpo and the founding masters of Sakya, see ibid.: 82–87. 

377 During his two sojourns in central Tibet, Lowo Khenchen visited the monasteries of Ngor and Sakya and other monastic 
institutions. For Lowo Khenchen’s sojourns in central Tibet, see Kramer 2008: 69–72. For the dates of Lowo Khenchen’s 
sojourns in central Tibet, and for the teachers with whom he studied at Ngor Monastery, see Heimbel 2017: 271–272. 
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silk tapestry weaving (Chin. kesi, “cut silk”) depicting the yidam deity Acala (Mi g.yo ba) as the main 

figure at the center of the image (see Fig. 7 and Fig. 7a).378 The kesi-thangka was presumably woven 

in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century in a Yuan imperial workshop on the basis of a Tibetan 

painted model, which itself was presumably made around the early thirteenth century, as a Tibetan 

inscription in the lower part of the image mentions the name of Sachen’s son and successor as throne-

holder of Sakya, Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216; tenure: 1172–

1215), to whom the image was dedicated.379 

The other surviving example of an early depiction of Sachen presents him as the main figure 

in a late fourteenth-century thangka painting (see Fig. 8).380 Here, the Great Sakyapa is shown sitting 

between two standing bodhisattvas, a position usually reserved for a buddha. The bodhisattvas—

Maitreya to Sachen’s proper right, and Mañjuśrī to his left—are depicted at a much smaller scale than 

the seated Sakya hierarch. The painting depicts the triad on a golden double lotus seat that rests on a 

multi-tiered lion throne base with upturned, pointed tips at the corners and an elaborate scrollwork 

backrest arch, resembling the monumental Newar-style throne constructions in gilt copper repoussé 

work in the great assembly hall of the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo (see Chapter Two). Sachen and the 

bodhisattvas are surrounded by a teacher lineage for the Hevajra root tantra up to Pelden Tsültrim 

(dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399), arranged along the top row and down the sides of the painting, 

and six deities at the bottom.381 

In both thangkas, Sachen is portrayed with his head turned to a three-quarter view, looking 

to his left in the kesi-thangka (i.e., inward towards the central Acala) or to his right in the painted 

	
378 The kesi-thangka of Acala is housed today in the Tibet Museum, Lhasa. For a discussion and detail images, see the catalog 
entry by Andreas Kretschmar, Bernadette Bröskamp, and Geshe Pema Tsering in Lee-Kalisch 2006: 308–314, Kat. 49. Several 
detail images of the kesi-thangka are also available on HAR: no. 99102. 

379 The dedicatory inscription, which was presumably also copied from the painted model, states that the original image was 
commissioned in honor of Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen; it reads as follows: [1] yongs kyi dge ba’i bshes gnyen chen po| rje btsun 

mkhon [’khon] grags pa rgyal mtshan la| khams pa slob ma cang brtson ’grus grags kyis phul ba lags; “The Khampa disciple 
[of Dragpa Gyaltsen] [named] Cang[tön] Tsöndrü Drag offered [this image] to the great kalyāṇamitra of all [beings], the 
venerable Khön [master] Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen.” For a discussion of the inscription and the dating of the kesi-thangka of 
Acala, see Lee-Kalisch 2006: 312–314 and n. 28 and 29, referencing Per Sørensen who identified the donor as Cangtön 
Tsöndrü Drag (Cang ston brTson ’grus grags) from Tsongkha (gTsong kha), one of eight main disciples of Jetsün Dragpa 
Gyaltsen. In connection with the kesi-thangka of Acala housed today in the Tibet Museum, Lhasa, it is interesting to note 
that a passage from the autobiography of the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngawang Lozang Gyatso (Ngag dbang bLo bzang rgya mtsho; 
1617–1682) mentions a “woven image of Miyowa [Mi g.yo ba, the Tibetan name for Sanskrit Acala; note by the author], 
which was once the spiritual relic of Phagpa Rinpoche” that the Fifth Dalai Lama received from the general treasurer of Zhalu 
Monastery. For a translation of the corresponding passage from the Fifth Dalai Lama’s autobiography, see Karmay 2014: 
479–480. 

380 For a brief discussion of the painting, see Jackson 2011: 82–83, fig. 3.11. An image of the painting is also available on HAR: 
no. 30925. According to an inscription, the painting was commissioned by Sharchen Yeshe Gyaltsen (Shar chen Ye shes rgyal 
mtshan; 1359–1406), the main teacher of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo. For a biographical sketch of Sharchen, see Heimbel 2017: 
118–131. 

381 For the depicted lineage teachers and deities, see Jackson 2011: 82–83, diagram C, and fn. 222 (for the names given by 
inscriptions). 
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thangka. Iconographically, both images show Sachen in his typical appearance as a lay master wearing 

a precious long-sleeved upper garment and a white outer cloak wrapped around his shoulders and 

legs. In both examples, he performs the two-handed wheel of dharma gesture and sits in the cross-

legged vajra-posture, with the soles of both of his feet showing up. But particularly decisive for 

Sachen’s typical portrayal, beyond the secular clothing, are his distinctive physical features, especially 

the balding head with white hair remaining at the sides and back of the head, and tufts of hair standing 

on end above the ears or extending forward on the right and left above the forehead. Moreover, in 

both images Sachen is shown wearing a white beard that grows around his mouth, runs along his 

jawline, and connects to the sideburns. In addition to the white hair and the loss of hair as signs of old 

age, the kesi-thangka includes further details on Sachen’s face, such as parallel lines on his forehead 

and around his mouth. The tradition of portraying Sachen’s distinct facial features, which often make 

depictions of him in different times and regional contexts clearly recognizable, probably goes back to 

existing prototypes created within his lifetime. 

Handed down through generations of artists, the visual conception of Sachen and the other 

prominent Sakya founding masters developed into more or less standardized iconographies circulating 

widely within Sakya’s monastic circles. An important document for the transmission and dissemination 

of iconographic and stylistic traditions in the history of Tibetan Buddhist art is the already mentioned 

sketchbook of the Newar artist Jīvarāma. In his sketches, Jīvarāma recorded some of the Tibetan and 

Chinese artistic features that he encountered while in Tibet during the early fifteenth century. The 

sketchbook contains a leaf with a drawing of an almost naked, pot-bellied Indian yogin on the left side 

and a Tibetan layman wearing a long-sleeved upper garment and a voluminous outer cloak on the 

right (see Fig. 16). Oriented towards each other, both teachers display the wheel of dharma gesture. 

Although this drawing is not labelled with name inscriptions (which is in fact the case for a few teachers 

in that sketchbook), I assume they represent Virūpa and Sachen Künga Nyingpo.382 The Tibetan layman 

is shown with the same distinctive features of clothing and physiognomy described for Sachen above. 

Particularly revealing are that teacher’s characteristic bald dome with curly wisps of hair standing up 

in pointed ends like two horns on the right and left of his head, parallel lines around his mouth and 

eyes, and a thin beard tracing his jawline. 

	
382 On the drawing of the two teachers from Jīvarāma’s sketchbook, see Huntington 2006: 78–79. Therein, the two teachers 
are referred to as “Mahāsidda Naropā and an unidentified teacher in Tibetan-style robes.” 
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2.3. Images of Sachen in the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo 

2.3.1. A Ngadrama Image of Sachen 

The Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo houses an approximately life-size painted clay statue of Sachen (see Fig. 

9 and Fig. 10) held by local tradition to be a ngadrama image of the Great Sakyapa and said to have 

spoken twice in the course of its history.383 Today, the clay statue is placed on a metal throne base 

with a modern backrest arch to the left of a monumental gilt copper statue of Buddha Śākyamuni, 

which is said to enshrine sacred relics of Chögyal Phagpa, located on the long western main wall of 

the great assembly hall.384 The statue of Sachen, displaying the teaching gesture, is fully dressed with 

precious textiles and a red cloth hat with upfolded brocaded earflaps added to the figure at a later 

time. Because of its covering and placement high up on one of the monumental throne bases, close 

observation of the statue on site was not possible during my visit. But Sachen’s characteristic facial 

features are clearly visible; it includes a white beard around the mouth and along the jawline as well 

as face wrinkles. The precise history of the statue is unknown. It might have been created in the 

twelfth or thirteenth century, corresponding to the early foundation period of Sakya Monastery;385 

perhaps it was installed in the Lhakhang Chenmo when the temple was built and decorated with 

sacred images during the late thirteenth to early fourteenth century, or at a later time.386 

2.3.2. Sculptural Triad of the Three White-Clad Masters of Sakya 

Two further statues of Sachen are housed in the great assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo. One is 

the central image of a well-known sculptural triad in painted and gilt clay representing the Three 

White[-Clad] Sakya Founders (see Fig. 11 and Fig. 12). Sachen, the larger figure in the center, is flanked 

by two slightly smaller statues of his sons, Sönam Tsemo to his proper right and Dragpa Gyaltsen to 

his proper left. The three clay statues are placed on a gilt copper repoussé lion throne decorated with 

	
383 Personal communication with Künga Dragpa, (Sakya Monastery, Sept. 7, 2016). I have not come across any reference to a 
ngadrama image of Sachen nor a “speaking image” of him in literary sources. 

384 See Chapter Two, 3. 

385 The construction of Sakya’s major monastic buildings is related to two periods: firstly, the foundation of Sakya on the 
hillside north of the Trum river (Grum chu) from the eleventh century onwards; and, secondly, the construction of the 
fortress-like monastic complex in the plain south of the river beginning in the late thirteenth century. The first period is 
connected with Khön Könchog Gyalpo (1034–1102), who founded the first temple of the North Monastery (Chos sde byang) 
in 1073 (the sGo rum gZim spyil dkar po), and the first four of the Five Sakya Founders. The second period is connected with 
the construction of the South Monastery (Chos sde lho) under the fifth founding master, Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280), and 
his regent Shākya Zangpo (d. 1270) during the Mongol-Sakya alliance. For a chronological description of Sakya’s religious 
structures, including maps illustrating their location, see Schoening 1990. For a general overview of the architectural site of 
Sakya Monastery, its temples, and main images, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 735–757. 

386 Some of the sacred images and objects that are housed today in the Lhakhang Chenmo were saved from the North 
Monastery during the Cultural Revolution. 
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a dharmacakra emblem beneath Sachen. Like the ngadrama image of Sachen, the figures are fully 

wrapped in precious silks, and their heads are endowed with folded cloth hats of more recent times. 

Nevertheless, some of their hand gestures can be recognized. Here, Sachen is shown holding his left 

hand to his chest in the gesture of instruction. His right hand, though hidden under the textiles, is 

probably extended down across the right knee in the gesture of giving, which would be in line with 

one of the main iconographic forms for depicting him (form 3 discussed below). 

Sachen’s immediate successor as throne-holder of Sakya Sönam Tsemo (tenure: 1159–1171) 

has his left hand raised, with the palm facing to the side and up, and the ring finger and thumb joined 

in a circle, which is not seen in other known depictions of Sönam Tsemo. He is most frequently 

depicted with the more general wheel of dharma gesture. His younger brother Dragpa Gyaltsen, who 

served as head of Sakya Monastery for forty-three years (tenure: 1172–1215), has his right hand raised 

in the gesture of instruction, while he is most frequently seen with the embracing gesture. The 

sculptors have taken care to show the different ages of the two brothers in their faces. The elder 

brother Sönam Tsemo, who only lived to be forty years old, is portrayed with rounded full cheeks, 

lending him a youthful appearance, while Dragpa Gyaltsen’s face is marked with folds around the 

mouth and below the chin as signs of advanced age.387 

2.3.3. A Statue Set of the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya 

A further image of Sachen in the Lhakhang Chenmo belongs to a portable Yuan-period set of five metal 

statues depicting the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya (see Fig. 13 and Fig. 14). The set was presumably 

created in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century during the prosperous times of the Sakya-

Mongol alliance.388 There we can clearly see his right hand extended down across the leg in the gesture 

of giving, while his left hand is held to his chest in a variation of the gesture of instruction (here, the 

circle is formed with the thumb and ring finger instead of the more common index finger). Sachen’s 

garments and outer cloak are treated with naturalistic folds and delicate engravings of geometric and 

floral patterns, suggestive of precious silk brocades. The sculptors were careful to depict details, such 

as a string of prayer beads wrapped around Sachen’s left wrist, or the cloth belt tied around his waist 

rendered in a naturalistic manner. 

	
387 For the iconography of the two brothers and their different ages, see also the discussion in the section on the Tsewang 
Zangpo Set, Chapter Three, 1.1.4. 

388 For images of this statue set of the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya, see Sa jia si 1985: figs. 40–43. Therein, figs. 41 and 42 
have been wrongly identified: fig. 41 shows the statue of Chögyal Phagpa (not Sakya Paṇḍita); and fig. 42 shows the statue 
of Dragpa Gyaltsen (not Chögyal Phagpa). Neither the dimensions nor the inscriptions of these statues have been published. 
For another set of the Five Supreme Masters preserved at Sakya Monastery, see Sa jia si 2006: 34. 
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2.4. Six Iconographic Forms for Depicting Sachen Künga Nyingpo 

In order to complement this brief overview of the tradition of portraying Sachen Künga Nyignpo, at 

this point let us take a look at six different iconographic forms, each emphasizing a particular aspect 

of the great Sakya founder. Besides the basic form that depicts him as a venerable lay master with his 

hands in dharmacakramudrā (form 1), which we have seen, for instance, in the early painted and 

woven examples, we can distinguish five further main forms. These depict Sachen as a manifestation 

of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara (form 2) or, in a closely related iconography, as an embodiment of 

kindness (form 3); as an embodiment of wisdom associated with the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī (form 4); 

as a master of Vajrayāna teachings (form 5); or as a lay tantric master explaining the teaching (form 6). 

Each form is indicated by specific hand gestures or attributes. 

Regarding the association of Sachen with different bodhisattvas, in the Sakya tradition the 

place of Sakya is auspiciously connected with various bodhisattvas. According to legend, when the 

Bengali paṇḍita Atiśa Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna (980–1054) stopped at Sakya on his way to Samye in the 

mid-eleventh century, he prophesied that in the future, one manifestation of Avalokiteśvara, seven 

manifestations of Mañjuśrī, and one manifestation of Vajrapāṇi would appear at this place. Based on 

this prophecy, Sachen was identified as a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara, while he has also been 

strongly associated with Mañjuśrī.389 

2.4.1. Sachen as Manifestation of Avalokiteśvara 

Sachen is most commonly depicted with the two symbolic hand gestures of giving (right hand) and 

instruction (left hand) while holding the long stem of a lotus (padma) blossoming by his left shoulder 

(form 2). This iconographic convention closely associates him with Avalokiteśvara, “the Great 

Compassionate One” (Thugs rje chen po), who is also known as Padmapāṇi, literally meaning “lotus-

hand” or “lotus in the hand.” In the Sakya tradition, the circumstances of Sachen’s birth are related to 

this bodhisattva, and Sachen himself is referred to as “[He of] Great Kindness” (brTse ba chen po) or 

“Venerable [Lord of] Great Kindness” (rje btsun brTse ba chen po).390  

The Namgyal collection houses three statues of Sachen in this iconographic form. One of them 

is a 33-centimeter-high papier-mâché sculpture, Fig. 19:391 It depicts Sachen with his right hand 

	
389 On Atiśa’s prophecy and the tradition of identifying Sakya masters with the three bodhisattvas Avalokiteśvara, Mañjuśrī, 
and Vajrapāṇi, see Davidson 2005: 294; Stearns 2006: 213–214; and Heimbel 2017: 73, n. 28. 

390 On the narrative of Sachen’s birth connected with Avalokiteśvara, see Davidson 2005: 293–294. On the respectful 
pseudonyms for Sachen in the early Sakya tradition, see Stearns 2001: 201, fn. 323; and Stearns 2006: 214. 

391 Whether this papier-mâché sculpture is an individual portrait of Sachen or whether it was once part of a group of images 
cannot be determined. In any case, the design of the double lotus pedestal upon which the figure is seated clearly differs 
from that of the other papier-mâché sculptures in the Namgyal collection. Here, the upward-pointing petals in the upper row 
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extended down across the knee, with the open palm directed out towards the viewer, fingers pointing 

down, in the gesture of giving. At the same time, he has his left hand in front of his chest in the gesture 

of instruction. Here, it is performed with the palm turned in towards the body, seemingly holding the 

stem of a lotus, although the stem is not depicted in this example. The lotus flower at his left shoulder 

is rendered with blue petals reminiscent of an utpala traditionally associated with the Bodhisattva of 

Wisdom Mañjuśrī. It is shown with an orange seed capsule supporting a red three-jewel emblem 

(triratna; see the detail in Fig. 19a and b). Sachen sits in the posture of relaxation, with his right foot 

projecting over the edge of the lotus seat. He wears a red inner garment with broad green hems, tied 

at the waist by a yellow cloth belt. His upper garment, light blue in color with dark blue hems, is 

adorned by a red cloud collar covering his shoulders and upper back (see also the back view, Fig. 19d), 

and he wears boots. Generally speaking, in Tibetan iconography, the depiction of shoes or boots is 

reserved for key figures like the Indian master Padmasambhava or descendants of Tibetan noble 

families, such as Sachen Künga Nyingpo and Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi,392 both members of the 

Khön family line. An almost identical design and coloring of Sachen’s garments and boots can be seen 

in his depiction in Double Lotus Set 1 (see Fig. DLS-1:11). 

Regarding his facial features, Fig. 19 shows Sachen with the characteristic balding dome, with 

the remaining hair on the sides of his head standing on end above his ears, as well as a thin beard 

along his jawline—here the beard is shown with a pointed tip below the chin, a conventional element 

in the representation of facial features seen in many statues from Mustang (both those cast in metal 

and those made of papier-mâché). 

The other two statues in the Namgyal collection that depict Sachen as manifestation of 

Avalokiteśvara with a lotus flower blossoming by his shoulder are cast in metal and inscribed. One is a 

14-centimeter-high ungilt brass alloy statue (Fig. 20) presenting Sachen on a distinctive single lotus 

pedestal that has a broad lower border engraved with a pattern of intertwining vegetal and floral 

motifs. A short inscription is found at the back of the pedestal, reading “Homage to the venerable 

Great Sakyapa (i.e., Sachen Künga Nyingpo).”393 The second metal statue (Fig. 21), measuring 27 

centimeters high and also ungilt, bears a longer dedicatory inscription extending almost all the way 

	
have a multiple-lobed shape, reminiscent of peonies rather than lotuses. Whereas the downward-pointing petals in the lower 
row have the same smooth-edged double-flowered shape as in all the other papier-mâché sculptures, in which a smaller, 
more voluminous petal is placed on top of a bigger, flatter petal below. 

392 Thegchen Chöje, for example, in his depiction as the last teacher (number 19) in the Lamdre lineage set of the Gyantse 
Lamdre Lhakhang is wearing slippers with an upwardly curved sole. For an image of the clay statue of Thegchen Chöje, see 
von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 204F. In fact, this highly revered Sakyapa master, who was based at Gyantse, is the only teacher 
in that set depicted with shoes on his feet. Here, the distinction may also be understood as an iconographic indication that 
he was still alive and active at the time the set was commissioned. Thegchen Chöje died in the same year the construction of 
the temple was completed (i.e., 1425). 

393 [1] *|| rje btsun sa skya pa chen po la|| [2] na mo||. 
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around the lower rim of its double lotus pedestal. It informs us that the statue was commissioned by 

a “monk [named] Yönzang and [his] disciples” (bdag dge slong yon bzang dpon slob). Moreover, the 

inscription serves to corroborate the iconographic identification of Sachen as a manifestation of 

Avalokiteśvara by referring to him as “Compassionate Great Treasure revealer holding a lotus in [his] 

hand (…).”394 

The latter statue was probably produced by the same artists or workshop that produced the 

Lamdre lineage set by donor Tsewang Zangpo and probably dates to about the late fifteenth century. 

It shares, for instance, very similar slender petals in the lotus pedestal and skillful engravings of floral 

and cloud patterns filling the hems of Sachen’s garments.  

Perhaps this statue of Sachen once belonged to a smaller set depicting the Five Supreme 

Masters of Sakya, as a closely related statue of Sönam Tsemo is also preserved in the Namgyal 

collection (see Fig. 22). Although cast in a slightly darker, more reddish metal alloy with a higher 

copper content in comparison to the brassy, more yellowish alloy used to cast the statue of Sachen, 

that statue of Sönam Tsemo matches perfectly in terms of size, workmanship, and style. Compare, for 

example, the distinctive way in which the patterned hems of the outer cloak are laid crosswise on the 

seat in front of the crossed legs in both images or the brocaded vajra collar decorating the cloak at 

the back (for the back views of these two statues, see, Fig. 21b–c and Fig. 22b–c). 

Using metal alloys of different colors for the casting of different statues in one and the same 

set is not surprising—remember the different metallic compositions used to distinguish between 

different iconographic subgroups in the Tsewang Zangpo Set. In any case, these sculptures provide 

further evidence of the high quality and innovation in Mustang’s sculptural production. 

2.4.2. Sachen as an Embodiment of Kindness 

As a variation on the theme, Sachen can also be depicted without the long-stemmed lotus at his side 

but with the same two gestures of giving and instruction associated with his aspect as an embodiment 

of kindness or Venerable Lord of Great Kindness (form 3). The Namgyal collection houses two 

examples of this variant. One is a papier-mâché statue of Sachen as Lamdre lineage teacher number 

11 in Double Lotus Set 1 (see Fig. DLS-1:11). The other is an exquisite and finely detailed solitary statue 

of Sachen in gilt copper measuring 41.5 centimeters high (Fig. 24). This image bears a long inscription, 

finely carved all the way around the lower rim of a double lotus pedestal. It provides the name of both 

the donor, a certain Sunggi Wangchug (gSung gi dbang phyug; dates unknown), and the artist, a certain 

	
394 (…) thugs rje’i gter chen lag na pad mo bsnams|| (…); for the full inscription, see Volume 2, List 10, no. 10. 
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Namkha Nyingpo (Nam mkha’ snying po; dates unknown) from Gungthang (Gung thang).395 This is a 

rare and important piece of information. It reflects the connections that existed between the kingdoms 

of Mustang and Mangyül Gungthang (Mang yul Gung thang) in Lower Western Tibet (mNga’ ris smad) 

in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, after the region of Mustang was consolidated as an 

independent kingdom under Amapel.396 In that period, Mustang dominated one of the lucrative trade 

routes between the Tibetan plateau and South Asia, securing unprecedented wealth for the young 

Mustang Kingdom. The surplus of wealth from this trade enabled the patronage of outstanding artists 

from outside the region, such as Gungthang, Tsang, or Kathmandu, and the production of Buddhist 

artworks of the highest quality, such as this exquisite statue of Sachen. 

Special details in this depiction of Sachen are, for instance, his refined and well-composed 

facial features, with elongated half-closed eyes and a stylized beard around his mouth, the Tibetan 

boots with a bold, upwardly curved sole, stitched pattern, and fur trim, and the finely incised wheel 

of dharma (dharmacakra) on both palms. The high quality of this work and its excellent engravings 

continue on the back of the sculpture (see Figs. 24c and d). See, for instance, the cloud collar 

ornamented with a dragon motif surrounded by interlinked cloud modules, and the carefully 

delineated flowers with a great variety of petal shapes distributed across the entire garment. We also 

find scattered auspicious symbols like the conch shell and motifs from the group of seven jewel 

insignia of a universal ruler (cakravartin), including pairs of interlocked square and round earrings, 

rhinoceros horns, pairs of elephant tusks, and crossed insignia. 

As for the sculptural school or workshop, this solitary statue of Sachen is closely related to the 

set of gilt copper statues of Lamdre lineage teachers commissioned by donor Lodrö Gyaltsen and the 

tradition of Newar metal workmanship. It shares the same dense gilding and fine incisions of textile 

ornamentation, as well as the use of red pigment to paint the bottom plate (see Fig. 24e).  

2.4.3. Sachen as an Embodiment of Wisdom 

Sachen is also strongly associated with Mañjuśrī, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom. His life story mentions 

meditative experiences related to this bodhisattva. As a young boy, Sachen is said to have had a vision 

of Mañjuśrī, who spoke to him and gave him the famous four-line instruction today known as the 

Parting from the Four Attachments (Zhen pa bzhi bral). The four lines became a fundamental doctrine 

	
395 For a transliteration of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 10, no. 11. 

396 On the kingdom of Mangyül Gungthang or Lower Ngari (mNga’ ris smad) in the fifteenth century, see Diemberger 2007: 
33–39. For a discussion of Amapel (1388–ca. 1456) being presented as first a government official serving at Dzongkar (rDzong 
dkar), the capital of the kingdom of Mangyül Gungthang, and then was appointed by its king Bumdegön (’Bum lde mgon; 
1253–1280) as district governor in Mustang, see Heimbel 2017: 277–279. 
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in the Sakya school, considered to incorporate the entire path of Mahāyāna Buddhism.397 Accordingly, 

Sachen is sometimes depicted with the wheel of dharma gesture while holding the stems of two utpala 

flowers blossoming by his shoulders and supporting a sword and Perfection of Wisdom scripture, the 

attributes of Mañjuśrī (form 4). This iconographic form of Sachen is more frequently found in the 

painting traditions of the Sakya school.398 It is less frequently found in sculptures. I know of only one 

example from a later period, although that sculpture shows Sachen with both hands on his lap in 

meditation instead of teaching.399 

2.4.4. Sachen as Master of Vajrayāna Practice 

As well as the Mañjuśrī attributes of sword and scripture, we also find depictions of Sachen with a 

vajra and a ghaṇṭā placed on lotuses to the right and left of his shoulders (form 5). The presence of 

these two ritual implements characterizes Sachen as a master of Vajrayāna practice and a 

representative of Buddha Vajradhara. Two painted examples from the fifteenth century are a single 

thangka painting with a finely detailed three-quarter profile portrait of Sachen as the central figure 

surrounded by several teachers,400 and a depiction of Sachen as one of four teachers in a painting from 

a thangka set of Lamdre lineage teachers.401 Sculptures that show Sachen with a vajra and a ghaṇṭā 

on lotuses by his shoulders are rare.402 

	
397 See Stearns 2006: 214 and n. 269. For a translation of the four-line instruction known as the Zhen pa bzhi bral, see Stearns 
2003: 205. For an alternative translation, see Davidson 2005: 296. 

398 See, for example, the depiction of Sachen as the main central figure of the famous mural painting on the left wall of the 
entrance to the inner sanctum of Gongkar Chöde Monastery, dating to between 1464 and 1476. Note that Sachen is shown 
holding the stems of two blue water lilies (utpala or nīlotpala) upon which are placed an upright sword and a book. For an 
image of the entire left wall mural depicting the Three White-clad Masters of Sakya as part of a Lamdre teacher lineage of 
the Gongkar tradition, see Fermer 2016: 109, fig. 4.52. For a depiction of Sachen as a minor figure in a thangka painting that 
shows him with two flowers at his sides, see the thangka of Hevajra in union with his consort Nairātmyā surrounded by a 
Hevajra teacher lineage, in Luczanits 2019, fig. 1. An image of the thangka painting is also available on HAR: no. 61137. 
Occupying position 11, Sachen is placed in the third row of the right-side column. A noteworthy detail of Sachen’s depiction 
in the thangka is that the sword is placed on a blue flower and the book on a red flower. This depiction may well be read as 
an iconographic reference to the dual identity of Sachen, being associated with both bodhisattvas Mañjuśrī and 
Avalokiteśvara. 

399 It is a 17.7 centimeters high copper alloy statue of Sachen; images (front and back view) and its inscription are available 
on HAR: no. 2324. The statue was exhibited and published in Prats 2000: 195, no. 151. It was also published in Dinwiddie 
(ed.) 2003: [240]–241, pl. 61. It was sold at auction, Bonhams New York, Portraits of the Masters. 108 Bronze Sculptures of 

the Tibetan Buddhist Lineages, March 14, 2017 (lot 3259), see https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/24217/lot/3259/ 
(accessed Dec. 16, 2019). There, the statue was dated to ca. late sixteenth to seventeenth century. 

400 Obtained by Tucci from Ngor Monastery in Tsang, this thangka is held in a private collection today. On the painting, see 
Jackson 2011: 85–87, fig. 3.13. 

401 The thangka is preserved in The Cleveland Museum of Art, inv. no. 1960.209. An image of the painting is available on HAR: 
no. 59240. The four teachers probably represent teacher number 9 to 12 of a Lamdre lineage; they are very likely (from top 
left to bottom right): (1) Setön Künrig, (2) Zhangtön Chöbar, (3) Sachen, and (4) Sönam Tsemo. This thangka is probably the 
third from a Lamdre lineage set dating to about the fifteenth century. 

402 I know of one example that is part of an unpublished set of the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya held in a private collection. 
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2.4.5. Sachen in the Attitude of Giving Instructions 

In the two statue sets of Lamdre lineage teachers at Gyantse and Mindroling, we see Sachen in an 

attitude of giving instructions or explaining the teaching (form 6), with subtle variation in the way the 

image makers have conceived the acting right hand held in front of his chest (while the left hand is 

resting on his lap in both cases). At Gyantse, Sachen is shown performing a gesture of threat or warding 

off obstacles (tarjanīmudrā), formed by extending the index and little finger up and curling the middle 

and ring finger down to join the thumb, thereby emphasizing his role as a specialist of tantric ritual 

and practice.403 In the Mindroling set, by contrast, we find him depicted with the classic gesture of 

instruction or argumentation (vitarkamudrā), in which the index finger and thumb form a circle, 

supporting the overall impression of dignity and peace in that image.404 

In terms of lineage portraiture, the subtle iconographic differences in these two depictions of 

Sachen Künga Nyingpo as Lamdre lineage teacher reflect again the careful choices made by different 

artists or groups of artists to selectively present particular aspects of the individual teacher which they 

deemed significant in the specific historical context, corresponding to the visual conception of the set 

as a whole. 

  

	
403 See von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 203D. 

404 See von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: pl. 239C; and Lee-Kalisch 2006: 142–144, Kat. 8. 
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3. Three Smaller Statues of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (1382–1456) at Ngor 

Monastery 

Ngor Monastery in Tsang houses three smaller statues of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun 

dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456) which are held by local tradition to be ngadrama images of the founder of 

that monastery and its religious tradition (see Fig. 27).405 The three statues are closely related to each 

other in terms of size, iconography, and mode of portraiture. One of them is a gilt metal statue, the 

other two were made from papier-mâché-like materials or clay.406 All three depict Ngorchen as a 

learned teacher, indicated by his hands in the wheel of dharma gesture and a red, rounded paṇḍita 

hat with long earflaps that hang tight against his head and shoulders. In early Sakya art, this special 

hat of a Buddhist scholar or paṇḍita was closely associated with Sakya Paṇḍita, as can be seen in the 

early sculptural depictions of him on the monumental backrest arches in the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo 

(see the relief sculpture of Sakya Paṇḍita in Table II.4, detail image no. 14). Upholding the profound 

teachings of the early Sakya founders, Ngorchen himself became one of the most outstanding Sakyapa 

scholars of the fifteenth century. And in his biography, he is identified as a manifestation of Sakya 

Paṇḍita.407 

The rendering of the hat varies slightly in the three statues. In the metal statue, it has a higher 

crown in cylindrical form getting broader to the top, and the earflaps fall directly to the sides of the 

shoulders. In the two papier-mâché statues, the hat is perfectly rounded and fits closely to the head; 

its earflaps have squarish ends that lie flat on the front part of the shoulders. A special detail in all 

three examples is the thin strip of blue along the inner edges of the hat, presumably to show an inner 

lining. 

As for the two papier-mâché statues, their facial features, the details of their hats and robes, 

and their garment fold patterns are identical in all respects. The statues differ only in their coloring 

and the presence of an inscription which only appears on one of them. Written with red pigments on 

a gold ground across the bottom front rim of the pedestal, it reads: “I prostrate to the venerable 

teacher, the excellent Dharma Lord Künga Zangpo.”408 Perhaps this statue was commissioned by a 

direct disciple of Ngorchen as a personal object of veneration. In both statues, Ngorchen’s facial 

	
405 Personal communication with monks of Ngor Monastery (Ngor Monastery, Sept. 6, 2016). 

406 I estimate their height to be about roughly 15 to 20 centimeters. The three statues are kept today in the Golden Image 
Chapel (gSer sku lha khang) located on the upper floor of the main temple at Ngor. During my visit it was not possible to open 
the cabinet in which they were stored; I could only take a quick photograph through the glass window. A photo of the metal 
statue by Jörg Heimbel was used as cover image of his book Vajradhara in Human Form (2017). 

407 See Heimbel 2017: 74 and fn. 29. 

408 [1] rje btsun bla ma dam pa chos kyi rje kun dga’ bzang po la phyag ’tshal lo||. 
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features have been rendered with great care and a realistic quality. Note the squarish chin, high 

cheekbones, and slightly sunken cheeks conveying the impression of an older man. It is interesting to 

note that an early portrait painting of Ngorchen not only portrays him with very similar facial features 

but is also remarkably similar in terms of the treatment of the robe and the pattern of the folds, down 

to the minutest details of oval folds around the legs, folded bottom hems and sleeve ends showing 

the two sides of a fabric in different colors, and bottom hems spilling over the upper rim of the lotus 

seat.409 

While Ngor is famous for its patronage of high-quality art production, and particularly for its 

sets of thangka paintings in the Newari-influenced Beri (bal ris) style favored by the Ngorpas until the 

late sixteenth century,410 the survival of these two related papier-mâché sculptures gives an idea of 

the appearance of papier-mâché sculpture related to Ngor. The similarity between the two statues 

may well indicate that a larger number of similar images of Ngorchen were produced, fulfilling the 

needs of his many disciples. 

	  

	
409 The painting depicts Ngorchen Künga Zangpo in partial profile as the main figure surrounded by two lineages; it is kept in 
a private Swiss collection. For an image of the painting, see Jackson 2010: fig. 8.2; and Heimbel 2017: pl. 1. An image is also 
available on HAR: no. 88708. 

410 For Ngor and its bal ris style of painting, see Jackson 2010: 177–215. 
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4. Portrait Statues of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub (1456–1532) 

4.1. Distinctive Physical Features and Signs of Age and Personality 

When exploring aspects of individuality and realism in sets of statues of lineage teachers, it can be 

helpful to consider single statues of teachers that belong to the same historical and artistic context in 

which those sets were produced. Suitable for our discussion are statues of Mustang’s famous monk 

scholar Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub (Glo bo mkhan chen bSod nams lhun grub; 1456–1532) and 

his nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s). 

Many of the portraits of these two princely monks produced in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries in their home region show distinctive physical features; these give some idea of the 

physiognomy, age, and personality of those masters. 

Lowo Khenchen was born as the third of four sons of the ruler Agön Zangpo (A mgon bzang 

po; 1420–ca. 1482). He received part of his early monastic training in Mustang under the fourth Ngor 

abbot Künga Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478), from whom he received novice 

ordination in 1466. Eleven years later, in 1477, he received full monastic ordination from the same 

master and shortly afterwards was appointed abbot of Thubten Dargyeling.411 A close follower of the 

Ngor tradition, Lowo Khenchen became one of the most renowned Sakyapa teachers of his time, far 

beyond the borders of his homeland. He gained his reputation primarily through commentaries on 

major works of Sakya Paṇḍita, and was later regarded as a reincarnation of this master.412 A few of his 

portraits depict Lowo Khenchen wearing the rounded red paṇḍita hat typical of Sakyapa teachers.413 

He can also be seen with an ūrṇā between his eyebrows which emphasizes his Buddha nature. This 

feature also underscores Lowo Khenchen’s special connection to the great scholar from Sakya, who 

himself is most commonly depicted with a paṇḍita hat and an ūrṇā (see Chapter Two, 3.1. for the 

depiction of Sakya Paṇḍita). 

Many of his masterful portraits, some of which are embellished with the characteristic 

Mustang metal inlay work, reflect both Lowo Khenchen’s stature as an important religious scholar and 

the power and wealth of the Mustang Kingdom and its exceptional sculptural production. We can 

identify at least twenty-six portrait statues of Lowo Khenchen from that period. Some of them have 

	
411 See above, fn. 45. 

412 See Kramer 2008: [9], 61, and fn. 62, mentioning sources that identify Lowo Khenchen as a reincarnation of Sakya Paṇḍita. 
According to his biography, Lowo Khenchen felt great devotion towards the great scholar from Sakya from a very young age. 
His later writings on Sakya Paṇḍita’s works, particularly the sDom gsum rab dbye, are considered his main contributions to 
Tibetan scholasticism. 

413 See Volume 2, List 14, nos. 14–16. 
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been preserved in the monasteries of the region, while others are kept today in museums and private 

collections worldwide (an overview of these twenty-six statues is provided in Volume 2, List 14; it is 

organized around five main iconographic forms). This corpus of surviving statues of Lowo Khenchen 

offers a rare opportunity to study and compare contemporary portraits of a single teacher of the 

period under discussion. It can be used to trace changes in his physical appearance and facial 

expression from about his twenties (during his years as abbot of Thubten Dargyeling) to his seventies 

(when he passed away at Samdrubling Monastery in 1532).414 

Most statues depict Lowo Khenchen as a venerable, middle-aged monk scholar with a 

protruding belly wearing precious monastic robes with brocaded hems. He is often portrayed with a 

short neck and a squarish face shape, in which the forehead, cheekbones, and jaw have almost the 

same width. A special feature seen in several of his portraits is the receding hairline of his balding 

head, with a thin strip of hair still extending down the front of his scalp. At the sides of his face, the 

hairline is usually shown to continue through long sideburns reaching down to the jawbone. Besides 

the rendition of distinctive physical features, some of his portraits seem to have captured an 

impression of his personality or character conveyed through an intense or stern expression on his face. 

4.2. A Later Portrait of Lowo Khenchen in the Namgyal Collection  

Fig. 32 shows a small inscribed metal statue preserved in the Namgyal collection.415 It is only about 10 

centimeters high and of simpler design compared with the larger colorful statues of Lowo Khenchen. 

It is neither gilded nor embellished with metal inlays but still of very fine workmanship. This becomes 

evident in the realistically rendered features of the broad, almost square face and the sculptor’s ability 

to transfer a strong sense of individuality and personal character onto the sculpture. The careful 

treatment of facial features—with narrow lips making a straight horizontal line, deep nasolabial folds 

that extend from the nasal wings down to the chin, and soft skin with visible muscles around the 

corners of the mouth—lends Lowo Khenchen the serious, almost stern facial expression also seen in 

other portraits. 

What distinguishes this statue from most of the well-known portrait statues is that the 

receding hairline is pulled even further towards the back of the head, and the peculiar central strip of 

hair at the top of the scalp has disappeared, presumably showing an increased loss of hair. We may 

well read this further receding hairline as an indication that Lowo Khenchen’s appearance changed 

	
414 See Kramer and Luczanits forthcoming. Christian Luczanits kindly shared with me a draft of this article which discusses a 
portrait of Lowo Khenchen (today preserved in the Philadelphia Museum of Art) and its wider context. 

415 See Volume 2, List 14, no. 19. 
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further as he aged, suggesting a later dating for the Namgyal statue. In any case, the presence of such 

details can help if one wishes to establish a chronology of Lowo Khenchen’s portraits. 

According to its inscription, the statue was commissioned in memory of Sönam Lhündrub (i.e., 

Lowo Khenchen) by a certain Gyaltsen, who dedicated it to his parents. The inscription is incised in 

relatively large letters all the way around the lower rim of the single lotus pedestal; it reads as follows: 

“Oṃ svasti. I, Gyaltsen, prostrate to the venerable Sönam Lhündrub. [May the merit gained from this 

commission be of] benefit for my parents.”416 

Of course, Gyaltsen is too short and too frequent a name to identify the donor with any certainty. 

Perhaps the name refers to Lowo Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen, who maintained a close 

relationship with his uncle. He may well have commissioned this statue as a personal object of 

veneration and commemoration. 

A closely comparable inscribed metal statue is housed in the Museum der Kulturen Basel.417 It 

is identical in terms of scale, iconography, and likeness. In particular, the further receding hairline, 

prominent long sideburns, and mouth area with deep nasolabial folds are very similar to those seen 

in the Namgyal statue. Its inscription, however, is shorter and does not mention the disciple who may 

have commissioned this statue; it pays homage to the “[Dharma] Lord Sönam Lhündrub.”418 

In both statues, Lowo Khenchen has his right hand raised in the gesture of instruction while 

holding a flaming gem on his lap in his left hand. The handheld emblem represents the wish-fulfilling 

gem, symbolizing both the royal descent and excellent qualities of the master. It can be depicted as 

either a swirl emblem (as is the case here) or a three-jewel (triratna) emblem; both types are found 

among the surviving portraits of Lowo Khenchen. A third closely related ungilt metal statue is found at 

Namgyal Monastery (Fig. 33).419 Although it is badly worn and does not bear any inscription, it shares 

the same iconography, body proportions, and stylistic features, down to details of the robe, brocaded 

hems, and garment folds. 

4.3. The Depiction of Lowo Khenchen as a Lineage Teacher 

As well as the many single statues of Lowo Khenchen preserved in the various collections, there exists 

an inscribed statue depicting the royal Mustang scholar as a lineage teacher of the Cakrasaṃvara 

teaching transmission of the Sakya tradition following the system of Kāṇha/Kṛṣṇacārin. The statue is 

	
416 For a transliteration of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 14, no. 19. 

417 For basic details about this statue, see Volume 2, List 14, no. 20. 

418 For the inscription, see Volume 2, List 14, no. 20. 

419 Volume 2, List 14, no. 22. 
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preserved at Ngor Monastery in Tsang and belongs to a set of statues that once consisted of at least 

thirty-one images. Apparently, the statue of Lowo Khenchen is the last image of that set.420 A 

dedicatory inscription found on the lower rim of the pedestal refers to the depicted teacher as Legpai 

Jungne (Legs pa’i byung gnas), which is one element of Lowo Khenchen’s ordination name.421 Without 

the inscription, the teacher could not be recognized due to the lack of distinctive physical features. 

His depiction as a lineage teacher is strongly idealized and stylized. We see a young, or rather 

ageless, Tibetan monk with a slender body and long, elongated limbs, in the same manner as all the 

other teachers in that set. A special feature of this statue, however, is the large flaming three-jewel 

emblem that is placed in the palm of his left hand, which rests on his lap. Iconographically, the wish-

fulfilling gem in combination with the gesture of giving or granting boons performed with his right 

hand makes this teacher stand out from the preceding lineage teachers. One may well read this specific 

iconographic conception as an indication that the statue of Lowo Khenchen was indeed the last statue 

of the Cakrasaṃvara lineage set. The makers of the set seem to have emphasized both his royal origin 

(conveyed through the gem emblem) and his role as the most recent teacher in the depicted lineage—

that is, the main tantric master (or guru) who bestowed the Cakrasaṃvara teaching on his disciples 

and empowered them to practice it at the time of the commission (conveyed through the gesture of 

giving or granting boons). 

Lowo Khenchen stayed at Ngor several times during his two visits to central Tibet and was 

both student and teacher of Ngor masters. An interesting feature of the Cakrasaṃvara lineage set is 

that the sculptors apparently used different metallic compositions to distinguish between individual 

teachers, a feature that we know from the Mustang sets (see the Tsewang Zangpo Set). However, the 

exact circumstances under which the Cakrasaṃvara lineage set was commissioned and produced 

remain unknown.  

	
420 For basic details about this statue and the Cakrasaṃvara lineage set, see Volume 2, List 14, no. 23. 

421 For the inscription, see Volume 2, List 14, no. 23. For Lowo Khenchen’s ordination name, see above, fn. 309. 
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5. Portrait Statues of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (ca. 1460s–Mid-1500s)422 

While fewer portrait statues are found of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang 

po; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s)423 than of his prominent uncle, they are valuable both for historical and art-

historical reasons. They provide visual evidence for Lodrö Gyaltsen’s own status and prestige as an 

eminent royal monk scholar, and they provide further evidence for the exceptionally strong tradition 

of portraiture in Mustang’s sculptural production. 

Until recently, we knew about Lowo Khenchen’s nephew Lodrö Gyaltsen only from a few 

references found within Tibetan written sources.424 Images of him were hitherto unknown or have 

been wrongly identified. Now, through the documentation and research work conducted on the 

collection of sculptures at Namgyal Monastery, which includes both depictions and commissions of 

Lodrö Gyaltsen, we are able to gain a better picture of this master’s appearance and the high esteem 

in which he was held in his homeland. Moreover, the inscribed and contextualized portraits of this 

princely monk help us to identify related images and reconsider previous identifications. 

5.1. Two Statues of the Venerable Teacher Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo in the Namgyal Collection 

Namgyal Monastery houses two inscribed metal statues of the venerable teacher Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo. Both were probably commissioned and manufactured as personal objects of veneration 

by devoted disciples during his lifetime or shortly after. 

Fig. 34 shows him as a learned teacher of the “great vehicle” (theg pa chen po)—that is, the 

path to Buddhahood set forth in Mahāyāna sūtras. As such, he is depicted with his right hand raised 

in the gesture of instruction while holding a volume of scriptures in his left hand on his lap. According 

to the dedicatory inscription written around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal, this sculpture 

was commissioned by a devoted disciple called Künga Samdrub (Kun dga’ bsam ’grub). The inscription 

reads as follows: 

I, Künga Samdrub, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of the most venerable Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo. I pray to be accepted [as a disciple] by [his] great kindness. Maṅgalaṃ.425 

	
422 Some of the results presented in this section have been published in Klohe 2021. 

423 For my tentative estimate of Lodrö Gyaltsen’s lifetime, see above, fn. 299. 

424 For references to Lodrö Gyaltsen (Pelzangpo), and the different names and titles found in the available literary sources, 
see Chapter Three, 2.4. 

 

425 For a transliteration of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 15, no. 1.	
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The second statue, Fig. 35, shows him as an emanation of Mañjuśrī, with the bodhisattva’s attributes 

of a flaming sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture placed atop two utpala flowers to the right 

and left of his shoulders. As in the previous statue, the princely monk is seen performing the gesture 

of instruction with his right hand and resting his left hand on his lap. But here he holds the long stem 

of the flower that rises at his proper left side, while the flower at his proper right emerges from the 

seat behind his legs. The inscription on this sculpture is shorter than the one on the previous sculpture; 

it reads as follows: 

Homage to Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced) Lodrö Gyaltsen. Maṅgalaṃ.426 

Regarding his general appearance, both statues show Lodrö Gyaltsen as a venerable, middle-aged 

monk of slender stature with a small belly, wearing monastic robes with brocaded hems. His facial 

features are refined and well-composed, with the corners of his mouth slightly raised, evoking a gentle 

smile. The two images share one distinctive physical feature: a bald top and front of the head, with 

hair remaining at the back and sides of the head and thin strips of hair still extending forward above 

the temples. 

Cast in a high copper content alloy, and each measuring about 20 centimeters in height, these 

two sculptures feature workmanship that is clearly of high quality. Both are embellished with skillful 

engravings and the characteristic Mustang inlay work. The broad brocaded hems of the monk’s vest 

and robes are incised with fine patterns of floral scrolls and clouds. The treatment of the sculptures 

includes extra detailing on the face, with inlays of copper for the lips, and inlays of both silver and 

copper for the eyes. Fig. 34 has additional metal inlays, namely copper for the monk’s vest, and silver 

and copper for the Sanskrit seed syllables in Lantsa script letters adorning the upper robe (see also 

the back view, Fig. 34c). One notable feature of both sculptures is the use of copper to accentuate the 

remaining hair around a balding head, especially noticeable at the back (see Figs. 34d and 35d). 

These two inscribed and contextualized portraits allow us to review a third inscribed statue of 

a venerable monk preserved in a private collection, which is remarkably similar with respect to 

workmanship, iconography, and likeness, and reconsider its previous identification. 

	
426 For a transliteration of the inscription, see Volume 2, List 15, no. 2. 
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5.2. New Identification of a Portrait Statue in a Private Collection 

Fig. 36 shows a 15.1-centimeter-high inscribed statue of a venerable teacher.427 It was commissioned 

by a certain Künga Deleg (Kun dga’ bde legs), whose identity is not known. The depicted teacher 

exhibits the same characteristic receding hairline of a balding head with thin strips of hair above the 

temples as the two statues at Namgyal. Iconographically, the third statue is identical to Fig. 35 in that 

the teacher is shown holding the stems of two utpala flowers supporting a wisdom sword and 

scripture, which connects him with the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī. A dedicatory inscription on the lower 

rim of the pedestal emphasizes this connection by referring to the teacher as “Mañjughoṣa (the 

Gentle-Voiced) Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo” (’Jam pa’i dbyangs Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po).428 

On the basis of the close similarities in the inscribed name and the distinctive visual conception of the 

teacher with the two statues in the Namgyal collection, I suggest a Mustang provenance for this statue 

and a dating to the mid-sixteenth century. 

5.3. Precious Portrait of the Eminent Royal Monk Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo in a Private Collection 

A fourth and very significant inscribed portrait is preserved in a private collection (Fig. 37).429 It clearly 

represents Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo as an eminent royal scholar. Alluding to his great wisdom and 

insight, he is again shown with the Mañjuśrī attributes, a sword and a book, on flowers by his 

shoulders. In addition, a flaming gem is placed in the palm of his left hand on his lap, symbolizing both 

the royal descent and the excellent qualities of the depicted master. A longer dedicatory inscription is 

written all the way around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. It reinforces the visual 

impression of the exalted religious status of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, praising his intelligence, 

perfect ethics, and glorious qualities as a teacher. The full inscription reads as follows: 

He [derives] his intelligence from the examination of various kinds of phenomena. Endowed with 

perfect ethics, he holds the saffron banner. His glorious qualities [stem from his] virtuous aspirations. 

I bow down at the feet of the excellent and supreme Omniscient Guide. This statue of Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo was commissioned for the benefit of [my] parents mainly, [and for all] sentient beings. 

Through this virtuous deed, may all migratory beings quickly attain Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.430 

	
427 The statue is published in Prats 2004: 92, cat. no. 40. Therein, the depicted teacher was identified as Dragpa Lodrö 
Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Grags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po; 1563–1617), the twenty-fifth Sakya Trizin (tenure: 
1581/1589–1617; dates after BDRC P780). 

428 For the full inscription, see Volume 2, List 15, no. 3. 

429 For basic details about this statue, see Volume 2, List 15, no. 4. 

430 For a transliteration of the Tibetan inscription and an English translation, see Volume 2, List 15, no. 4. 
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While we do not know the identity of the disciple who commissioned this image, it must have been 

someone quite wealthy, who could afford the costs for its technically sophisticated production. The 

treatment of metal inlays in this image is especially skillful, pointing to a particular workshop of metal 

sculptors. The lips and eyes are accentuated with silver inlay, with a black material set into the pupils 

of the eyes. The patterned hems of the monk’s vest are embellished with colorful flowers, using 

copper inlay for the petals and silver inlay for the inner part of a flower, reversing the colors in the 

next flower, and so on (see Fig. 37b for the detail).  

This portrait differs from the previous three examples through a stronger sense of realism and 

a strikingly naturalistic rendering of Lodrö Gyaltsen’s facial features. His face has a narrow oval shape, 

featuring a long and slender nose with a prominent bridge. His bald dome is encircled by a wreath of 

hair at the sides and back of the head, as in the previous images. But what distinguishes the present 

portrait from the others is a distinctive thin jawline beard that connects with the sideburns and tapers 

into a long, pointed end under the chin extending down to the chest. The hairline of the balding head 

has moved slightly further back at the corners of the forehead. At the sides of the face, the hairline is 

shown in an unusual zigzag shape, with a tiny, pointed tuft of hair extending forward at the temples 

(see the side view, Fig. 37e). When viewed from the side, the face has an elegant and delicate profile. 

The impression of individuality and realism in this portrait is supported by the convincing rendition of 

the general facial features and natural-looking skin. Note, for instance, the finely delineated almond-

shaped eyes with a slightly hanging upper eyelid, presumably to show age-related sagging skin. The 

corners of the mouth are slightly raised in a charming smile, lending Lodrö Gyaltsen’s face a kind 

expression. 
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6. Dual Identity of the Subject as an Awakened Being and Human Person 

The finely detailed portrait of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Fig. 37) discussed in the previous section is 

as exquisite as some of the great portraits of his uncle Lowo Khenchen in every regard, reflecting the 

technical and artistic mastery of metal sculptors and portraitists working for Mustang patrons. It is a 

perfect example of the exceptionally high performance in portraying individual teachers in Tibetan 

Buddhist society in this part of the world, combining as it does the iconographic conception of a 

revered teacher as an awakened being (here a manifestation of the Bodhisattva of Wisdom) and 

individual features (most prominently the distinctive beard) referencing the historical human person.  

With respect to our discussion of teacher and lineage portraiture in Tibetan Buddhist art, the 

key point here is that the four inscribed statues of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo discussed above clearly 

show that portraits of the same teacher can differ in the faces. The differences in this case could mean 

that the portraits were created at different times, capturing changes in the outward appearance of 

the individual person (perhaps the subject grew a beard in later years, and advanced age would also 

explain the further receding hairline). Yet, the facial features in the portrait remain youthful, which, 

in turn, could be related to a common convention in Tibetan Buddhist art of depicting the faces of 

teachers in general with rather youthful or ageless features. 

Perhaps further portraits of Lodrö Gyaltsen will come to light that will lead to a more complete 

picture. In List 15 (Volume 2), I have included three further metal statues of a teacher with similar 

facial features, and showing other similarities in the treatment of monastic robes and surface 

decoration; one of them is preserved in the Namgyal collection (see Fig. 38; and no. 5 in List 15). 

However, different faces on statues do not necessarily mean that they cannot represent the 

same person. From the many statues of Lowo Khenchen, for example, we can learn that artists and 

sculptors could employ different modes to portray the same individual. One is an apparently more 

realistic mode, associated with later depictions of Lowo Khenchen, which captures particular aspects 

of his physical appearance and reproduces them in his portraits. If a certain number of portraits of the 

same person exist, we might be able to follow the life of the subject. Lowo Khenchen, for example, 

became more corpulent, lost more of his hair, and developed a serious or stern facial expression. At 

the same time, the same master could be portrayed with more idealized facial features, as seen, for 

example, in those statues that depict Lowo Khenchen as a Sakyapa scholar wearing a paṇḍita hat and 

featuring an ūrṇā between his eyebrows as a visual sign of Buddhahood.431 And finally, there is his 

depiction as a lineage teacher in the Cakrasaṃvara set that shows him without individualized facial 

	
431 See Volume 2, List 14, no. 14 
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features but with distinctive hand gestures and the gem which connects that depiction to his 

iconographic conception as an eminent royal scholar. 
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CONCLUSION 

Sacred Lineage Portraits: Embodiments of the Living Essence 

of Esteemed Teaching Transmissions 

The genre of Lamdre lineage portraiture in the history of Sakyapa art developed significantly from 

depictions of lineage teachers as minor figures surrounding a main figure, such as the lineage 

representations on repoussé backrest arches at the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo dating from the late 

thirteenth to the early fourteenth century (introduced in Chapter Three), to sacred portraits of lineage 

teachers as main figures at various branch monasteries among the emerging sub-schools of the Sakya 

school in different regions from the fifteenth century onwards. This development included the 

emergence of special sanctuaries (Lamdre Lhakhangs) dedicated to the worship of particular 

transmission lineages at major monasteries such as, for example, Gyantse, Ngor, and Gongkar. The 

sets of portable statues of Lamdre lineage teachers preserved at Namgyal Monastery in Mustang, and 

related sculptures, show that the monastic institutions of the newly established Mustang Kingdom 

were able to build on established networks of Buddhist communities, wealthy donors, and artistic 

traditions, and that the region established itself as a distinguished center of Buddhist practice, 

sculptural production, and portraiture. 

1. The Individual and the Collective 

I started my research on Tibetan Buddhist lineage portraiture wondering how statues of teachers that 

may look very much the same within a particular statue set, yet may look different in another set, 

would have functioned as portraits in their intended contexts. As they are usually depicted with 

indistinctive, idealized facial features, it is often impossible to distinguish between the teachers and 

to recognize them as individuals, except for a few key figures, whose iconography is more fixed and 

has been handed down across generations in various regions—in a Sakyapa context, this applies, for 

example, to eminent masters such as the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya. From the perspective of 

Tibetan Buddhists, a set of sacred statues of lineage teachers is valued for the symbolic qualities of its 

teacher portraits and its link to a particular religious tradition rather than any supposed likenesses or 

realistic quality in the depiction of the teachers themselves. 
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The comparative analysis of different statue sets representing the same teacher lineage shows 

that depicting the lineage teachers as a collective entity had greater significance than the creation of 

physical likenesses of the individual teachers who transmitted the relevant teachings through the 

generations. Consequently, the visual conception of the individual within a lineage set is strongly 

determined by the visual conception of the entire set, reflecting both the preferences of the donor 

who commissioned it and the creativity of its designers. It is clear that lineage sets are not compilations 

of single portraits of individual teachers created from direct observation by different artists at 

different times and places, but homogenous artworks whose commissioning and manufacture was 

connected to a particular historical context and the religious activities of the latest teacher or teachers 

depicted in them. 

Moreover, different sets of statues of Lamdre lineage teachers demonstrate that artists 

associated with distinct workshops could selectively present teachers in different iconographic forms, 

emphasizing, for example, a teacher’s personal accomplishments in Buddhist practice, such as his 

yogic discipline (for example, Zhangtön Chöbar) or intensive meditation practice (for example, Naza 

Dragphugpa)—aspects that were probably inspired from the hagiographical narratives of the teachers’ 

life stories. Other artists, or teams of artists, by contrast, emphasized the more general role of lineage 

teachers as transmitters of the Buddhist teachings, iconographically expressed, for instance, through 

assigning the wheel of dharma gesture to most of the teachers in a given set (as is the case, for 

example, in the Tsewang Zangpo Set). 

2. Expanded Portrait of the Last Individual 

The most recent lineage teacher plays a pivotal role, both in terms of the teaching transmission itself 

and in terms of portraiture. As lineage holder and the main tantric master, who initiated his disciples 

into a particular esoteric tradition, he is considered an awakened being who has joined the ranks of 

the previous lineage teachers. As such, he is usually depicted in the same idealized and stereotyped 

manner as the other teachers in the set, even though his actual physical appearance might have been 

known to the executing artists. As a result, awakened qualities of the lineage teacher are emphasized 

rather than the human physical features of the historical person. In this way, the portrait of the latest 

teacher in a lineage set, and, by extension, the entire set of sacred teacher portraits, is a manifestation 

of Buddhahood, serving as a focus for worship. 

Yet, the crucial function of the latest lineage teacher as the one through whom the teaching 

was transmitted to monastic and lay followers may have been accentuated iconographically, for 

example, through distinctive hand gestures, as is the case with the depiction of the fourth Ngor abbot 

Künga Wangchug in the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set. In that set, the special combination of the two symbolic 
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hand gestures of giving (right hand) and of fearlessness (left hand) not only distinguishes Künga 

Wangchug from the preceding lineage teachers, but possibly indicates that his image represents the 

last image of that set. 

That the idealized features we see in lineage sets are a matter of choice, and not a sign that 

the sculptors were incapable of rendering realistic or lifelike features, can be demonstrated by the 

example of contemporary single portraits of Lowo Khenchen in comparison with his visual conception 

within lineage depictions. Many single portraits of Lowo Khenchen exhibit distinctive physical 

features, giving some idea of this master’s physiognomy, his age, and even his personality. However, 

Lowo Khenchen’s depiction as a lineage teacher in the Cakrasaṃvara set at Ngor Monastery (as 

outlined in Chapter Four, 4.3.) clearly represents him in the same idealized and stereotyped manner 

as the other teachers in that set; while the presence of the large flaming gem, which is placed in his 

lap on the palm of his left hand, clearly connects to Lowo Khenchen’s iconographic conception as an 

eminent royal scholar in many of his single portraits. 

Undoubtedly, then, Tibetan Buddhist portrayals of teacher lineages are complex artistic 

constructions composed of the following five elements, or sets of elements: 

1. iconography (i.e., particular hand gestures, body postures, and attributes); 

2. various figure types or types of Buddhist practitioner (including Indian yogins and learned 

scholars, Tibetan monks and lay practitioners); 

3. artistic conventions concerning the depiction of the human form, relating to conventions in 

Tibetan Buddhist iconography; 

4. different modes of portraiture (i.e., idealized, individualized, and/or expressive); and 

5. personal names (i.e., a given name, an honorific name, or a title) that may be identified either 

on the basis of an inscription or through visual characteristics. 

Reflecting on portraiture in Tibetan art more broadly, we may interpret the artistic portrayal of a 

teacher lineage—the collective—as an expanded portrait of the last individual from whom the entire 

teaching transmission was traced and to whom the lineage portrayal as a whole was dedicated. 

Traditionally in Tibetan Buddhism, the main tantric teacher and lineage holder combines in one person 

the entire teaching lineage. As a living advocate of the associated religious tradition, such as the 

Lamdre, the practitioners’ main teacher (or guru) was considered by his disciples as a personification 

of Vajradhara, the primal teacher (ādiguru) of the Lamdre tradition and the origin of tantric teachings 

in the Sakya school. As such, the teacher is endowed with the excellent qualities and accomplishments 

of a buddha, which is indicated in his depiction through posture, gesture, and idealized features. A 
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sacred set of statues of lineage teachers is thus properly viewed as a physical support or receptacle of 

the totality of awakened beings portrayed, embodying the living essence of the esteemed teaching 

transmission. 

3. Legitimacy, Sanctity, and Sectarian Identity 

While the main focus of this study has been to present a comprehensive analysis of the iconographic 

conception of individual lineage teachers and the overall visual conceptions of different lineage sets, 

it has also reflected on the religious significance and the ritual and representational functions of 

lineage sets. Displayed during transmission and initiation ceremonies or permanently enshrined in a 

temple, sacred images of lineage teachers enable Tibetan Buddhist practitioners to encounter the 

teachers of their most important tantric transmissions and role models face to face, make offerings to 

their portraits, and invoke their immediate presence in order to receive empowerment for the 

associated tantric practice. Tradition holds that only through the empowerment of the lineage’s 

transmission the practitioners will be able to fully practice and accomplish the teaching they have 

received. 

At the same time, painted or sculpted portrayals of teacher lineages publicly displayed in a 

temple not only lent legitimacy and sanctity to a monastery’s most important tantric tradition, and 

the esteemed teachers who transmitted it, but also represented sectarian affiliation and identity in 

material form, both internally for the local monastic community and externally for lay followers, 

worshippers, and pilgrims. The qualities of living being, agency, and immediacy associated with the 

images were continually confirmed by tantric religious practice and worship. 

In this connection, the idea of regarding the collective as an expanded portrait of the last 

individual can be related to two primary ways in which lineage sets functioned as portraits, serving 

both commemorative and representational functions: The commemorative function here is 

connected to the fact that lineage sets were often commissioned by close disciples of a deceased 

Buddhist teacher to honor his memory and his religious activities in the respective time and place—

for example, the two inscribed metal sets from the Namgyal collection were most likely produced to 

honor the memory of the fourth Ngor abbot Künga Wangchug and his teaching activities in Mustang. 

Whereas the representational function relates to the concern of local communities to strengthen the 

ties with a distinct religious tradition or school of Tibetan Buddhism. In this regard, the various Lamdre 

lineage sets preserved at Namgyal Monastery represent the establishment and consolidation of the 

Ngor tradition and its system of the Lamdre in the Mustang Kingdom during its most prolific artistic 

period in the fifteenth and sixteenth century. 
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Taking a broader perspective on portraiture more generally, we can note a double duality 

abiding in portrayals of teacher lineages. The first duality relates to their dual character as 

representations and as religious objects: As representations, they direct attention to absent figures of 

the Buddhist pantheon (the tantric buddha Vajradhara, the tantric goddess Nairātmyā, Indian masters, 

and Tibetan teachers); and at the same time, they are culturally encoded artifacts which render the 

depicted figures present through their images. In the Tibetan Buddhist context, sacred teacher 

portraits—just like sacred images of buddhas and deities—were ritually consecrated by a Buddhist 

master, which made them available for interaction with Tibetan Buddhists. The second duality relates 

to a specific mode of portraiture in which both idealized, typological and individualized features can 

work in complementary manner to reference the identity of the depicted subject or subjects. Here, 

individual identities may be registered either epigraphically through name inscriptions or artistically 

through iconography. In view of art history at large, Tibetan Buddhist portrayals of teacher lineages 

broaden our knowledge of alternative artistic representations of historical persons and genealogical 

groupings in different cultural contexts. 
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Summary 

The main focus of this dissertation has been to present a detailed analysis of the iconographic and 

overall visual conceptions of different sets of portable statues representing the same lineage of 

teachers who transmitted the Lamdre instructions of the Ngor tradition up to the late fifteenth and 

early sixteenth centuries. The different Lamdre lineage sets preserved at Namgyal Monastery in 

Mustang (and related sculptures) show that the monastic institutions of the Mustang Kingdom were 

able to build on established networks of Buddhist communities, wealthy donors, and artistic 

traditions, and that the region established itself as a distinguished center of sculptural production.  

A comparative analysis of the different sets reveals that the representation of the teaching 

transmission as a whole has greater significance than the creation of physical likenesses of the 

individual teachers. This is reflected in the variation of the depiction of individual teachers from one 

set to another in terms of facial features, hand gestures, and even the type of practice a teacher is 

associated with. Together, the various Namgyal sets demonstrate in an exemplary way that the visual 

conception of the individual teacher was determined by the overall visual conception of a given set, 

reflecting the preferences of the donor who commissioned it and the creativity of its designers. 

While focusing on Lamdre lineage sets within a particular regional context (Mustang), the 

study also reflects on the larger tradition of portraying Lamdre lineage teachers in Sakyapa art. 

Chapter Two presents a preliminary investigation of early depictions of Lamdre lineage teachers as 

minor figures found on ornamental backrest arches in Newar gilt repoussé work surrounding 

monumental Buddha statues in the Lhakhang Chenmo at Sakya Monastery in Tsang, where the Lamdre 

first became institutionalized as the central and most prestigious religious system of the Sakya school. 

The religious significance of these depictions (the majority of which probably date from about the late 

thirteenth to the early fourteenth century) and their prominent placement within the artistic layout 

of the Lhakhang Chenmo make them a valuable source for the study of Lamdre lineage portraiture in 

Sakyapa monastic institutions in different historical and geographical contexts. They provide visual 

evidence for the public promotion and sanctification of the Lamdre system (which took precedence 

over the Cakrasaṃvara teaching transmissions) and the teachers who transmitted it. 

Another focal point of this work lies in the exploration of forms of individuality, realism, and 

likeness in Tibetan teacher and lineage portraiture. Chapter Four investigates single portrait statues 

of influential masters and founders of the Sakya and Ngor traditions, with a special focus on portraits 

of two princely monks from the ruling house of Mustang, Lowo Khenchen and Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo. The discussion of their portraits reconnects to the topic of lineage portraiture by 

considering, for example, a depiction of Lowo Khenchen as a lineage teacher of the Cakrasaṃvara 
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teaching transmission, which clearly demonstrates the conceptual differences between a solitary 

portrait of an eminent Buddhist master and his depiction within a lineage set. 

Zusammenfassung 

Im Fokus dieser Studie stehen mehrere Gruppen von Skulpturen unterschiedlicher Größe und aus 

unterschiedlichem Material gefertigt (Bronze bzw. Papiermaché), die eine bestimmte 

Überlieferungslinie von Lehrern der Lamdre-Tradition darstellen. Lamdre („Der Weg und das 

Resultat“) bildet das zentrale religiöse Lehrsystem der Sakya-Schule des tibetischen Buddhismus und 

ihrer wichtigsten Zweigschule, der Ngor-Schule. Diese Skulpturen befinden sich im Kloster von 

Namgyal in Mustang (Nepal), dem ehemaligen Königreich von Lowo (Glo bo), an der Grenze zu Tibet 

gelegen. Diese Skulpturengruppen stammen aus dem späten 15. bis frühen 16. Jahrhundert, einer 

höchst innovativen Phase buddhistischer Kunstproduktion in Tibet und dem Himalaya, in der sich 

regionale Stile entwickelten und neue künstlerische Gestaltungsformen erprobt wurden, 

einschließlich verschiedener Arten des Porträts. 

Basierend auf einer vergleichenden kunsthistorischen Analyse zeigt die Arbeit, dass der 

Repräsentation der Überlieferungslinie als Ganzes eine höhere Stellung beigemessen wurde als der 

Schaffung realistischer oder lebensnaher Porträts der einzelnen Figuren innerhalb einer Skulpturen-

gruppe. Die Bildwerke reflektieren außerdem die religiösen, historischen und künstlerischen 

Verbindungen zwischen Mustang und angrenzenden Königreichen in West-Tibet, der Provinz Tsang 

und dem Kathmandu-Tal. Sie zeigen, dass die lokalen Klöster auf ein etabliertes Netzwerk von buddhis-

tischen Klostergemeinschaften, machtvollen und wohlhabenden Stiftern und künstlerischen 

Traditionen aufbauen konnten, und dass sich die Region als ein Zentrum skulpturaler Produktion von 

höchster Qualität und Innovation etablierte. 
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LISTS OF THE STATUE SETS IN THE NAMGYAL COLLECTION 

	
	
	

LIST 1 

Lamdre Lineage Set by Donor Tsewang Zangpo 

Each of the seventeen statues preserved at Namgyal Monastery bears a dedicatory inscription 

written in Tibetan headed script in one line around the lower rim of the lotus pedestal. These 

inscriptions are identical in structure and content except for the names of the individual teachers. 

They contain only very few minor divergences in spelling and less significant variations regarding the 

space between two punctuation markers (i.e., shad). The first section of the inscription gives the 

name of the depicted teacher; in some cases, it contains either a reference to the type of religious 

practitioner the teacher is associated with (e.g., great adept or translator) or an honorific title. The 

second section contains the name of the donor (Tsewang Zangpo) combined with the traditional 

formula of paying homage to and taking refuge in the depicted teachers. The third and fourth 

sections of the inscriptions comprise a dedication of merit connected with the commissioning and 

the Sanskrit formula maṅgalaṃ. 

In this list, names and titles of the teachers are given as they are mentioned in the inscriptions. 

1. [Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang); statue missing] 

2. Vajranairātmyā (rdo rje bDag med ma), commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo (Tshe dbang bzang po; 

1450–ca. 1526); Mustang; about 1478/79; ungilt brass alloy with silver, copper, and turquoise 

inlay; 30 x 19 x 14 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian Luczanits 2018 (8257–8269). 

Fig. TZS:2. 

Previously published in Luczanits 2016a: 126, fig. 7. That photograph (taken in 2013) shows the 

statue in a state before it was cleaned from inadequate modern paint by Luczanits and his team 

in 2018. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | rje btsun rdo rje bdag med ma’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 
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go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the venerable 

Vajranairātmyā. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

3. Great Adept Virūpa (grub chen Birwa pa); 32 x 21 x 15 cm (8282–8296). 

Fig. TZS:3. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | grub chen birwa pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po 

phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang 

thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Great Adept 

Virūpa. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

4. Great Adept Kāṇha (grub chen Nag po pa); 30 x 19.5 x 14.5 cm (8196–8210). 

Fig. TZS:4. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| grub chen nag po pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po 

phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang 

thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Great Adept 

Kāṇha. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

5. Great Adept Ḍamarupa (grub chen Ḍa ma ru pa); 29 x 19 x 14.5 cm (8380–8394). 

Fig. TZS:5. 

Previously published in Luczanits 2016a: 126, fig. 8. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| grub chen ḍa ma ru pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po 

phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang 
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thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Great Adept 

Ḍamarupa. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

6. Avadhūtīpa (A wa dhu ti pa); 29.5 x 19.5 x 14.5 cm (8449–8460). 

Fig. TZS:6. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| a wa dhu ti pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la bdag tshe dbang bzang po phyag 

’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang thab [= 

thob] par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of Avadhūtīpa. 

Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

7. Lord Gayadhara (rje Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); 28 x 19.5 x 14 cm (8245–8256). 

Fig. TZS:7. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | rje ga ya dha ra’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po phyag 

’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang thob 

par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Lord 

Gayadhara. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

8. Lotsāwa Lachen Drogmi [Shākya Yeshe] (lo tstsha ba bla chen ’Brog mi [Shākya ye shes]; 992–

1072?); 28 x 19 x 14 cm (8135–8151 and 8395–8407). 

Fig. TZS:8. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | lo tstsha ba bla chen ’brog mi’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 
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Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the translator 

Lachen Drogmi. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

9. Lama Se Kharchungwa (bla ma bSe mKhar chung ba), an epithet of Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 

1025–1122); 28.5 x 18.5 x 14.5 cm (8232–8243). 

Fig. TZS:9. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | bla ma bse mkhar chung ba’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of Lama Se 

Kharchungwa (i.e., Lama Se from Kharchung.) Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings 

attain the state of Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

10. Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135); 27.5 x 20 x 14 cm (8211–8222 and 8461–

8472). 

Fig. TZS:10. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | zhang ston chos ’phar [= ’bar] gyi zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go [’phang thob par] gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of Zhangtön 

Chöbar. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

11. [Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); statue missing] 

12. Venerable Sönam Tsemo (rje btsun bSod nams rTse mo; 1142–1182); 28.5 x 19 x 14 cm (8415–

8426). 

Fig. TZS:12. 

Previously published in Luczanits 2016a: 126, fig. 9. 
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Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | rje btsun bsod nams tse mo’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang 

po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go 

’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the venerable 

Sönam Tsemo. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

13. [Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); statue missing] 

14. [Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1181–1251); statue 

missing] 

15. Drowai Gönpo Chögyal Phagpa (’gro ba’i mgon po chos rgyal ’Phags pa), an honorific title of 

Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 27 x 

18.5 x 13.5 cm (8270–8281). 

Fig. TZS:15. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| ’gro ba’i mgon po chos rgyal ’phags pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe 

dbang bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs 

rgyas [kyi go] ’phang thob par gyur [cig]| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Protector of 

Beings Chögyal Phagpa. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

16. Dharma Lord Könchog Pel (chos rje dKon mchog dpal), alias Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon 

mchog dpal; 1240–1307); 29 x 19 x 14 cm (3342–3350; these photos were taken in 2013 before 

the statue was cleaned from modern acrylic paint) 

Fig. TZS:16. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | chos rje dkon mchog dpal gyi zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go ’phang thob par gyur cag [= cig]| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 
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“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Könchog Pel. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

17. Dharma Lord Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (chos kyi rje Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350); 

28.5 x 19 x 14.5 cm (8310–8322). 

Fig. TZS:17. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| chos kyi rje brag phug pa bsod nams dpal gyi zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la | bdag 

tshe dbang bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o || dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad 

sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang thob par gyur [cig]| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Dragphugpa Sönam Pel. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state 

of Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

18. Dharma Lord Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (chos rje Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 

1312–1375); 28 x 19 x 14 cm (8323–8334). 

Fig. TZS:18. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | chos rje bla ma dam pa bsod nams rgyal mtshan gyi zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| 

bdag tshe dbang bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad 

sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the 

state of Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

19. Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim (chos kyi rje dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399); 28 x 19.5 x 14.5 

cm (8185–8195). 

Fig. TZS:19. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | chos kyi rje dpal ldan tshul khrims pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe 

dbang bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs 

rgyas kyi go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 
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Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Pelden Tsültrim. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

20. Great Adept Buddhaśrī (grub chen Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420); 28.5 x 18.5 x 14 cm (8348–

8360). 

Fig. TZS:20. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | grub chen buddha shrī’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po 

phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang 

thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Great Adept 

Buddhaśrī. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

21. [Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456); statue missing] 

22. [Müchen Sempa Chenpo Könchog Gyaltsen (Mus chen Sems dpa’ chen po dKon mchog rgyal 

mtshan; 1388–1469); statue missing] 

23. [Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (’Jam dbyangs Shes rab rgya mtsho; 1396–1474); statue missing] 

24. Dharma Lord Künga Wangchug (chos rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478); 29 x 19 x 14 cm 

(8335–8347). 

Fig. TZS:24. 

Previously published in Luczanits 2016a: 126, fig. 10. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | chos rje kun dga’ dbang phyug pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Künga Wangchug. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.”  
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LIST 2 

Lamdre Lineage Set by Donor Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Each of the seventeen statues preserved at Namgyal Monastery bears a one-phrase dedicatory 

inscription in Tibetan headed script incised in one or two lines on the undecorated area at the back 

of the lotus pedestals. Each inscription gives the name of the depicted teacher and contains a 

reference to the donor. Suffixed to the donor’s name are short formulas of paying homage to and 

taking refuge in each lineage teacher, with minor deviations in spelling, in spaces between words, 

and in the use of punctuation markers. 

In this list, names and titles of the teachers are given as they are mentioned in the inscriptions. 

1. Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang), commissioned by Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal); Mustang; about 

1478/79; gilt copper alloy; 24 x 16 x 12.3 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 

2018 (8702–8711). 

Fig. LGS:1.  

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] | rgyal ba rdo rje ’chang la bdag dgon ma [chag brtan?] pa skyabs su ’chi’o| 

Translation: 

“I, Gönma [Chagten?]pa, take refuge in the victorious Vajra-Holder (i.e., Vajradhara).” 

2. Nairātmyā (bDag med ma); 20 x 13.5 x 10.5 cm (8712–8722). 

Fig. LGS:2. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] | bdag med ma la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabsu ’chi 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in Nairātmyā.” 

3. Virūpa (Birwa pa); 20 x 13.5 x 10 cm (8723–8732). 

Fig. LGS:3. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] birwa pa la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabsu ’chi’o| 

Translation: 
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“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in Virūpa.” 

4. [Kāṇha (Nag po pa); statue missing] 

5. [Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa); statue missing] 

6. Avadhūtipa (A wa dhu ti pa); 21 x 14 x 11 cm (8733–8743). 

Fig. LGS:6. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] | a wa dhu ti pa la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabsu ’chi’o 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in Avadhūtipa.” 

7. Gayadhara (Ga [ya d]ha ra; d. 1103); 19.5 x 14 x 11 cm (8754–8763). 

Fig. LGS:7. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| ga [ya d]ha ra la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabsu mchi’o 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in Gayadhara.” 

8. [Drogmi Lotsāwa] Shākya Yeshe ([’Brog mi Lo tsā ba] Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?); 19 x 14 x 11 

cm (8794–8804). 

Fig. LGS:8. 

Previously published in Luczanits 2016a: 127, fig. 12 (showing the statue before it was cleaned 

from inadequate modern paint). 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| shākya ye shes la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabsu [mchi’o|] 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, [take] refuge in Shākya Yeshe.” 

9. Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122); 18 x 13.5 x 10.5 cm (8836–8846). 

Fig. LGS:9. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| se ston kun rig la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan [skyabs?] # # # 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, [take refuge in] Setön Künrig.” 
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10. Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135); 19 x 13.5 x 11 cm (8867–8876). 

Fig. LGS:10. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| zhang ston chos ’bar la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan [skyabs su mchi’o?] 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, [take refuge in] Zhangtön Chöbar.” 

11. [Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); statue missing] 

12. [Lobpön Sönam] Tsemo ([slob dpon bSod nams] rTse mo; 1142–1182); 19 x 14 x 11 cm (8784–

8793). 

Fig. LGS:12. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] # rtse mo la ### 

Translation: 

“[I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in Sönam] Tsemo.” 

13. [Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); statue missing] 

14. [Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1181–1251); statue 

missing] 

15. Lachen Phagpa (bla chen ’Phags pa), alias Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa 

Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 18.5 x 14 x 11 cm (8774–8783). 

Fig. LGS:15. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| bla chen ’phags pa la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan skyabs su mchi’o| 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, take refuge in the Great Lama Phagpa.” 

16. Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307); 19 x 13.5 x 10.5 cm (8857–8866). 

Fig. LGS:16. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| zhang dgon [= dkon] mchog dpal la bdag blo gros [2] rgyal mtshan phyag ’tshal zhing 

skyabs su mchi’o|| 

Translation: 
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“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in Zhang Könchog Pel.” 

17. Naza Dragphugpa [Sönam Pel] (Nam [= Na] bza’ Brag phug pa [bSod nams dpal]; 1277–1350); 

18.5 x 14 x 11 cm (8805–8814). 

Fig. LGS:17. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *| nam [= na] bza’ brag phug pa la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan [2] phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs 

su mchi’ [o||?] 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in Namza Dragphugpa.” 

18. Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375); 18.5 x 13 x 

10 cm (8825–8835). 

Fig. LGS:18. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| bla ma dam pa bsod nams rgyal mtshan la [2] bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan phyag ’tshal 

zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen.” 

19. [Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399); statue missing] 

20. Great Adept Buddhaśrī (grub chen Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420); 19 x 14 x 10.5 cm (8764–8773). 

Fig. LGS:20. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| grub chen bud dha shki [= shri] la bdag blo gros rgyal [2] mtshan phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs 

su mchi’|| 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in the Great Adept Buddhaśrī.” 

21. [Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–1456); statue missing] 

22. Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen (Mus chen dKon mchog rgyal mtshan; 1388–1469); dimensions 

unknown (8744–8753). 

Fig. LGS:22. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 
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[1] *|| mus chen dkon mchog rgyal mtshan la bdag blo [2] gros rgyal mtshan phyag ’tshal zhing 

skyabs su mchi’|| 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen.” 

23. Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (’Jam dbyangs Shes rab rgya mtsho; 1396–1474); 19 x 13.5 x 10.5 cm 

(8847–8856). 

Fig. LGS:23. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| ’jam dbyangs shes rab rgya mtsho’ la bdag [2] blo gros rgyal mtshan phyag ’tshal zhing 

skyabs su mchi’| 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen, prostrate to and take refuge in Jamyang Sherab Gyatso.” 

24. Je Künga Wangchug (rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478), commissioned by Chögyal Pel (chos 

rgyal dpal), presumably a contraction of Chökyi (chos kyi) or Chödze (chos mdzad) Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po); 18 x 14 x 10 cm (8815–8824). 

Fig. LGS:24. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| rje kun dga’ dbang phyug la bdag chos rgyal dpal phyag ’tshal [2] zhing skyabs su mchi’|| 

Translation: 

“I, Chögyal Pel, prostrate to and take refuge in the [Dharma] Lord Künga Wangchug.” 
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LIST 3 

Set of Large Papier-mâché Statues of Lamdre Lineage 

Teachers 

Nineteen large papier-mâché statues of Lamdre lineage teachers are preserved at Namgyal 

Monastery today. 

1. Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang); Mustang; sixteenth century; papier-mâché with polychromy; 84 x 60 

x 60 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2013 (4900 and 4901). 

Fig. LPMS:1. 

2. Nairātmyā (bDag med ma); 74 x 53 x 53 cm (4840–4846). 

Fig. LPMS:2.  

3. Virūpa (Birwa pa); 74.5 x 57 x 53 cm (4320–4323). 

Fig. LPMS:3. 

4. Kāṇha (Nag po pa); 72 x 54 x 53 cm (4316–4319 and 4331). 

Fig. LPMS:4. 

5. Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa); 66 x 51 x 51 cm (4827–4834). 

Fig. LPMS:5. 

6. Avadhūti (A wa dhū ti); 72 x 51 x 51 cm (4784–4792). 

Fig. LPMS:6. 

7. Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); 67 x 50 x 50 cm (4239–4241). 

Fig. LPMS:7. 

8. [Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?); statue missing] 

9. Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122); 72 x 57 x 57 cm (4835–4839). 

Fig. LPMS:9. 

10. [Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135); statue missing] 

11. Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); 68 x 53 x 53 cm (4902 and 

4914). 
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Fig. LPMS:11. 

12. Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182); 67 x 51 x 51 cm (4888–4890). 

Fig. LPMS:12. 

13. Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); 69 x 54 x 42 cm (4867–

4870). 

Fig. LPMS:13. 

14. Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251); 73 x 50 x 47 

cm (4327 and 4328). 

Fig. LPMS:14. 

15. Likely Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 

81 x 52 x 52 cm (4886 and 4887). 

Fig. LPMS:15. 

16. [Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307); statue missing] 

17. Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod 

nams dpal; 1277–1350); 75 x 52 x 52 cm (4905–4912). 

Fig. LPMS:17. 

18. Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod 

nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375); 70 x 50 x 50 cm (4904 and 4909). 

Fig. LPMS:18. 

19. Likely Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399); 71 x 52 x 52 cm (4258–4262). 

Fig. LPMS:19. 

20. [Buddhaśrī (Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420); statue missing] 

21. Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Ngorchen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 

1382–1456); 77 x 52 x 50 cm (4324–4326). 

Fig. LPMS:21. 

22. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly one of Ngorchen’s early successors on 

the throne of Ngor; 73 x 48 x 48 cm (4864–4866). 

Fig. LPMS:22[?] 

23. [?] 
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24. [?] 

25. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly one of Ngorchen’s early successors on 

the throne of Ngor or an eminent Ngorpa teacher from Mustang (Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo?); 

perhaps representing the most recent teacher at the time of the set’s commissioning; 78 x 55 x 

(?) cm (4891 and 4893). 

Fig. LPMS:25[?] 

In total, the Large Papier-mâché Set may have consisted of twenty-five or more statues originally. 
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LIST 4 

Single Lotus Set 1 

Thirteen smaller papier-mâché statues probably belong to a Lamdre lineage set whose figures are 

seated on lotus pedestals with a single row of downward pointing petals, hence its provisional 

designation as Single Lotus Set 1. Its teachers can be identified on the basis of iconography or 

fragmentary inscriptions. 

1. [Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang); statue missing]. 

2. [Nairātmyā (bDag med ma); statue missing]. 

3. Virūpa (Birwa pa); Mustang; sixteenth century; papier-mâché with polychromy; 42 x 27.5 x 21 

cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2013 (4550–4554). 

Fig. SLS-1:3. 

4. [Kāṇha (Nag po pa); statue missing]. 

5. Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa); 42 x 30 x 22.5 cm (4567–4571). 

Fig. SLS-1:5. 

6. Avadhūti (A wa dhū i); 41 x 26 x 20 cm (4441–4445). 

Fig. SLS-1:6. 

7. Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); 37 x 29.5 x 22 cm (4400–4403). 

Fig. SLS-1:7. 

8. Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?); 38 x 29.5 x 21 cm 

(4411–4414). 

Fig. SLS-1:8. 

9. Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122); 35 x 30 x 20 cm (4563–4566). 

Fig. SLS-1:9. 

10. [Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar)]. 

11. Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); 39 x 28 x 21 cm (4484–4488). 

Fig. SLS-1:11. 
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12. Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182); 38 x 30 x 22 cm (4475–4479). 

Fig. SLS-1:12. 

13. Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); 38 x 28 x 21 (?) cm (4415–

4418). 

Fig. SLS-1:13. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears traces of an inscription written with gold pigment on the bottom front rim of 

the lotus pedestal; however, nothing has remained except for ### tsha [or mtshan?] ###. 

14. Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251); 40 x 27 x 20 

cm (4349–4351). 

Fig. SLS-1:14. 

15. Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 38 x 32 

x 23 cm (3911–3914). 

Fig. SLS-1:15. 

16. [Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal)]. 

17. Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350); 39 x 28 x 22.5 

cm (4480–4483). 

Fig. SLS-1:17. 

Tibetan inscription: 

A fragmentary ### phug pa ### nams ### is all that can be deciphered, presumably the 

remaining name elements of [Brag] phug pa [bSod] nams [dpal]. 

18. Unidentified Tibetan teacher, possibly Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams 

rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375); 39 x 28.5 x 19.5 cm (4527–4530). 

Fig. SLS-1:18. 

Tibetan inscription: 

Remains of an inscription (#s kyi [rje bla?] ma dam pa [bsod?] n# ###) presumably refer to “the 

Dharma Lord Lama Dampa [Sönam Gyaltsen]” (chos kyi [rje Bla] ma dam pa [bSod nams rgyal 

mtshan]). 

[?] How many statues the set may have contained originally cannot be determined. 

  



 21 

LIST 5 

Single Lotus Set 2 

Two statues of Tibetan monks may once have been part of a smaller set of five statues depicting, for 

example, the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya. Or they may have been part of a larger set depicting a 

Sakya teacher lineage, for example, a Lamdre teacher lineage—the statue of an Indian teacher (no. 3 

in the following list) may have been part of such a larger set. 

The numbers in this list (1 to 3), and the numbers of the figures (SLS-2:1 to 3), do not refer to a 

chronological succession of teachers as in the other lists. 

1. Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251); 56 x 45 x 

35.5 cm (4809–4815). 

Fig. SLS-2:1. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] s[angs rgyas?] gyi bstan pa’i mnga’ bdag chen po sa skya paṇḍī ta la phyag [’tshal] lo|| 

Translation: 

“[I] prostrate to the great sovereign of the Buddha’s teachings Sakya Paṇḍita.” 

2. Tibetan teacher, perhaps Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal 

mtshan; 1235–1280); 55 x 45 x 36 cm (4848–4852). 

Fig. SLS-2:2. 

3. Indian lay teacher, perhaps Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); Mustang; sixteenth century; 

papier-mâché with polychromy; 54.5 x 43 x 33 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian 

Luczanits, 2013 (4798–4802). 

Fig. SLS-2:3. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] sangs rgyas gyi bstan pa’i bsod [?] # 

Translation: 

“(…) the Buddha’s teachings (…).” 
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LIST 6 

Double Lotus Set 1 

Twenty smaller papier-mâché statues apparently belong to a Lamdre lineage set whose figures are 

seated on pedestals with a double row of lotus petals, hence its provisional designation as Double 

Lotus Set 1. 

1. [Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang); statue missing] 

2. Nairātmyā (bDag med ma); Mustang; sixteenth century; papier-mâché with polychromy and 

gold; 35 x 22.5 x 17 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2013 (4676–4680). 

Fig. DLS-1:2. 

3. Virūpa (Birwa pa); 34 x 21 x 15 cm (4572–4576). 

Fig. DLS-1:3. 

4. [Kāṇha (Nag po pa); statue missing] 

5. Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa); 34 x 24 x 15 cm (4508–4514). 

Fig. DLS-1:5. 

6. [Avadhūti (A wa dhū ti); statue missing] 

7. Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); 30.5 x 20.5 x 16.5 (4429–4432 and 4681–4684). 

Fig. DLS-1:7. 

8. Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?); 31.5 x 23 x 17.5 

cm (4419–4422). 

Fig. DLS-1:8. 

9. [Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122); statue missing] 

10. Unidentified Tibetan teacher, a possible candidate is Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 

1053–1135) considering the convention of symmetry of differing collar and head directions; 

dimensions unknown (4644–4647). 

Fig. DLS-1:10. 

11. Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); 31.5 x 25 x 19 cm (4360–4364). 

Fig. DLS-1:11. 
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12. Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182); 31 x 22 x 17 cm (4254–4257). 

Fig. DLS-1:12. 

13. Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); 32 x 23 x 17.75 cm (4586–

4590). 

Fig. DLS-1:13. 

14. Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251); 32 x 23 x 17 

cm (4356–4359). 

Fig. DLS-1:14. 

15. Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 32 x 21 

x 17 cm (4344–4348). 

Fig. DLS-1:15. 

16. Unidentified Tibetan teacher, a possible candidate is Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog 

dpal; 1240–1307), retaining the possible symmetry of the set regarding differing collar directions; 

31 x 20 x 17 cm (4450–4453). 

Fig. DLS-1:16. 

17. Unidentified Tibetan teacher, a possible candidate is Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag 

phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350) for the folds around his mouth and the possible symmetry 

of the set regarding differing collar directions; 30.5 x 21.5 x 14 cm (4515–4518). 

Fig. DLS-1:17. 

18. Unidentified Tibetan teacher, a possible candidate is Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam 

pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375), retaining the possible symmetry of the set regarding 

differing collar and head directions; dimensions unknown; (4629–4632). 

Fig. DLS-1:18. 

19. Likely Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399); 32.5 x 22.5 x 17 cm (4292–4294). 

Fig. DLS-1:19. 

20. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; 31.5 x 21.5 x 15 cm (4489–4492). 

Fig. DLS-1:20[?]. 

21. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; 32 x 22 x 15 cm (4437–4440). 

Fig. DLS-1:21[?]. 
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22. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; dimensions unknown (4493–4496). 

Fig. DLS-1:22[?]. 

23. [?] 

24. [?] 

25. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; 32.5 x 22.5 x 17 cm (4375–4379). 

Fig. DLS-1:25[?]. 

26. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; dimensions unknown (4690–4693). 

Fig. DLS-1:26[?]. 

[?] How many statues the set may have contained originally cannot be determined. 
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LIST 7 

Double Lotus Set 2: One or More Lineage Sets 

The seventeen papier-mâché statues collected in this list may belong to one or more different sets 

(see the discussion in Volume 1, Chapter Three, 4.7.). 

1. Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang); Mustang; sixteenth century; papier-mâché with polychromy and 

gold; 52 x 34 x 24 cm; Namgyal Monastery. Photo: Christian Luczanits, 2013 (4816). 

Fig. DLS-2:1. 

2. Nairātmyā (bDag med ma); 34.5 x 22.5 x 18 cm (4670–4675). 

Fig. DLS-2:2. 

3. Virūpa (Birwa pa); 33 x 20 x 15 cm (4288–4291). 

Fig. DLS-2:3. 

4. [Kāṇha (Nag po pa); statue missing] 

5. [Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa); statue missing] 

6. [Avadhūti (A wa dhū ti); statue missing] 

7. [Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103); statue missing] 

8. [Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 992–1072?); statue missing] 

9. Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122); 31 x 22 x 17 cm (4497–4501). 

Fig. DLS-2:9. 

10. [Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135); his image may be among the preserved 

statues but cannot be recognized or it is missing] 

11. [Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158); statue missing] 

12. [Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182); statue missing] 

13. Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216); dimensions unknown 

(4724–4729). 

Fig. DLS-2:13. 
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14. Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251); 32 x 20.5 x 

15 cm; (4621–4623). 

Fig. DLS-2:14. 

15. Unidentified Tibetan teacher; a possible candidate is Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal 

’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280); 30.5 x 23 x 15 cm (4312–4315). 

Fig. DLS-2:15. 

16. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper left; a possible candidate 

is Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307); 29.5 x 23 x 18 cm (4380–4383). 

Fig. DLS-2:16[?]. 

17. [Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 1277–1350); his image may 

be among the preserved statues but cannot be recognized or it is missing] 

18. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper left; a possible candidate 

is Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375); 30 x 22.5 

x 15.5 cm (4333–4335). 

Fig. DLS-2:18[?]. 

19. Possibly Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399); 30 x 24 x 15 cm (4470–4474). 

Fig. DLS-2:19. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears illegible traces of an inscription written with gold pigment on the bottom 

front rim of the pedestal. 

20. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; dimensions unknown (4694–4697). 

Fig. DLS-2:20[?]. 

21. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper right; dimensions 

unknown (4702–4705). 

Fig. DLS-2:21[?]. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears traces of a dedicatory inscription. Only the section of the homage and refuge 

formula is decipherable, reading as follows: [1] ### pa phyag ’tshal zhing skyabsu [= skyabs su] 

mchi’o ###. The name of the teacher is not legible. 

22. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper left; height 31 cm (4698–
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4701). 

Fig. DLS-2:22[?]. 

23. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; 32 x 27 x 18.5 cm (4523–4526). 

Fig. DLS-2:23[?]. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears illegible traces of an inscription. 

24. [?] 

25. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper right; dimensions 

unknown (4519–4522). 

Fig. DLS-2:25[?]. 

26. [?] 

27. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; 30 x 24 x 17 cm (4433–4436). 

Fig. DLS-2:27[?].  

28. [?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher; with head slightly turned to his proper left; perhaps the statue 

represents the last teacher of the set due to a special combination of hand gestures and the 

presence of distinctive facial features; 32.5 x 23 x 16.5 cm (4371–4374). 

Fig. DLS-2:28[?]. 
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LISTS OF SINGLE STATUES IN THE NAMGYAL COLLECTION AND 

IN OTHER COLLECTIONS 

 
 
 

LIST 9 

Further Statues Commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo in the 

Namgyal Collection 

1. Buddha Śākyamuni on the Vajra Seat, commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo (Tshe dbang bzang po; 

1450–ca. 1526); Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; copper alloy with remnants 

of gilding (no metal inlays); dimensions unknown; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: 

Luczanits, 2018 (9290–9300). 

Fig. 1. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] *|thub [pa’i] dbang [po] gser gyi lhun po’i zhabs pad la|| bdag tshe dbang bzang po phyag 

’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of the Buddha [whose body is 

like a] golden heap or mountain [probably a reference to Mount Meru].” 

2. Vaiśravaṇa (rNam thos sras), Guardian King of the Northern Direction and Wealth Deity, 

commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo together with retinue; Mustang, late fifteenth to early 

sixteenth century; metal alloy with gold, silver, copper, and turquoise inlay; 30 x 20 x 12 cm; 

Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8361–8376). 

Fig. 2. 

This statue of Vaiśravaṇa has been previously published by Christian Luczanits in his 2016 article 

in Orientations introducing Namgyal Monastery and its collection of portable Buddhist images 
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and objects; see Luczanits 2016a: 127, figs. 11a and b (front and back views). Taken in 2013, 

those photographs show the statue in a state before it was cleaned by Luczanits and his team in 

2018. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the single lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] **| | bāi yig las byung gter bdag kun gyi gtso| | byang phyogs skyong ba’i rgyal chen rnam 

sras kyis| | bdag cag tshe dbang bzang po ’khor bcas la| |mchog dang ’thun [= mthun] mong 

dngos grub ma lus bsol [= gsol]|| manggalaṃ|| 

Translation: 

“By means of the great guardian king of the northern direction Vaiśravaṇa, chief of all treasure 

lords that come from bāi yig, may we, Tsewang Zangpo together with retinue, attain the supreme 

and ordinary siddhis without exception. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

3. Dharma Lord Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa (Nyan chen bSod nams brtan pa; 1222–1317), likely as 

teacher of a further Lamdre lineage set, commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo; Mustang, late 

fifteenth to early sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper inlay; 19 x 14 x 10.5 cm; 

Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8973–8985). 

Fig. 3. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] *|| chos kyi rje nyan chen bsod nams brtan gyi zhabs kyi pad mo la bdag tshe dbang bzang po 

phyag ’tshal zhing skyabsu mchi’o| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang 

thob par gyur cig| manggalaṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of the Dharma Lord Nyenchen 

Sönam Ten[pa]. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

This statue of Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa in the Namgyal collection compares closely with the following 

two statues of Lobpön Sönam Tsemo preserved in the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum, Mumbai (formerly 

named Victoria and Albert Museum), and Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen preserved in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London. Matching in size, metal workmanship, and dedicatory inscriptions, the three 

statues probably belong a further Lamdre lineage set commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo depicting a 



 33 

branch of the teaching transmission that passes through Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa. Those two statues 

are: 

4. Jetsün Sönam Tsemo (Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182), 

commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo; Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; metal alloy 

with silver and copper inlay; dimensions unknown; Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum, Mumbai (formerly 

named Victoria and Albert Museum). 

Fig. 4. 

5. Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216), commissioned by Tsewang 

Zangpo; Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper 

inlay; 17.51 x 14 x 11.5 cm; Victoria and Albert Museum, London (South and South East Asia 

Collection), museum number IS. 13:1-1971. 

Fig. 5. 

Publications: 

Lowry 1973: 35, pl. 12; Auboyer and Béguin 1977: 242 and 244, cat. no. 283; von Schroeder 1981: 

493, pl. 140E; and Ayers 1983: 89. Images of the statue (front and back views) and object details 

are available online on V&A Explore the Collections, see http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/ 

O25171/the-abbott-rje-btsun-grags-Fig.-unknown/ (accessed Jan. 16, 2021). 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows (the beginning of the inscription cannot be seen on the photos provided on the 

V&A website): 

[1] (…) rje btsun grags pa rgyal mtshan gyi zhabs kyi padmo la| bdag tshe dbang bzang po phyag 

’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi go ’phang thob par 

gyur cig| manggalaṃ| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen. 

Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

	  

	
1 Auboyer and Béguin 1977 and von Schroeder 1981 give 18.5 cm for the height. 
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LIST 10  

Selected Portraits of Sachen Künga Nyingpo 

The following list gathers basic details about selected portraits of Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen 

Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158), both paintings and statues, preserved in different monasteries, 

museums, and private collections. The list includes seven portrait statues of Sachen preserved in the 

Namgyal collection (under point 4.). The selection is intended to provide a general overview of the 

earliest known surviving portraits of Sachen and different iconographic forms for depicting him. 

1. Earliest Surviving Portraits of Sachen Künga Nyingpo in Two-dimensional Form 

1. Yidam Acala surrounded by the Five Tathāgatas in the top register, deities at the bottom, and 

two Tibetan lay teachers, one of which is Sachen Künga Nyingpo (top left beneath 

Ratnasambhava); presumably northern China, Yuan dynasty (1271–1368); late thirteenth to early 

fourteenth century; silk tapestry weaving (Chin. kesi), presumably made on the basis of a painted 

model; 87 x 57 cm; Tibet Museum, Lhasa. 

Fig. 7 and Fig. 7a (detail showing Sachen as minor figure). 

Publications: 

Lee-Kalisch 2006: 308–314, Kat. 49 and Kat. 49:2 (detail); and Henss 2014, vol. 1: figs. 292 and 

293 (detail). An image of the kesi-thangka, including several detail images, are available on HAR: 

no. 99102. 

2. Sachen Künga Nyingpo flanked by the bodhisattvas Maitreya and Mañjuśrī, surrounded by a 

teacher lineage for the Hevajra root tantra until Pelden Tsültrim (1333–1399) arranged along the 

top row and down the sides of the painting, and six deities at the bottom; Tsang province, Tibet; 

ca. late fourteenth century; distemper on cotton; 40 x 33 cm; private collection. 

Fig. 8. 

Publications: 

Auboyer and Béguin 1977: no. 122 (with a black and white illustration on page 140); Franke 

1981: fig. 2 (black and white illustration); and Jackson 2011: 82–83, fig. 3.11 (courtesy Carlton 

Rochell Asian Art). An image of the painting is available on HAR: no. 30925. 
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2. Images of Sachen Künga Nyingpo in the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo 

3. Ngadrama Image of Sachen Künga Nyingpo; Sakya, Tsang province, Tibet; twelfth or thirteenth 

century (?); painted clay; dimensions unknown (about life-size); western main wall of the great 

assembly hall of the Lhakhang Chenmo, Sakya Monastery. 

Fig. 9 and Fig. 10. 

The clay statue of Sachen is placed on a metal throne base with a modern backrest arch to the 

left of a monumental gilt copper statue of Buddha Śākyamuni, which is said to enshrine the relics 

of Chögyal Phagpa. For the location of the statue of Buddha Śākyamuni, and the ngadrama image 

of Sachen next to it, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, fig. 1051 (Plan of the Great Sutra Hall), no. 12. 

4. Sachen Künga Nyingpo, central image of a sculptural triad of the Three White[-Clad] Masters of 

Sakya, with Sönam Tsemo to Sachen’s proper right and Dragpa Gyaltsen to his proper left; Sakya, 

Tsang province, Tibet; late thirteenth to early fourteenth century (?); painted and gilt clay; 

dimensions unknown (about life-size); western main wall of the great assembly hall of the 

Lhakhang Chenmo, Sakya Monastery. 

Fig. 11 and Fig. 12. 

When walking the great assembly hall in a clockwise direction, the triad is located to the right of 

the Lhakhang Chenmo’s central statue of Buddha Śākyamuni. For the location of the central 

Buddha statue and the Three White[-Clad] Masters to the right of it, see Henss 2014, vol. 2: 740, 

fig. 1051 (Plan of the Great Sutra Hall), no. 14 (central Buddha statue) and no. 15 (Sakya triad) 

5. Sachen Künga Nyingpo, central image of a set of five portable statues depicting the Five Supreme 

Masters of Sakya; Sakya, Tsang province, Tibet, Yuan period (1271–1368); late thirteenth or early 

fourteenth century; metal alloy; dimensions unknown; Lhakhang Chenmo, Sakya Monastery. 

Fig. 13 (set of five statues) and Fig. 14 (statue of Sachen). 

Publication: 

Sa jia si 1985: figs. 40 and 43. 

6. Sachen Künga Nyingpo as Lamdre lineage number 11 on a backrest arch surrounding a 

monumental Buddha statue in the main assembly hall of the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo (southern 

side wall); Sakya, Tsang province, Tibet, presumably last quarter of the thirteenth century; gilt 

copper repoussé; dimensions unknown; Lhakhang Chenmo, Sakya Monastery. 

Fig. 15 and Fig. 15a.  
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3. A Sketch of Sachen Künga Nyingpo in Jīvarāma’s Sketchbook 

7. Virūpa and Sachen Künga Nyingpo on a leaf of Newar artist Jīvarāma’s sketchbook; Nepal (made 

in Tibet); Nevar Samvat 555 (CE 1435); ink and water-based pigment on paper; 24 x 12.5 cm. 

Suresh Neotia Collection, Jñāna Pravāha, Centre for Cultural Studies & Research, Varanasi, India. 

Fig. 16. 

Publication: 

Huntington 2006: 78–79, leaf labelled as no. 12. Therein, the two teachers are referred to as 

“Mahāsidda Naropā and an unidentified teacher in Tibetan-style robes.” 

4. Seven Portrait Statues of Sachen Künga Nyingpo in the Namgyal Collection 

The Namgyal collection houses seven statues of Sachen Künga Nyingpo. Three are in metal and 

inscribed, the other four are made in papier-mâché like materials. Of the four papier-mâché statues, 

three clearly belong to different Lamdre lineage sets, while the fourth may either belong to yet a 

further statue set or is an individual portrait of Sachen (no. 8 in this list; Fig. 19). For details of the 

three papier-mâché statues of Sachen belonging to three Lamdre lineage sets, see the lists of the 

Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. LPMS:11), Single Lotus Set 1 (Fig. SLS-1:11), and Double Lotus Set 1 (Fig. 

DLS-1:11). 

8. Sachen Künga Nyingpo depicted as a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara; Mustang; sixteenth 

century; papier-mâché with polychromy and gold; 33 x 24 x 19 cm; Namgyal Monastery, 

Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2013 (4600–4604).  

Fig. 19. 

9. Sachen Künga Nyingpo depicted as a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara; Mustang; late fifteenth to 

sixteenth century; non-gilt brass alloy with silver-inlaid eyes and copper-inlaid lips; 14 x 10.5 x 8.5 

cm; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (9368–9376). 

Fig. 20. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a short inscription on the undecorated back side of the single lotus pedestal; 

it reads as follows: 

[1] *|| rje btsun sa skya pa chen po la|| [2] na mo||  

Translation: 

“Homage to the venerable Great Sakyapa (i.e., Sachen Künga Nyingpo).” 
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10. Sachen Künga Nyingpo depicted as a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara; commissioned by a monk 

named Yönzang (Yon bzang)2 and his disciples; Mustang; late fifteenth century; non-gilt brass 

alloy with silver- and copper-inlaid eyes; 27 x 18 x 13.5 cm; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. 

Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8297–8309). 

Fig. 21. 

Tibetan inscription:  

The sculpture bears a longer dedicatory inscription extending almost all the way around the 

lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it reads as follows: 

[1] *| o[m] svasti| thugs rje’i gter chen lag na pad mo bsnams|| grangs med ’gro la phan bde 

skrun smang du|| gangs ri’i khrod ’dir mi yi gzugs ’dzin pa|| bla chen saskya pa la mgo phyag 

’tshal|| bla ma chen po ’di nyid kyis|| bdag dge slong yon bzang dpon slob gis thog drang sems 

can thams cad rjesu [= rje su] gzung du gsol| maṃ gha laṃ|| 

Namgyal Monastery also houses a statue of Sönam Tsemo (see Fig. 22) that matches in terms of 

size, metal workmanship, and stylistic features. Presumably the two images belong to a set of 

statues depicting the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya or a teacher lineage. 

11. Sachen Künga Nyingpo depicted as an embodiment of kindness; commissioned by Sunggi 

Wangchug (gSung gi dbang phyug; dates unknown) and made by artist Namkha Nyingpo (Nam 

mkha’ snying po; dates unknown) from Gungthang; Mustang; late fifteenth to sixteenth century; 

gilt copper alloy; 41.5 x 34 x 23 cm; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 

2018 (8666–8679). 

Fig. 24. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a long dedicatory inscription extending all the way around the lower rim of 

the double lotus pedestal; it reads as follows: 

[1] **|| ōṃ svasti|| rgyal ba kun gyi yon tan bgrang yas pa| | gang gi thugs la dog pa med par 

gnas|| ’gro kun dga’ ba’i bdud rtsi ’od dkar can| dge legs kun d[missing character]i snying po 

spel la ’dud| | khyod sku rin chen las bsgrubs dge ba des| | gnas bskabs bsam don thams cad 

’grub pa dang|| mthar thug ‘grol [= ‘grol ba?] phan bde brtsol ba yi| | kun mkhyen gsung gi 

dbang phyug ’grub par shog | ngo mtshar gzo [= bzo?] yi ’du byed mkhan| | gung thang mkhas 

	
2 Perhaps Yönzang (Yon bzang) is an abbreviated form of the name of Ratön Yönten Pelzang (Rwa ston Yon tan dpal bzang; 
d. 1509), who was active as a teacher in Mustang in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century. Yönten Pelzang was a 
disciple of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo, Jamgyang Sherab Gyatso, and Künga Wangchug. In 1466, Yönten Pelzang became the 
tutor of the young Lowo Khenchen. For references to Ratön Yönten Pelzang, see Heimbel 2017: 305 (fn. 386), 336, and 364. 
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pa‘i rgyud ’dzin pa| | nam mkha’ snying po zhes bya bas| | bla ma’i gsung bzhin ’bad de 

bsgrubs| |maṃ ga laṃ bha wa ntu zhu bhaṃ||
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LIST 11 

Statue of Dragphugpa in the Namgyal Collection 

The Namgyal collection houses an inscribed solitary statue of the “Dharma Lord Dragphugpa” (chos 

rje Brag phug pa; 1277–1350). This statue depicts the great master of meditation in a special 

iconographic form (form 5) as a Buddhist scholar, wearing the special, rounded red paṇḍita hat of 

Sakyapa lamas and with an ūrṇā between his eyebrows. For a brief discussion of five iconographic 

forms for depicting Dragphugpa, see Volume 1, Chapter Three, 3.1.4.1. The Namgyal collection 

houses several statues of Dragphugpa; two of them are inscribed and depict him as Lamdre lineage 

teacher number 17 (see Figs. TZS:17 and LGS:17). 

1. Dharma Lord Dragphugpa (chos rje Brag phug pa; 1277–1350); Mustang, late fifteenth to early 

sixteenth century; ungilt copper alloy with red pigment; 25 x 18 x 13.5 cm; Namgyal Monastery, 

Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8542–8555). 

Fig. 25. 

Transliteration of two Tibetan inscriptions: 

The sculpture bears two Tibetan inscriptions, a short one (a) found at the back side on top of the 

seat and a longer dedicatory one (b) extending all the way around the lower rim of the double 

lotus pedestal; they read as follows: 

(a) [1] *| chos rje grag [= brag] phug ba la na mo| 

(b) [1] *| ōṃ sva sti| bsod nams ye shes tshogs gnyis las| legs ’khrungs dno [?] gnyis dpal 

’byor zhing| rtse gcig skrub [= sgrub] la brtson mjad [= mdzad] pa’i| grag [= brag] 

phug pa la pyag [= phyag] ’tshalo [= ’tshal lo]| chos gyi rje ’di nyid kyis skye ba dang 

tshe rabs thaṃḍdu [= thams dad du?] rjesu [= rjes su] bzung du gsol| maṃ ga laṃ| 

khol la bla rang [= brang?] gi. (The latter five syllables appear to be an addition; 

presumably they refer to an unknown lama’s residence.)  
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LIST 12 

Statue of Pelden Tsültrim in the Namgyal Collection 

Namgyal houses several statues of Pelden Tsültrim (chos kyi rje dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 

One inscribed metal statue belongs to the Tsewang Zangpo Set (Fig. TZS:19). Four are made of 

papier-mâché like materials, of which three belong to the Large Papier-mâché Set (Fig. LPMS:19), 

Double Lotus Set 1 (Fig. DLS-1:19), and Double Lotus Set 2 (Fig. DLS-2:19). In addition, the following 

inscribed metal statue of Pelden Tsültrim probably once belonged to yet another lineage set. 

1. Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim; Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; ungilt brass 

alloy with silver and copper inlay; dimensions unknown; Namgyal Monastery. Photos: Christian 

Luczanits, 2018 (9211–9231). 

Fig. 26. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

The sculpture bears a short inscription on top of the seat in front of the figure identifying the 

depicted teacher; it reads as follows: 

[1] *| chos # rje dpal ldan tshul khrims la na mo| 

Translation: 

“Homage to the Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim.” 
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LIST 13 

Four Statues of Künga Wangchug Preserved in Mustang 

The following list provides basic details about four metal statues of the fourth Ngor abbot Künga 

Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478; tenure: 1465–1478) preserved in Mustang. Three of 

these statues are kept at Namgyal Monastery, the fourth is found at Tsarang Monastery. 

Names and honorific titles of Künga Wangchug are given as they are mentioned in the respective 

inscription. 

1. Dharma Lord Künga Wangchug, depicted as teacher number 24 in the Lamdre lineage set 

commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo; Mustang; about 1478/79; ungilt brass alloy with silver and 

copper inlay; 29 x 19 x 14 cm; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 

(8335–8347). 

Fig. TZS:24. 

Iconography: 

Depicted as Lamdre lineage teacher performing the “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharmacakra-

mudrā). 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **| | chos rje kun dga’ dbang phyug pa’i zhabs kyi padmo dri ma med pa la| bdag tshe dbang 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| | dge ba ’dis sems can thams cad sangs rgyas kyi 

go ’phang thob par gyur cig| ma ngga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“I, Tsewang Zangpo, prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus feet of the Dharma 

Lord Künga Wangchug. Through this virtuous deed may all sentient beings attain the state of 

Buddhahood. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

2. Je Künga Wangchug, depicted as teacher number 24 in the Lamdre lineage set commissioned by 

Lodrö Gyaltsen; Mustang; about 1478/79; gilt copper alloy; 18 x 14 x 10 cm; Namgyal Monastery, 

Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8815–8824). 

Fig. LGS:24. 

Iconography: 

Depicted as Lamdre lineage teacher performing the “gesture of giving” (varadamudrā) with his 
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right hand and the “gesture of fearlessness” (abhayamudrā) with his left. 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] *|| rje kun dga’ dbang phyug la bdag chos rgyal dpal phyag ’tshal [2] zhing skyabs su mchi’|| 

Translation: 

“I, Chögyal Pel, prostrate to and take refuge in the Lord Künga Wangchug.” 

3. The Most Venerable Künga Wangchug, solitary statue commissioned by Lodrö Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo; master artist Künga Leg (Kun dga’ legs; dates unknown); Mustang; about 1478/79; 

ungilt copper alloy with silver and copper inlay; remnants of gold paint on the face; 20 x 14 x 10 

cm; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8927–8939 and 9130–9154 

for the inscription). 

Fig. 30. 

Iconography: 

Depicted performing the “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharmacakramudrā). 

Transliteration of the Tibetan inscription: 

[1] **|| rje btsun dam pa kun dga’ dbang phyug gi zhabs la bdag blo gros rgyal mtshan dpal 

bzang po phyag ’tshal zhing skyabsu ’chi’o| mchog mthun mong gi dngos grub stsal du gsol| gzo’ 

[= bzo?] yi ’d[u byed?] dpon mo cha [= che] kun dga’ bde legs yin| manggalaṃ||. 

Translation: 

“I, Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo prostrate to and take refuge at the feet of the most venerable 

Künga Wangchug. Please grant the supreme and ordinary accomplishments. Manufactured by 

the master artist Künga Leg. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

4. Künga Wangchug, solitary statue; Mustang; about 1478/79; ungilt metal alloy with silver inlay in 

the eyes; height approximately 15 cm; Tsarang Monastery, Mustang. 

Fig. 31. 

Iconography: 

Depicted as master of Vajrayāna practice, indicated by a vajra and ghaṇṭā placed atop lotus 

flowers to the right and left of his shoulders, displaying the “wheel of dharma gesture” (dharma-

cakramudrā). 

Tibetan inscription: 

Unknown. 
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LIST 14 

Twenty-six Statues of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub 

Preserved in Different Collections 

The following list gathers basic details about twenty-six statues of Lowo Khenchen preserved in 

monasteries in Mustang and in museum and private collections worldwide. The statues are grouped 

according to five main iconographic forms for depicting Lowo Khenchen as: 

(1) an embodiment of wisdom (form 1), with a sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture 

placed atop two utpala flowers to the right and left of his shoulders; displaying either the 

gesture of instruction (subform 1A) or giving (subform 1B); 

(2) a Sakyapa scholar (form 2), wearing a paṇḍita hat; sometimes endowed with an ūrṇā 

between the eyebrows (which associates Lowo Khenchen more closely with Sakya Paṇḍita); 

with either sword and scripture (subform 1A) or vajra and ghaṇṭā (subform 1B) on flowers by 

his shoulders; 

(3) a master of Vajrayāna practice (form 3), displaying the gesture of instruction; with vajra and 

ghaṇṭā on flowers by his shoulders; 

(4) without lotuses at his sides, displaying either the gesture of instruction (subform 4A) or giving 

(subform 4B); 

(5) learned teacher of scripture, displaying the gesture of instruction and holding a book on his 

lap (form 5). 

Most of these forms include the depiction of a flaming gem (though it is missing in some statues 

today), except for those forms that depict Lowo Khenchen holding a book (no. 16 and no. 26 in this 

list). 

1. Lowo Khenchen as Embodiment of Wisdom (form 1) 

1.1. Displaying the gesture of instruction (subform 1A) 

1. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by Tsewang Gyalpo (Tshe dbang rgyal po) together with his 

spouse Peldzom (dPal ’dzom); master artist Namkha Drag (Nam mkha’ grags; active sixteenth 

century); Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver and copper inlay, pigment 
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and cold gold; 28.6 x 21.3 x 16.5 cm; Philadelphia Museum of Art, accession number/acc. no. 

2003-6-1. 

Publications: 

Sotheby’s New York, Indian and Southeast Asian Art, March 26, 2003 (lot 59); Heller 2010: 96, pl. 

7.6; Jackson 2012: 16–18, figs. 1.16 and 1.16A–B (front, side, and back view); and Khokhlov and 

Laurent 2020: 237–245, fig. 2. For images of the statue and object details, see Philadelphia 

Museum of Art online collection database, “Portrait of Sonam Lhundrup, Buddhist Abbot of the 

Kingdom of Lo,” 

https://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/258403.html?mulR=320261445|31 

(accessed Feb. 27, 2021). Images of the statue are available on HAR: no. 87137. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription written in two lines around the lower rim of the double lotus 

pedestal. It contains elements of Lowo Khenchen’s ordination name Sönam Lhündrub Legpai 

Jungne Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (bSod nams lhun grub Legs pa’i ’byung gnas rGyal mtshan dPal bzang 

po) and connects the depicted teacher with Mañjuśrī, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom, referring to 

him as “the unequalled teacher Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced)” (mtshungs med bla ma ’jam 

pa’i dbyangs). 

For a critical edition of the entire inscription, see Khokhlov and Laurent 2020: Appendix 1. For an 

earlier partial transliteration and English translation of the inscription, see Jackson 2012: 16. 

2. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver inlay; height 33 cm; 

Musée des Arts Asiatiques-Guimet, Paris, MA 12674 (acquired 2014; formerly in a private 

collection). 

Publication: 

Jackson 2012: 18–19, fig. 1.17 (front and back view). 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a short inscription on the bottom front rim of the double lotus pedestal. It is 

dedicated to “Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced) Legpai Jungne” (i.e., Lowo Khenchen). It reads as 

follows: 

[1] *| swa sti ’jam pa’i dbyangs legs pa’i ’byung gnas la na mo|| 

For a transliteration and English translation of the inscription, see Jackson 2012: 18. 

3. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by a monk named Künga Pelgön (Kun dga’ dpal mgon; dates 

unknown); Mustang, early sixteenth century; brass; remnants of gold paint on the face; height 
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12.7 cm; private collection. Appeared at auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, Images of Devotion. Part 

I: Tibetan Buddhist Portrait Sculptures from a Private Swiss Collection, Oct. 5, 2020 (lot 27). 

Publication: 

Bonhams auction catalogue provided as PDF online: 

https://images2.bonhams.com/original?src=Images/live/2020-09/22/S-26319-0-2.pdf (accessed 

Dec. 6, 2020). An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 16846. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. It 

refers to the depicted teacher as “the most venerable Sönam Lhündrub” (rje [bts]un dam pa 

[b]sod [n]ams lhun [grub]) (i.e., Lowo Khenchen) and mentions the “monk Künga Pelgön” (d[ge] 

slong kun dga’ dpal mgon) as the donor. 

For a transcription, transliteration, and English translation of the inscription by Yannick Laurent, 

see the above-mentioned auction catalogue, page 56. 

4. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver and copper inlay in 

the eyes; 11.3 x 8.2 x 6.5 cm; private collection. Sold at auction, Bonhams New York, Portraits of 

the Masters. 108 Bronze Sculptures of the Tibetan Buddhist Lineages, March 14, 2017 (lot 3275); 

see https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/24217/lot/3275/ (accessed Dec. 16, 2019). 

Publications: 

Prats 2000: 206, no. 172; and Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: [268]–269, no. 75. Images of the statue 

(front and back view) and its inscription are available on HAR: no. 2331. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription around the lower rim of the single lotus pedestal. Containing 

elements of Lowo Khenchen’s ordination name (here highlighted in bold font), the inscription 

reads as follows: 

[1] *| bsod nams yes [= ye] shes chogs [= tshogs] gnyis lhun grub cing|| dge legs bstan pa’i 

’byung gnas chos kyi mdzod|| phan bde’i rgyal mtshan mchog ni [= mi?] ’jin [= ’dzin] pa’i dpal|| 

bzang po’i zhabs kyi padmor gus pas ’dud|| maṃ gha laṃ|| 

Transliteration after Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: 269. For an English translation, see ibid. 

5. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy; 17.2 x 12.8 x 8.9 cm; private 

collection. Sold at auction, Bonhams New York, Portraits of the Masters. 108 Bronze Sculptures of 

the Tibetan Buddhist Lineages, March 14, 2017 (lot 3276); see https://www. 

bonhams.com/auctions/24217/lot/3276/ (accessed Dec. 16, 2019). 
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Publications: 

Prats 2000: 205, no. 171; and Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: [270]–271, no. 76. Images of the statue 

(front and back view) and its inscription are available on HAR: no. 2332. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. It is 

dedicated to “Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced) Sönam Lhündrub” (i.e., Lowo Khenchen). The 

entire inscription reads as follows: 

[1] **|| na mo ’byam [= ’jam] dbyangs bsod nam [= nams] lhun grub la|| dga [= bdag] shākyi’ [= 

shākya’i] dge blong [= slong] bsod rnam [= nams] dpal bzang|| mkhor [= ’khor] byas [= bcas] 

phyag mtshal [= ’tshal] zhing skyabsu phyi’o [= mchi’o]|| tse [= brtse] ba chen po’i [= pos] jes [= 

rjes] su bzung du sol [= gsol]|| krashis [= bkra shis] 

Transliteration after Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: 271. For an English translation, see ibid. 

6. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper inlay; 

remnants of gold paint on the face; dimensions unknown; Tsarang Monastery, Mustang. 

Tsarang Monastery houses at least four metal statues of Lowo Khenchen dating from the early 

sixteenth century. Among them is an approximately 25–30 centimeters high copper alloy statue 

of extremely high quality, including metal inlays used to highlight the eyes, the three-jewel 

emblem, and decorative motifs of flowers and auspicious symbols within the hems of the monk’s 

vest and upper robe. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription written in two lines around the lower rim of the double lotus 

pedestal; not recorded. 

7. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper inlay; gold 

paint on face, hands, and feet; height 22.5 cm; private collection. 

Publication: 

Fo yun: Zao xiang yi shu ji cui (The Art of Buddhist Sculpture) 2013: [178]–179. An image of the 

statue is available on HAR: no. 32738. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears an inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. It is dedicated 

to “(…) Legpai Jungne (i.e., Lowo Khenchen), [who] with [his] supreme virtue understood the 

complete meaning of the Buddha’s teachings [and] continually engaged [himself] in the Great 

Vehicle (…).” 



 51 

[1] (…) bsod nams mchog gis rgyal ba’i dgongs don rig| rtag par theg chen don la brtson par 

spyod|| legs pa’i ’byung gnas (…) 

This section of the inscription is written at the bottom front of the pedestal; it is identical with an 

inscription found on another statue of Lowo Khenchen that depicts him as a learned teacher of 

scripture (see below no. 26 in this list). 

For a transliteration of the full inscription given in Tibetan cursive script (dbu med), see Fo yun: 

Zao xiang yi shu ji cui (The Art of Buddhist Sculpture) 2013: 179. 

8. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver and 

copper inlay in the eyes; 15 x 11 x 8.5 cm; private collection. Sold at auction, Bonhams New York, 

Portraits of the Masters. 108 Bronze Sculptures of the Tibetan Buddhist Lineages, March 14, 2017 

(lot 3277); see https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/24217/lot/3277/ (accessed Dec. 16, 2019). 

Publications: 

Prats 2000: 207, no. 175; and Dinwiddie (ed.) 2003: [272]–273, no. 77. Images of the statue 

(front and back view) are available on HAR: no. 2333. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

9. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver and 

copper inlay; dimensions unknown; Tsarang Monastery, Mustang. 

Among the metal statues of Lowo Khenchen at Tsarang Monastery is an approximately 15 

centimeters high copper alloy statue, with copper and silver inlays used for the eyes and the 

textile motifs within the hems of the monk’s vest and upper robe. 

Tibetan inscription: 

Unknown. 

10. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with metal and 

gemstone inlay; dimensions and present location unknown. 

Publication: 

Dhungel 2002: [298]. It is not mentioned where in Mustang and when the photo was taken. No 

mention of an inscription. 

Tibetan inscription: 

Unknown. 
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1.2. Displaying the gesture of giving (subform 1B) 

11. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by a noble patron named Pöndrung Drölma with his wife and 

retinue; Mustang, early sixteenth century; brass with copper, silver, and turquoise inlay; 20 x 14 x 

11 cm; Zimmerman Family Collection. 

Publications: 

Auboyer and Béguin 1977: no. 152 (with a black and white image on page 153); Rhie and 

Thurman 1991: 205, no. 63; and Jackson 2011: 100–[101], fig. 3.23. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription written in two lines on the relatively broad lower rim of the 

double lotus pedestal. It refers to the depicted teacher as “the Protector of Beings, Sönam 

Lhündrub” (’gro ba’i mgon po bsod nams lhun ’grub) (i.e., Lowo Khenchen) and mentions a noble 

patron named “Pöndrung Drölma with his wife and retinue” (dpon drung sgrol ma […] yab yum 

’khor bcas rnams). 

For a transliteration and English translation of the inscription, see Jackson 2011: 100. 

12. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver inlay in the eyes; 

height 16 cm; present location unknown (once belonged to a collection in Germany). 

Publication: 

Uhlig 1976: 54–55 (“Lama”). 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears an inscription on the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. Although the full 

inscription is not recorded in the 1976 exhibition catalogue, it mentions the name elements 

“Mañjughoṣa Sönam Lhündrub” (’byams [= ’jam] dbyangs bsod nams lhun grub) (i.e., Lowo 

Khenchen); see Uhlig 1976: 54. 

13. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, early sixteenth century; copper alloy with silver and 

copper inlay; height 11.2 cm; Rubin Museum of Art. Sold at auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, 

Images of Devotion, April 21, 2021 (lot 9); see https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/ 

26892/lot/9/ (accessed May 16, 2021). Previously in the Nyingjei Lam Collection. 

Images: 

Images of the statue (front and back view) are available on HAR: no. 68305. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 
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2. Lowo Khenchen as Sakyapa Scholar (form 2) 

2.1. With sword and scripture placed atop utpalas (subform 2A) 

14. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by a certain Sönam Gyaltsen (bSod nams rgyal mtshan; dates 

unknown); Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang; late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; bronze 

with silver and copper inlay in the eyes and lips; height 21 cm; private collection. Sold at auction, 

Christie’s New York, Indian, Himalayan and Southeast Asian Works of Art, March 21, 2018 (lot 

305). 

Publication: 

Christie’s auction catalogue provided as PDF online: 

https://www.christies.com/PDF/catalog/2018/ NYR16049_SaleCat.pdf (accessed Feb. 18, 2020). 

An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 24293. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a long inscription written around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal. It 

refers to the depicted teacher as “the venerable Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced), Sönam 

Lhündrub Legpai Jungne Gyaltsen Pelzangpo” (i.e., Lowo Khenchen). The full inscription reads as 

follows: 

[1] rje btsun ’jam pa’i dbyangs bsod nams lhun grub legs pa’i ’byung gnas rgyal mtshan dpal 

bzang po’i zhabs kyi pad mo dri med pa la [|] bdag bsod nams rgyal mtshan sogs sems can thams 

cad kyis phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su mchi’o| thugs brtse ba chen pos rjes su bzung du gsol| ma 

ngga laṃ| bkra shis par gyur| 

Translation: 

“I, Sönam Gyaltsen, and all sentient beings prostrate to and take refuge at the immaculate lotus 

feet of the venerable Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced), Sönam Lhündrub Legpai Jungne Gyaltsen 

Pelzangpo. I pray to be accepted [as a disciple] by [his] great compassion. Maṅgalaṃ. May this be 

auspicious!” 

For a transcription of the inscription and an alternative English translation, see HAR: no. 24293 

(Jeff Watt 1–2017). 

15. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by a monk named Zangpo Tashi (bZang po bkra shis; dates 

unknown); Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang; late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; brass, no 

metal inlays; height 13 cm; private collection. Sold at auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, Images of 

Devotion. Part I: Tibetan Buddhist Portrait Sculptures from a Private Swiss Collection, Oct. 5, 2020 

(lot 30). 
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Publication: 

Bonhams auction catalogue provided as PDF online: 

https://images2.bonhams.com/original?src=Images/live/2020-09/22/S-26319-0-2.pdf (accessed 

Dec. 6, 2020). An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 16849. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription written around the lower rim of the double lotus 

pedestal. It refers to the depicted teacher as the “venerable Sönam Lhündrub” (rje btsun bsod 

nams lhun grub) (i.e., Lowo Khenchen) and mentions a “monk [named] Zangpo Tashi” (dge slong 

bzang po bkra shis) as the donor. 

For a transcription, transliteration, and English translation of the inscription by Yannick Laurent, 

see the above-mentioned auction catalogue, page 62. 

2.2.  With vajra and ghaṇṭā placed atop lotuses (subform 2B) 

16. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; ungilt metal alloy with 

polychromy; dimensions unknown; Ghami Monastery, Mustang. 

The statue was presented by Christian Luczanits in an online lecture organized by SEECHAC 

(Société Européenne pour l’Etude des Civilisations de l’Himalaya et de l’Asie Centrale), Paris (May 

25, 2021). 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription that extends all the way around the lower rim of the 

double lotus pedestal. 

3. Lowo Khenchen as Master of Vajrayāna Practice (form 3) 

17. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang, early sixteenth century; bronze 

with silver and copper inlay; height 24.2 cm; Rubin Museum of Art, Collection of Caroline and 

Wesley Halpert, C2004.14.7. 

Publications: 

Weldon and Singer 2003: no. 37 (“Lama”); and Jackson 2011: fig. 3.24. Images of the statue are 

available on HAR: no. 65359 and no. 90807. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 
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18. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang, early sixteenth century; bronze 

with silver and copper inlay; height 13.5 cm; Museum der Kulturen Basel (Collection of Essen), 

inv. no. 7313. 

Publication: 

Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 2: 103, no. II–223 (unidentified). An image of the statue is available 

on HAR: no. 3314843. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

4. Lowo Khenchen Depicted without Lotuses at his Sides (form 4) 

4.1. Displaying the gesture of instruction (subform 4A) 

19. Lowo Khenchen, commissioned by a certain Gyaltsen (rGyal ’tshan); Mustang, about 1532/33; 

ungilt metal alloy, no metal inlays; dimensions unknown (height approx. 10 cm); Namgyal 

Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (9449–9458). 

Fig. 32. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription incised in relatively large letters all the way around the 

lower rim of the single lotus pedestal; it reads as follows: 

[1] *| oṃ swa sti| rje btsun bsod rnams lhun grub la| bdag rgyal ’tshan [= mtshan] phyag ’tshalo 

[= ’tshal lo]| pha ma’i don nga|| 

Translation: 

“Oṃ svasti. I, Gyaltsen, prostrate to the venerable Sönam Lhündrub. [May the merit gained from 

this commission be of] benefit for my parents.” 

20. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang, about 1532/33; bronze; height 10 cm; 

Museum der Kulturen Basel (Collection of Essen), inv. no. 7106. 

Publication: 

Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 2: 105, no. II–227. An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 

3314845. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription at the front lower left of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 
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[1] rje bsod nams lhun grub la na mo|| 

Transliteration of the inscription after Essen and Thingo 1989, vol. 2: 105. 

Translation: 

“Homage to the [Dharma] Lord Sönam Lhündrub.” 

21. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang, about 1532/33; brass alloy; 

height 9.5 cm; private collection. Appeared at auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, Images of Devotion. 

Part I: Tibetan Buddhist Portrait Sculptures from a Private Swiss Collection, Oct. 5, 2020 (lot 26). 

Publication: 

Bonhams auction catalogue provided as PDF online: 

https://images2.bonhams.com/original?src=Images/live/2020-09/22/S-26319-0-2.pdf (accessed 

Dec. 6, 2020). An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 16842.  

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

22. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, about 1532/33; ungilt metal alloy, no metal inlays; 

dimensions unknown; Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (9440–

9448). 

Fig. 33. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

4.2. Displaying the gesture of giving (subform 4B) 

23. Most likely Lowo Khenchen, depicted as a lineage teacher, apparently the last figure of an 

incomplete set of inscribed statues of Cakrasaṃvara lineage teachers of the Sakya tradition 

following the system of Kāṇha/Kṛṣṇacārin; Tsang, early sixteenth century; metal alloy; height 

20.6 cm; Ngor Monastery, Tsang. 

Publication: 

von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 1216, pl. 335E. For a discussion of the statue of Lowo Khenchen and 

its inscription, see Heimbel 2017: 21. For a comprehensive account of the Cakrasaṃvara lineage 

set, see von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 1206–1217, pls. 330–335E. For an updated chart of that set, 

see Linrothe 2006: [341]. The set must have consisted of at least thirty-one statues originally. 

While eighteen statues are preserved at Ngor Monastery in Tsang, three statues are kept in 

museums and collections in Europe and the United States (see Linrothe 2006: [336]–340), one 
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statue was offered for sale (see ibid.: [341], fn. 17). The location of the other statues of the set is 

unknown. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] || bla ma mchog la dbang thob cing| dad dang shes rab legs bsgoms pas| zab mo’i don la yid 

gzhon pa| legs pa’i ’byung gnas la phyag ’tshal|| 

Translation: 

“I prostrate to Legpai Jungne, whose mind is youthful in the profound sense through his having 

received initiation from the best of gurus and through cultivating well faith and insight.” 

Transliteration and translation after Jackson in von Schroeder 2001, vol. 2: 1216. 

24. Most likely Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, about 1532/33; different metal alloys with silver and 

copper inlay; height 44 cm; private collection. 

Publications: 

Rossi and Rossi 2007: no. 16; and Heller 2010: 96–99, pls. 7.7a and 7.7b (front and back view). 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

25. Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub; Mustang, late fifteenth to early sixteenth century; material 

and dimensions unknown; Ghami Monastery, Mustang. 

The statue was presented by Christian Luczanits in an online lecture organized by SEECHAC 

(Société Européenne pour l’Etude des Civilisations de l’Himalaya et de l’Asie Centrale), Paris (May 

25, 2021). 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

5. Lowo Khenchen as Learned Teacher of Scripture (form 5) 

26. Lowo Khenchen; Mustang, Western Tibet, or Tsang, early sixteenth century; brass with silver and 

copper inlay; height 14.5 cm; private collection. Appeared at auction, Bonhams Hong Kong, 

Images of Devotion. Part I: Tibetan Buddhist Portrait Sculptures from a Private Swiss Collection, 

Oct. 5, 2020 (lot 28); see the auction catalogue provided as PDF online: 
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https://images2.bonhams.com/original?src=Images/live/2020-09/22/S-26319-0-2.pdf (accessed 

Dec. 6, 2020). 

Publications: 

Uhlig 1976: 54–55 (“Lama”); Uhlig 1981: 294–295, no. 167 (“Großlama”); and von Schroeder 

1981: 480–481, pl. 134F (private collection, Berlin). Images of the statue are available on HAR: 

no. 66756 (listed under “Dutch Collection”) and no. 66788 (which includes images of the 

inscription). 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] **| swa sti| bsod nams mchog gis rgyal ba’i dgongs don rig| rtag par theg chen don la brtson 

par spyod| legs pa’i ’byung gnas zhabs la gsol ba ’debs| rtag tu bdag la byin gyis rlab[s] tu gsol|| 

Translation: 

“[Oṃ] svasti. I supplicate at the feet of Legpai Jungne, [who] with [his] supreme virtue 

understood the complete meaning of the Buddha’s teachings [and] continually engaged [himself] 

in the Great Vehicle. May [he] continually bestow empowerment on me.” 

Images of the inscription are available on HAR: no. 66788. For alternative translations, see von 

Schroeder 1981: 480 and the above-mentioned Bonhams auction catalogue: 58 (lot 28). 
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LIST 15 

Statues of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo in Different Collections 

The following list provides basic details about four inscribed portrait statues of the princely monk of 

the ruling house of Mustang Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 

1460s––mid-1500s). Two of these statues are preserved in the Namgyal collection, the other two are 

kept in private collections outside of Mustang. In addition, this list also contains basic details about 

three further metal statues of an unidentified Tibetan Buddhist teacher that are closely related in 

terms of a very similar treatment of facial features, monastic robes, and surface decoration including 

metal inlays. One of these statues is housed in the Namgyal collection, the other two are kept in the 

Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena, California. 

1. Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, depicted as a learned teacher of scripture, commissioned by Künga 

Samdrub (Kun dga’ bsam ’grub; dates unknown); Mustang; first half of the sixteenth century; 

non-gilt metal alloy with silver and copper inlay; 20 x 15 x 10.5 cm; Namgyal Monastery, 

Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8877–8888). 

Fig. 34. 

Iconography: 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) 

with his right hand raised to his chest while holding a volume of scriptures in his left hand on his 

lap. He is portrayed with a bald top and front of the head, with remaining hair at the back and 

sides of the head, and thin strips of hair still extending forward on the right and left above the 

forehead. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] *|| rje btsun dam pa blo gros rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po’i zhabs kyi padmo la| bdag kun 

dga’ bsam ’grub phyag ’tshal zhing skyabsu mchi’o|| rtse [var. brtse] ba chen pos rjesu [= rjes su] 

bzung du gsol|| ma ng[ga] laṃ[||] (The lower rim of the pedestal is partly broken in this area at 

the back of the statue.) 

Translation: 
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“I, Künga Samdrub, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of the most venerable Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Pelzangpo. I pray to be accepted [as a disciple] by [his] great kindness. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

2. Lodrö Gyaltsen [Pelzangpo], depicted as an embodiment of wisdom; Mustang; first half of the 

sixteenth century; non-gilt metal alloy with silver and copper inlay; 19.5 x 14 x 10 cm; Namgyal 

Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (8986–8992). 

Fig. 35. 

Iconography: 

Lodrö Gyaltsen [Pelzangpo] is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) 

with his right hand raised to his chest while resting his left hand upturned on his lap. He is shown 

holding the long stem of an utpala flower rising at his proper left side and supporting a volume of 

the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) sūtra. By contrast, the opposite flower (to the 

teacher’s proper right side), supporting a flaming sword, emerges from the lotus seat behind the 

teacher’s legs. Lodrö Gyaltsen is portrayed with a bald top and front of the head, with remaining 

hair at the back and sides of the head forming a sharp angle at the right and left above the 

forehead.  

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a short inscription at the bottom front of the lotus pedestal; it reads as follows: 

[1] **|| ’jam pa’i dbyangs bloos [= blo gros] rgyal mtshan la na mo|| maṃ ga laṃ|| 

Translation: 

“Homage to Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced) Lodrö Gyaltsen. Maṅgalaṃ.” 

3. Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, depicted as an embodiment of wisdom, commissioned by Künga 

Deleg (Kun dga’ bde legs; dates unknown); Mustang; first half of the sixteenth century; non-gilt 

metal alloy with silver inlay; 15.1 x 10.4 x 7.6 cm; private collection. 

Fig. 36. 

Publication: 

Prats 2004: 92, cat. no. 40. Therein, identified as the Twenty-fifth Sakya Trizin, Dragpa Lodrö 

Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Grags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po, 1563–1617; tenure: 

1581/1589–1617).3 An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 101650. 

Iconography: 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) 

with his right hand raised to his chest while resting his left hand upturned on his lap. The 

	
3 BDRC P780. 
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Mañjuśrī attributes (i.e., a wisdom sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture) are placed atop 

utpala flower whose long stems the teacher is shown holding in both hands. He is portrayed with 

a bald top and front of the head, with remaining hair at the back and sides of the head and thin 

strips of hair still extending forward on the right and left of the forehead. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a dedicatory inscription around the lower rim of the double lotus pedestal; it 

reads as follows: 

[1] ’jam pa’i dbyangs blo gros rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po’i zhabs kyi padma la|| dag [= bdag] 

kun dga’ de [bde] legs phyag ’tshal zhing skyabs su bchi’o [mchi’o] rce [rtse] ’a [ba] tshan [chen] 

bos [pos] jsu [= rjes su] bzung du sol [gsol] | maṃ ga laṃ 

Translation: 

“I, Künga Deleg, prostrate to and take refuge at the lotus feet of Mañjughoṣa (the Gentle-Voiced) 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo. I pray to be accepted [as a disciple] by [his] great kindness. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

For a transliteration and Spanish translation of the inscription, see Prats 2004: [92] and [130]. 

4. Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (ca. 1460s––mid-1500s) depicted as an embodiment of wisdom and 

object of refuge; Mustang; first half of the sixteenth century; non-gilt metal alloy with silver and 

copper inlay; remnants of gold paint on the face; height 19.5 cm; not sealed at the bottom; 

private collection. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2015 (2146–2158). 

Fig. 37. 

Publication: 

Christie’s Amsterdam, catalogue of auction 2529, Indian, Himalayan and Southeast Asian Art, 

Nov. 21, 2001 (lot 120); see https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-3273450 (accessed April 17, 

2021). 

Iconography: 

Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) 

with his right hand raised to his chest while holding a flaming swirl emblem in his left hand on his 

lap. The Mañjuśrī attributes (i.e., a flaming sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture) are 

placed atop utpala flowers whose long stems the teacher is shown holding in his hands. He is 

portrayed with a wreath of hair at the back and sides of a balding head. He is shown wearing a 

very thin jawline beard that connects into the sideburns and tapers into a long, pointed end 

under the chin extending down to the chest. 

Tibetan inscription: 
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The statue bears a longer dedicatory inscription written all the way around the lower rim of the 

double lotus pedestal; it reads as follows:4 

[1] *|| rnam mang chos rab ’byed pa’i blos [= blo gros] rgyas|| rnam dag khrim[s] ldan ngur mig 

[= smig] rgyal mtshan ‘dzin| rnam dkar lhag bsam dag pa’i dpal yon can| rnam mkhyen ‘dren 

mchog bzang po’i zhabs la ‘dud| bloos [= blo gros] rgyal mtshan dpal bzang po’i sku ‘dra ‘di| pha 

mas rtso [= gtso] byas sems can don phyir bzheng| dge bas ‘gro kun sangs rgyas myur thob 

sho[g]|| mangga laṃ 

Translation: 

“He [derives] his intelligence from the examination of various kinds of phenomena. Endowed 

with perfect ethics, he holds the saffron banner. His glorious qualities [stem from his] virtuous 

aspirations. I bow down at the feet of the excellent and supreme Omniscient Guide. This statue 

of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo was commissioned for the benefit of [my] parents mainly, [and for 

all] sentient beings. Through this virtuous deed, may all beings quickly attain Buddhahood. 

Maṅgalaṃ.” 

5. Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher, possibly Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo, depicted as a teacher 

of scripture; Mustang; first half of the sixteenth century; copper alloy; 16.5 x 11 x 9.5 cm; 

Namgyal Monastery, Mustang. Photos: Christian Luczanits, 2018 (9205–9210). 

Fig. 38. 

Iconography: 

The teacher is depicted performing the “gesture of giving” (varadamudrā) with his right hand 

extended beyond his right knee while holding a volume of scriptures in his left hand on his lap. 

He is portrayed with a bald dome and a wreath of hair at the back and sides of the head forming 

pointed edges at the right and left above the forehead. He wears a long, pointed beard under the 

chin extending down to the chest. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None. 

6. Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher, depicted teaching and holding a vase of longevity; 

Mustang (?); first half of the sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper inlay in the 

eyes; height 11.43 cm; Norton Simon Museum, Pasadena, California, M.1977.30.20.S. 

Fig. 39. 

	
4 I am indebted to Yannick Laurent for sharing his helpful suggestions concerning this inscription. 
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Publications: 

Christie, Manson & Woods 1977: lot 160; and Pal 2003: 150, no. 101 (“Lama Jamyang Gonpo?”). 

An image of the statue is available on HAR: no. 59312. 

Iconography: 

The teacher is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) with his right 

hand, with an incised wheel of dharma on the palm of the hand, while holding a vase of longevity 

in his left hand on his lap. He is portrayed with a wreath of hair at the back and sides of a balding 

head. He wears a thin jawline beard that connects into the sideburns and tapers into a long, 

pointed end under the chin extending down to the chest. 

Tibetan inscription: 

The statue bears a short inscription at the bottom front rim of the double lotus pedestal; it reads 

as follows: 

[1] * pha ’jam dbyangs mgon po la na mo: 

Translation: 

“Homage to the [religious] father Mañjughoṣa, protector [of the Dharma].” 

7. Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher, depicted as an embodiment of wisdom and object of 

refuge; Mustang (?); first half of the sixteenth century; metal alloy with silver and copper inlay in 

the eyes and the monk’s vest; height 18.42 cm high; Norton Simon Museum, Pasadena, 

California, M.1977.30.03.S. 

Fig. 40. 

Publications: 

Christie, Manson & Woods 1977: lot 47; and Pal 2003: 151, no. 102 (“Lama”). An image of the 

statue is available on HAR: no. 59311. 

Iconography: 

The teacher is depicted performing the “gesture of explication” (vitarkamudrā) with his right 

hand raised to his chest while holding a flaming three-jewel emblem in his left hand on his lap. 

The Mañjuśrī attributes (i.e., a flaming sword and a Perfection of Wisdom scripture) are placed 

atop utpala flowers whose long stems the teacher is shown holding in his hands. He is portrayed 

with a wreath of hair at the back and sides of a balding head, and a long, pointed beard under 

the chin extending down to the chest. 

Tibetan inscription: 

None.  
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FIGURES 
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Photographs of Namgyal Monastery  
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Fig. I.1 View of the new Namgyal Monastery under construction during fieldworkd in August 2016. 
Mustang, Nepal. Namgyal Monastery lies at an altitude of 3850 meters on a hill to the west of Lo-
Manthang, the old capital city of the former kingdom of Lowo (for a view of Lo-Manthang, see below 
Fig. I.3). Photo: Hans-Werner Klohe (HWK) 2016. 

 

 
Fig. I.2 View of the main temple during construction work; behind it the remains of old structures. 
Photo: HWK 2016. 
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Fig. I.3 View from Namgyal Monastery towards the southeast, overlooking the walled city of Lo-
Manthang. The red structures are religious, on the left is Chöde Monastery, in the middle is the Jampa 
Lhakhang, and right next to it is the Thupchen Lhakhang. Photo: HWK 2016. 

 

 
Fig. I.4 View in the opposite direction, from the roof of the old royal palace in Lo-Manthang, towards 
the northwest; with Namgyal Monastery on the hill in the center background (about half an hour 
walk). The left side of the photo shows the upper part of the Jampa Lhakhang. Photo: HWK 2016. 
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Map 

 

 

 

Fig. I.5 Map showing the location of the Mustang District of present-day Nepal in the western central 
Himalaya. The map also shows the location of different monasteries in the Ü and Tsang provinces 
of central Tibet discussed in the study. Map data Google Maps © 2021. 
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FIGURES FOR CHAPTER TWO 
	

Depictions of Teacher Lineages on Ornamental Backrest 

Arches in the Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo 
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Fig. II.1 Central Buddha statue of the Lhakhang Chenmo said to enshrine relics of Sakya Paṇḍita 
(1182–1251) surrounded by a repoussé backrest arch. Two teacher lineages are depicted inside 
the Buddha’s head and body nimbuses. Both lineages end with Sakya Paṇḍita who is placed at 
the highest position in the whole composition (see position 14/17 in the chart below), above 
the Buddha of this world Śākyamuni, the primordial Buddha Vajradhara (as lineage teacher on 
pos. 1), and the king of birds garuḍa. This sculptural ensemble is located at the center of the 
long western main wall of the great assembly hall. Photo: HWK 2016. 
 

 
Chart II.1 Hierarchical arrangement of important figures from a historical and mythical past.         
The position of Lamdre lineage teachers is indicated by black numbers. 
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Fig. II.2 Short southern side wall of the great assembly hall. Photo: Chris Poethko-Müller (CPM) 2016. 
 

 
Fig. II.3 Monumental Buddha statue enshrining relics of Chögyal Phagpa’s regent Shākya Zangpo (r. 
ca. 1264–1270) surrounded by an ornamental backrest arch containing the depiction of two tantric 
teacher lineages (see Fig. II.4). To the right a smaller statue of a crowned Buddha Śākyamuni sur-
rounded by a backrest arch that also contains the depiction of two teacher lineages as part of its 
iconographic program (see detail in Fig. II.6 and Chart II.6). Photo: CPM 2016. 
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Fig. II.4 Buddha statue enshrining relics of Chögyal Phagpa’s regent Shākya Zangpo (r. ca. 1264–
1270). Photo: CPM 2016. 
 

 
Chart II.4 Two teacher lineages ending with Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280) placed to the right of the 
Buddha’s head nimbus (position 15/18). Lamdre lineage indicated by black numbers. 
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1 2 3 4 
    

    
5 6 7 8 
    

   

 

9 10 11 12 and 13 
    

  
14 15 
  

Table II.4 Detail images of Fig. II.4 arranged in chronological order, showing the main Lamdre 
lineage of the Sakya school ending with Chögyal Phagpa (no. 15). 
 
 

13 

12 
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Fig. II.5 Black and white image of Fig. II.3; the yellow frame indicates a second smaller backrest arch 
surrounding a statue of a crowned Buddha Śākyamuni enshrining relics of Jamyang Rinchen Gyaltsen 
(1257/58–1305/06). 

 

  
Fig. II.6 detail of Fig. II.3.  Chart II.6 Position of Lamdre and Cakrasaṃvara 

lineage teachers (indicated by black and white 
numbers), probably ending with Jamyang Rin-
chen Gyaltsen (position 18/26). 

4
3 2

6
5

7

9 8
10

12/20

14/22
15/23

8

6
7

5

2
4

3

12

10
9

11/19

13/21
13

11

1

(18/26)
16

14

(17/25)
16/24 15

(17)
(18)



 79 

 

 
Fig. II.7 Statue of Buddha Śākyamuni enshrining relics of Chögyal Phagpa (1235–1280) surrounded 
by an ornamental backrest arch. Long western main wall of the great assembly hall, to the left of 
the central Buddha statue. Several clay statues of Sakya masters from different periods have been 
placed in front and at the sides; on the left a clay statue of Sachen Künga Nyingpo (see also Fig. 9 
and Fig. 10 and the discussion in Volume 1, Chapter Four, 2.3.1.). Photo: HWK 2016. 
 

 
Chart II.7 Lamdre lineage (black numbers) and Cakrasaṃvara lineage (white numbers) ending with 
Chögyal Phagpa (position 15/18). 
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Fig. II.8 Statue of Buddha Vajradhara enshrining relics of Dharmapāla-
rakṣita (1268–1287) surrounded by a backrest arch. Photo after Sa jia 
si 1985: fig. 22. 

 

  

 

 

Chart II.8 Lamdre lineage (black numbers) and Cakrasaṃvara lineage 
(white numbers) ending with Chögyal Phagpa (position 15/18). 
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Fig. II.9 Statues of Maitreya (left) and Śākyamuni (right), each surrounded by a monumental backrest 
arch. Far right end of the long western main wall of the great assembly hall. 
 

 
Chart II.9 Lamdre lineages (black numbers) and Cakrasaṃvara lineages (white numbers) ending with 
Chögyal Phagpa (positions 15/18). 
 

8
6
7

5
43

12
10
9

13

11

2

14/17
43

2

6
5
7

98
10
12/15
11/14

13/16

1

15/18
8

6 7
5
4
3

12

10
9

13

11

2

14/17
4
3 2

6
5

7
9
8

10

12/15
11/14

13/16

1

15/18



 82 

 
Fig. II.10 Statue of Mañjuśrī enshrining relics of Thegchen Chöje Künga Tashi (1349–1425) sur-
rounded by a monumental backrest arch. Long western main wall of the great assembly hall, to the 
right of the central Buddha statue of the Lhakhang Chenmo. Photo: HWK 2016. 
 

 
Chart II.10 Lamdre lineage filling both sides of the nimbuses ending 
with Thegchen Chöje (position 21). 

 

4 3 2

6
5

7

9
8

10

18

16
17

15
14

13

20
19

11 21

1 12



 83 

 

FIGURES OF THE STATUE SETS IN THE NAMGYAL COLLECTION 
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1. Tsewang Zangpo Set 

 

    
[1 Vajradhara]. TZS:2 Vajranairātmyā. TZS:3 Virūpa. TZS:4 Kāṇha. TZS:5 Ḍamarupa. 
     

     
TZS:6 Avadhūtīpa. TZS:7 Gayadhara. TZS:8 Drogmi Lotsāwa. TZS:9 Setön Künrig. TZS:10 Zhangtön Chöbar. 
     

 

 

  

 
[11 Sachen]. TZS:12 Sönam Tsemo. [13 Dragpa Gyaltsen]. [14 Sakya Paṇḍita]. TZS:15 Chögyal Phagpa. 
     

     
TZS:16 Zhang Könchog 
Pel. 

TZS:17 Dragphugpa. TZS:18 Lama Dampa. TZS:19 Pelden Tsültrim. TZS:20 Buddhaśrī. 

     

   

 

 

[21 Ngorchen Künga 
Zangpo]. 

[22 Müchen Sempa 
Könchog Gyaltsen]. 

[23 Jamyang Sherab 
Gyatso]. 

TZS:24 Künga Wangchug.  

 

1 

11 13 14 

21	 22	 23	
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Fig. TZS:2 Vajranairātmyā (rdo rje bDag med ma). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:2a; detail of Fig. TZS:2.   Fig. TZS:2b. 
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Fig. TZS:2c. 
 

 
Fig. TZS:2d; detail of Fig. TZS:2c. 



 88 

 
Fig. TZS:3 Great Adept Virūpa (grub chen Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:3a; detail of Fig. TZS:3. Fig. TZS:3b. 
  



 89 

 
Fig. TZS:3c. 
 

 
Fig. TZS:3d; detail of Fig. TZS:3c. 
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Fig. TZS:4 Great Adept Kāṇha (grub chen Nag po pa). 
  

  
Fig. TZS:4a. Fig. TZS:4b. 
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Fig. TZS:5 Great Adept Ḍamarupa (grub chen Ḍa ma ru pa). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:5a. Fig. TZS:5b. 
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Fig. TZS:6 Avadhūtīpa (A wa dhu ti pa). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:6a. Fig. TZS:6b. 
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Fig. TZS:7 Lord Gayadhara (rje Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:7a. Fig. TZS:7b. 
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Fig. TZS:8 Lotsāwa Lachen Drogmi [Shākya Yeshe] (lo tstsha ba bla chen ’Brog mi [Shākya    
ye shes]; 992–1072?). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:8a. Fig. TZS:8b. 
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Fig. TZS:9 Lama Se Kharchungwa (bla ma bSe mKhar chung ba), an epithet of   
Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:9a. Fig. TZS:9b. 
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Fig. TZS:9c; detail of Fig. TZS:9b. 
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Fig. TZS:10 Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:10a. Fig. TZS:10b. 
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Fig. TZS:12 Venerable Sönam Tsemo (rje btsun bSod nams rTse mo; 1142–1182). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:12a. Fig. TZS:12b. 
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Fig. TZS:12c; detail of Fig. TZS:12b. 
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Fig. TZS:15 Drowai Gönpo Chögyal Phagpa (’gro ba’i mgon po chos rgyal ’Phags pa), an 
honorific title of Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal 
mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. TZS:15a; detail of Fig. TZS:15. Fig. TZS:15b; detail of Fig. TZS:15. 
  



 101 

  
Fig. TZS:15c. Fig. TZS:15d. 
  

 
Fig. TZS:15e; detail of Fig. TZS:15d. 
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Fig. TZS:16 Dharma Lord Könchog Pel (chos rje dKon mchog dpal), alias Zhang Könchog Pel 
(Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:16a. Fig. TZS:16b. 
  



 103 

 
Fig. TZS:17 Dharma Lord Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (chos kyi rje Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal; 
1277–1350). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:17a. Fig. TZS:17b. 
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Fig. TZS:18 Dharma Lord Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (chos rje Bla ma dam pa bSod 
nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:18a. Fig. TZS:18b. 
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Fig. TZS:19 Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim (chos kyi rje dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:19a. Fig. TZS:19b. 
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Fig. TZS:19c; detail of Fig. TZS:19b. 
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Fig. TZS:20 Great Adept Buddhaśrī (grub chen Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:20a. Fig. TZS:20b. 
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Fig. TZS:24 Dharma Lord Künga Wangchug (chos rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478). 
 

  
Fig. TZS:24a. Fig. TZS:24b. 
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Fig. TZS:24c; detail of Fig. TZS:24b. 
  

 
Fig. TZS:24d.  
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2. Lodrö Gyaltsen Set 

   

  

LGS:1 Vajradhara. LGS:2 Nairātmyā. LGS:3 Virūpa. [4 Kāṇha]. [5 Ḍamarupa]. 
     

     
LGS:6 Avadhūtīpa. LGS:7 Gayadhara. LGS:8 Drogmi Lotsāwa. LGS:9 Setön Künrig. LGS:10 Zhangtön Chöbar. 
     

 

 

  

 
[11 Sachen]. LGS:12 Sönam Tsemo. [13 Dragpa Gyaltsen]. [14 Sakya Paṇḍita]. LGS:15 Chögyal Phagpa. 
     

   

 

 
LGS:16 Zhang Könchog 
Pel. 

LGS:17 Naza Dragphugpa. LGS:18 Lama Dampa. [19 Pelden Tsültrim]. LGS:20 Buddhaśrī. 
     

 

   

 

[21 Ngorchen Künga 
Zangpo]. 

LGS:22 Müchen Könchog 
Gyaltsen. 

LGS:23 Jamyang Sherab 
Gyatso. 

LGS:24 Künga Wangchug.  

 

5 4 

11 13 14 

19	

21	
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Fig. LGS:1 Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:1a.    Fig. LGS:1b. 
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Fig. LGS:2 Nairātmyā (bDag med ma). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:2a. Fig. LGS:2b. 
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Fig. LGS:3 Virūpa (Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:3a. Fig. LGS:3b. 
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Fig. LGS:6 Avadhūtīpa (A wa dhu ti pa). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:6a. Fig. LGS:6b. 
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Fig. LGS:7 Gayadhara (Ga [ya d]ha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:7a. Fig. LGS:7b. 
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Fig. LGS:8 [Drogmi Lotsāwa] Shākya Yeshe ([’Brog mi Lo tsā ba] Shākya ye 
shes; 992–1072?). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:8a. Fig. LGS:8b. 
  



 118 

 
Fig. LGS:9 Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:9a. Fig. LGS:9b. 
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Fig. LGS:10 Zhangtön Chöbar (Zhang ston Chos ’bar; 1053–1135). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:10a. Fig. LGS:10b. 
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Fig. LGS:12 [Lobpön Sönam] Tsemo ([slob dpon bSod nams] rTse mo; 1142–
1182). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:12a. Fig. LGS:12b. 
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Fig. LGS:15 Lachen Phagpa (bla chen ’Phags pa), alias Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö 
Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:15a. Fig. LGS:15b. 
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Fig. LGS:16 Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:16a. Fig. LGS:16b. 
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Fig. LGS:17 Naza Dragphugpa [Sönam Pel] (Nam [= Na] bza’ Brag phug pa 
[bSod nams dpal]; 1277–1350). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:17a. Fig. LGS:17b. 
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Fig. LGS:18 Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal 
mtshan; 1312–1375). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:18a. Fig. LGS:18b. 
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Fig. LGS:20 Great Adept Buddhaśrī (grub chen Sangs rgyas dpal; 1339–1420). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:20a. Fig. LGS:20b. 
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Fig. LGS:22 Müchen Könchog Gyaltsen (Mus chen dKon mchog rgyal mtshan; 
1388–1469). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:22a. Fig. LGS:22b. 
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Fig. LGS:23 Jamyang Sherab Gyatso (’Jam dbyangs Shes rab rgya mtsho; 
1396–1474). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:23a. Fig. LGS:23b. 
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Fig. LGS:24 Je Künga Wangchug (rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478). 
 

  
Fig. LGS:24a. Fig. LGS:24b. 
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Fig. LGS:24c.  
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Fig. LGS:25 Comparative view of incised floral and cloud patterns at the back sides of the statues of 
Lama Dampa (left; detail of Fig. LGS:18b) and Künga Wangchug (right; detail of Fig. LGS:24b) with 
drawings of stylisitically similar floral and cloud patterns on a leaf from Newar artist Jīvarāma’s sketch-
book, dated to 1435 (below; photo after Huntington 2006: 79, leaf labelled as no. 10). 
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  1 Vajradhara.   
       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Avadhūtīpa. [4 Kāṇha]. 2 Nairātmyā.  3 Virūpa. [5 Ḍamarupa]. 7 Gayadhara. 

       

   

 

 

  

12 Sönam Tsemo. 10 Zhangtön 
Chöbar. 

8 Drogmi.   9 Setön Künrig. [11 Sachen]. [13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen]. 

       

  

  

  

 

18 Lama Dampa. 16 Zhang 
Könchog Pel. 

[14 Sakya 
Paṇḍita]. 

 15 Chögyal 
Phagpa. 

17 Naza 
Dragphugpa. 

[19 Pelden 
Tsültrim]. 

       

   

  

 

 

24 Künga 
Wangchug. 

22 Müchen 
Könchog 

Gyaltsen. 

20 Buddhaśrī.  [21 Ngorchen 
Künga Zangpo]. 

23 Jamyang 
Sherab Gyatso. 

 

 
Fig. LGS:26 A possible right-left alternating arrangement of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set centered on 
Vajradhara. 
 
  

4 5 

11 13 

14 19 

21 
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  1 Vajradhara.   
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Gayadhara. [5 Ḍamarupa]. 3 Virūpa.  2 Nairātmyā. [4 Kāṇha]. 6 Avadhūtīpa. 

       
  

 

 

   
[13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen]. 

[11 Sachen]. 9 Setön Künrig.  8 Drogmi. 10 Zhangtön 
Chöbar. 

12 Sönam Tsemo. 

       
 

  

  

  
[19 Pelden 

Tsültrim]. 
17 Naza 

Dragphugpa. 
15 Chögyal 

Phagpa. 
 [14 Sakya 

Paṇḍita]. 
16 Zhang 
Könchog Pel. 

18 Lama Dampa. 

       
 

 

  

   
 23 Jamyang 

Sherab Gyatso. 
[21 Ngorchen 

Künga Zangpo]. 
 20 Buddhaśrī. 22 Müchen 

Könchog 
Gyaltsen. 

24 Künga 
Wangchug. 

 
Fig. LGS:27 The suggested arrangement of the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set viewed from the back. 
 
 
 

	  

5 4 

11 13 

14 19 

21 
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3. Large Papier-mâché Set 

     
LPMS:1 Vajradhara. LPMS:2 Nairātmyā. LPMS:3 Virūpa. LPMS:4 Kāṇha. LPMS:5 Ḍamarupa. 
     

  

 

 

 

LPMS:6 Avadhūti. LPMS:7 Gayadhara. [8 Drogmi Lotsāwa]. LPMS:9 Setön Künrig. [10 Zhangtön Chöbar]. 
     

     
LPMS:11 Sachen. LPMS:12 Sönam Tsemo. LPMS:13 Dragpa Gyaltsen. LPMS:14 Sakya Paṇḍita. LPMS:15 Likely Chögyal 

Phagpa. 
     

 

   

 

[16 Zhang Könchog Pel]. LPMS:17 Dragphugpa (?). LPMS:18 Lama Dampa (?). LPMS:19 Likely Pelden 
Tsültrim. 

[20 Buddhaśrī]. 

     

  

  

 
LPMS:21 Ngorchen Künga 
Zangpo (?). 

LPMS:22[?] Unidentified 
Tibetan teacher. 

  LPMS:25[?] Unidentified 
Tibetan teacher. 

 
 

 

20 16 

8 10 

23[?] 24[?] 
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Fig. LPMS:1 Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang). 
 

              
Fig. LPMS:1a; detail of Fig. LPMS:1.            Fig. LPM:1b. 
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Fig. LPMS:1c Comparative view of five-fold jewel crown, spiral-shaped golden earrings, and ribbons 
flying to the side in the statue of Vajradhara from the Large Papier-mâché Set (left) and a mural paint-
ing of the bodhisattva Maitreya on the south wall of the Thubchen Lhakhang in Lo-Manthang. Left: 
Buddha Vajradhara, detail of Fig. LPMS-1; right: Bodhisattva Maitreya. Photo after Philip and Marcia 
R. Lieberman, “Thubchen Gompa”(accessed Jan. 19, 2021). 
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Fig. LPMS:2 Nairātmyā (bDag med ma). 
 

 

 
Fig. LPMS:2b. 
 
 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:2a; detail of Fig. LPMS:2. Fig. LPMS:2c. 
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Fig. LPMS:2d. Fig. LPMS:2e. 
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Fig. LPMS:3 Virūpa (Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:3a; detail of Fig. LPMS:3. Fig. LPMS:3b. 
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Fig. LPMS:4 Kāṇha (Nag po pa). 
 

     
Fig. LPMS:4a; detail of Fig. LPMS:4.    Fig. LPMS:4b. 
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Fig. LPMS:5 Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:5a. Fig. LPMS:5b. 
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Fig. LPMS:6 Avadhūti(A wa dhū ti). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:6a. Fig. LPMS:6b. 
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Fig. LPMS:7 Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:7a. Fig. LPMS:7b. 
  



 145 

 
Fig. LPMS:9 Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:9a. Fig. LPMS:9b. 
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Fig. LPMS:11 Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’    
snying po; 1092–1158). 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:11a. 
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Fig. LPMS:12 Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams       
rtse mo; 1142–1182). 
 

 

 

Fig. LPMS:12a; detail of Fig. LPMS:12.  
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Fig. LPMS:13 Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–
1216). 
 

 

 

Fig. LPMS:13a.  
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Fig. LPMS:14 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta 
Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 1182–1251). 
 

 

 

Fig. LPMS:14a; detail of Fig. LPMS:14.  
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Fig. LPMS:15 Likely Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal 
’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:15a; detail of Fig. LPMS:15. 
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Fig. LPMS:17 Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Naza 
Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams 
dpal; 1277–1350). 
 

 

 

Fig. LPMS:17a; detail of Fig. LPMS:17.  
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Fig. LPMS:18 Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Lama 
Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal 
mtshan; 1312–1375). 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:18a; detail of Fig. LPMS:18. 
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Fig. LPMS:19 Likely Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:19a. Fig. LPMS:19b. 
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Fig. LPMS:19c. 
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Fig. LPMS:21 Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly Ngor-
chen Künga Zangpo (Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po; 1382–
1456), first Ngor abbot (tenure: 1429–1456). 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:21a. 
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Fig. LPMS:22[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, possibly one of 
Ngorchen’s early successors on the throne of Ngor. 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:22[?]a. 
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Fig. LPMS:25[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher of the Lamdre, 
possibly one of Ngorchen’s early successors on the throne of 
Ngor or an eminent Ngorpa teacher from Mustang. 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:25[?]a; detail of Fig. LPMS:25[?]. 
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Fig. LPMS:26  Selection of stylized flowers seen in the earrings of Nairātmyā (left), armlets of Virūpa 
(center), and headdress of Kāṇha (right). Details of Figs. LPMS-2, LPMS-3, and LPMS-4. 
 

  
Fig. LPMS:27 Comparative view of similar stylized flowers within textile designs, using a particular 
metal inlay technique, seen on the portrait statue of Lowo Khenchen Sönam in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art (left) and a statue of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī from the Three Silver Brothers in the 
Pritzker Collection. Both works are attributed to the master artist Namkha Drag (Nam mkha’ grags). 
Photos after Khokhlov and Laurent 2020: 253, fig. 7. 
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Fig. LPMS:28 Great Adept Luipa, mural painting in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang. Photo: CPM 2016. 
 

 
Fig. LPMS:29 Various Indian great adepts from the group of eighty-four great adepts and two fur-ther 
Buddhist teachers painted on the walls above the clay statues in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang. 
Photo: CPM 2016. 
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  1 Vajradhara.   
       

   

 

   
6 Avadhūti. 4 Kāṇha. 2 Nairātmyā.  3 Virūpa. 5 Ḍamarupa. 7 Gayadhara. 

       

 

   

   
12 Sönam Tsemo. [10 Zhangtön 

Chöbar]. 
[8 Drogmi 
Lotsāwa]. 

 9 Setön Künrig. 11 Sachen. 13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen. 

       

 

 

 

 

   
18 Lama Dampa 

(?). 
[16 Zhang 

Könchog Pel]. 
14 Sakya Paṇḍita.  15 Likely Chögyal 

Phagpa. 
17 Naza 
Dragphugpa (?). 

19 Likely Pelden 
Tsültrim. 

       
 

 

  

 

 

 
 22[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
[20 Buddhaśrī].  21 Ngorchen Künga 

Zangpo (?). 
 25[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 

 
Fig. LPMS:30 A possible right-left alternating arrangement of the Large Papier-mâché Set centered on 
Vajradhara. 
 

8 10 

16 

20 23 24 
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4. Single Lotus Set 1 

  

 

 

 
[Vajradhara]. [Nairātmyā]. SLS-1:3 Virūpa. [Kāṇha]. SLS-1:5 Ḍamarupa. 
     

    

 

SLS-1:6 Avadhūti. SLS-1:7 Gayadhara. SLS-1:8 Drogmi Lotsāwa. SLS-1:9 Setön Künrig. [10 Zhangtön Chöbar]. 
     

     
SLS-1:11 Sachen. SLS-1:12 Sönam Tsemo. SLS-1:13 Dragpa Gyaltsen. SLS-1:14 Sakya Paṇḍita. SLS-1:15 Chögyal Phagpa. 
     

 

  

  

[16 Zhang Könchog Pel]. SLS-1:17 Dragphugpa. SLS-1:18 Unidentified 
Tibetan teacher, possibly 
Lama Dampa. 

 

     

     

 

	
 

4 

… 

1 2 

10 

16 
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Fig. SLS-1:3 Virūpa (Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:3a. Fig. SLS-1:3b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:5 Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:5a. Fig. SLS-1:5b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:6 Avadhūti (A wa dhu ti). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:6a. Fig. SLS-1:6b. 
  



 165 

 
Fig. SLS-1:7 Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:7a. Fig. SLS-1:7b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:8 Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 
992–1072?). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:8a. Fig. SLS-1:8b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:9 Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:9a. Fig. SLS-1:9b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:11 Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:11a. Fig. SLS-1:11b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:12 Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:12a. Fig. SLS-1:12b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:13 Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216). 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Fig. SLS-1:13a; detail of Fig. SLS-1:13. Fig. SLS-1:13b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:13c. Fig. SLS-1:13d. 
  

  
Fig. SLS-1:13e Comparative view Dragpa Gyaltsen’s beard style in the Single Lotus Set 1 (left), with a 
thin jawline beard that connects into the sideburns (detail of Fig. SLS-1:13d); and in his depiction 
among the painted clay statues in the Gyantse Lamdre Lhakhang (right) featuring an extra parallel 
running strip of hair on his cheeks (photo: CPM 2016). 
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Fig. SLS-1:14 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 
1182–1251). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:14a; detail of Fig. SLS-1:14. Fig. SLS-1:14b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:15 Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal 
mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:15a; detail of Fig. SLS-1:15. Fig. SLS-1:15b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:16 Unidentified Tibetan teacher, possibly Zhang Könchog Pel (Zhang   
dKon mchog dpal; 1240–1307). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:16a. Fig. SLS-1:16b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:17 Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel (Na bza’ Brag phug pa bSod nams dpal;   
1277–1350). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:17a. Fig. SLS-1:17b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:18 Unidentified Tibetan teacher, possibly Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen 
(Bla ma dam pa bSod nams rgyal mtshan; 1312–1375). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-1:18a. Fig. SLS-1:18b. 
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Fig. SLS-1:19 Bottom views of the statues of Virūpa (SLS-1:3), Avadhūti (SLS-1:6), Sönam Tsemo 
(SLS-1:12), and an unidentified Tibetan teacher (SLS-1:16). 
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5. Single Lotus Set 2 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

+ 
 

 
SLS-2:1 Sakya Paṇḍita. SLS-2:2 Tibetan teacher 

(Chögyal Phagpa?). 
 SLS-2:3 Indian lay teacher 

(Gayadhara?). 

	
	
	
	
The two statues of Tibetan monks (SLS-2:1 and 2) may once have been part of a smaller set of five 

statues depicting, for example, the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya: 
   

  

1 2 3 4 5 
[Sachen Künga Nyignpo]. 
 

[Sönam Tsemo]. 

 
[Dragpa Gyaltsen]. 

 
SLS-2:1 Sakya Paṇḍita. SLS-2:2 Tibetan teacher 

(Chögyal Phagpa?). 

 

 

Or they may have been part of a larger set depicting a Sakya teacher lineage, for example, a Lamdre 

teacher lineage, to which also the third statue of an Indian lay teacher (SLS-2:3) may belong: 
 

 

 

  

 

[Early lineage 
teachers]. 

SLS-2:3 Indian lay 
teacher (Gayadhara?). 

[Early Tibetan 
teachers]. 

SLS-2:4 Sakya Paṇḍita. SLS-2:5 Tibetan 
teacher (Chögyal 
Phagpa?). 

[Later Tibetan 
teachers]. 

 
	 	

… … … 
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Fig. SLS-2:1 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 
1182–1251). 
 

 
Fig. SLS-2:1a; detail of Fig. SLS-2:1. 
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Fig. SLS-2:1b.   Fig. SLS-2:1c. 
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Fig. SLS-2:2 Tibetan teacher, perhaps Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal 
’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-2:2a.   Fig. SLS-2:2b. 
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Fig. SLS-2:3 Indian lay teacher, perhaps Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. SLS-2:3a.   Fig. SLS-2:3b. 
  



 184 
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6. Double Lotus Set 1 

 

  

 

 

 

[1 Vajradhara]. DLS-1:2 Nairātmyā. DLS-1:3 Virūpa. [4 Kāṇha]. DLS-1:5 Ḍamarupa. [6 Avadhūti]. 
      

  

 

   
DLS-1:7 Gayadhara. DLS-1:8 Drogmi 

Lotsāwa. 
[9 Setön Künrig]. DLS-1:10 

Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:11 Sachen. DLS-1:12 Sönam 
Tsemo. 

      

      
DLS-1:13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen. 

DLS-1:14 Sakya 
Paṇḍita. 

DLS-1:15 Chögyal 
Phagpa. 

DLS-1:16 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:17 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:18 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

      

    

  

DLS-1:19 Pelden 
Tsültrim. 

DLS-1:20[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:21[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:22[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

23[?]. 24[?]. 

      

  

    

DLS-1:25[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-1:26[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

[?].    

 
 

1 4 6 

9 

? ? 

… 
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Fig. DLS-1:2 Nairātmyā (bDag med ma). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:2a; detail of Fig. DLS-1:2. Fig. DLS-1:2b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:2c.  Fig. DLS-1:2d. 
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Fig. DLS-1:3 Virūpa (Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:3a; detail of Fig. DLS-1:3.  Fig. DLS-1:3b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:3c. Fig. DLS-1:3d. 
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Fig. DLS-1:5 Ḍamarupa (Ḍa ma ru pa). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:5a.     Fig. DLS-1:5b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:7 Gayadhara (Ga ya dha ra; d. 1103). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:7a.    Fig. DLS-1:7b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:8 Drogmi Lotsāwa Shākya Yeshe (’Brog mi Lo tsā ba Shākya ye shes; 
992–1072?). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:8a.     Fig. DLS-1:8b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:10 Unidentified Tibetan teacher (Zhangtön Chöbar?). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:10a.    Fig. DLS-1:10b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:11 Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:11a.    Fig. DLS-1:11b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:12 Lobpön Sönam Tsemo (slob dpon bSod nams rtse mo; 1142–1182). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:12a.      Fig. DLS-1:12b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:13 Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:13a.      Fig. DLS-1:13b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:14 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 
1182–1251). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:14a; detail of Fig. DLS-1:14.   Fig. DLS-1:14b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:14c.    Fig. DLS-1:14d. 
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Fig. DLS-1:15 Chögyal Phagpa Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal 
mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:15a; detail of Fig. DLS-1:15.     Fig. DLS-1:15b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:15c.   Fig. DLS-1:15d. 
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Fig. DLS-1:16 Unidentified Tibetan teacher (Zhang Könchog Pel?). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:16a.    Fig. DLS-1:16b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:17 Unidentified Tibetan teacher (Naza Dragphugpa Sönam Pel?). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:17a.    Fig. DLS-1:17b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:18 Unidentified Tibetan teacher (Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen?). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:18a.    Fig. DLS-1:18b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:19 Likely Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:19a.     Fig. DLS-1:19b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:20[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:20[?]a.     Fig. DLS-1:20[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:21[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:21[?]a.    Fig. DLS-1:21[?]b. 
  



 207 

 
Fig. DLS-1:22[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:22[?]a.    Fig. DLS-1:22[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:25[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-1:25[?]a.    Fig. DLS-1:25[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-1:26[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
  

  
Fig. DLS-1:26[?]a.    Fig. DLS-1:26[?]b. 
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1 

   
6 Avadhūti. 4 Kāṇha.      2 Nairātmyā.     3 Virūpa. 5 Ḍamarupa. 7 Gayadhara. 

       

   

  

  
12 Sönam Tsemo. Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
8 Drogmi 
Lotsāwa. 

 9 Setön Künrig. 11 Sachen. 13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen. 

       

   

 

   
18 Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
16 Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
14 Sakya Paṇḍita.  15 Chögyal 

Phagpa. 
17 Unidentified 
Tibetan teacher. 
 

19 Pelden 
Tsültrim. 

       
 

  

 

 

 

 
24[?]. 22[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
20[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
 21[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
23[?]. 25[?] Unidentified 

Tibetan teacher. 
       
  

 

    

  26[?] Unidentified 
Tibetan teacher. 

 [?]   

       

 
Fig. DLS-1:27 A possible symmetrical arrangement of the Double Lotus Set 1. 
  

4 6 

9 

? ? 

Vajradhara 

… 
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7. Double Lotus Set 2: One or More Lineage Sets 

   

   

DLS-2:1 Vajradhara. DLS-2:2 Nairātmyā. DLS-2:3 Virūpa. [4 Kāṇha]. [5 Ḍamarupa]. [6 Avadhūti]. 
      
  

 

   

[7 Gayadhara]. [8 Drogmi Lotsāwa]. [DLS-2:9 Setön 
Künrig]. 

[10 Zhangtön 
Chöbar]. 

[11 Sachen]. [12 Sönam Tsemo]. 

      

    

 

 
DLS-2:13 Dragpa 
Gyaltsen. 

DLS-2:14 Sakya 
Paṇḍita. 

DLS-2:15 
Unidentified teacher 
(Chögyal Phagpa ?). 

DLS-2:16[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

[17 Naza 
Dragphugpa]. 

DLS-2:18[?]  
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

      

     

 

DLS-2:19 Pelden 
Tsültrim. 

DLS-2:20[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-2:21[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-2:22[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-2:23[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

24[?]. 

      

 

 

  

  

DLS-2:25[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

26[?]. DLS-2:27[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

DLS-2:28[?] 
Unidentified Tibetan 
teacher. 

  

 
  

4 6 5 

7 8 10 11 12 

17 

? 

? 
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Fig. DLS-2:1 Vajradhara (rDo rje ’chang). 

  
Fig. DLS-2:1a; detail of Fig. DLS-2:1.              Fig. DLS-2:1b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:2 Nairātmyā (bDag med ma). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:2a. Fig. DLS-2:2b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:3 Virūpa (Birwa pa). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:3a; detail of Fig. DLS-2:3.  Fig. DLS-2:3b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:3c.  
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Fig. DLS-2:9 Setön Künrig (Se ston Kun rig; 1025–1122). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:9a; detail of Fig. DLS-2:9.  Fig. DLS-2:9b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:9c. 
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Fig. DLS-2:13 Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen (rje btsun Grags pa rgyal mtshan; 1147–1216). 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:13a.       
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Fig. DLS-2:14 Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen (Sa skya paṇḍi ta Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan; 
1182–1251). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:14a. Fig. DLS-2:14b. 
  



 220 

 
Fig. DLS-2:15 Unidentified Tibetan teacher; a possible candidate is Chögyal Phagpa 
Lodrö Gyaltsen (chos rgyal ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan; 1235–1280). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:15a; detail of Fig. DLS-2:15.  Fig. DLS-2:15b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:16[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:16[?]a.  Fig. DLS-2:16[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:18[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:18[?]a.  Fig. DLS-2:18[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:19 Possibly Pelden Tsültrim (dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:19a.  Fig. DLS-2:19b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:19c. 
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Fig. DLS-2:20[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:20[?]a.  
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Fig. DLS-2:21[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:21[?]a.  
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Fig. DLS-2:22[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:22[?]a.  
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Fig. DLS-2:23[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

  
Fig. DLS-2:23[?]a.  Fig. DLS-2:23[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:25[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:25[?]a.  
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Fig. DLS-2:27[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
  

  
Fig. DLS-2:27[?]a.  Fig. DLS-2:27[?]b. 
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Fig. DLS-2:28[?] Unidentified Tibetan teacher. 
 

 

 

Fig. DLS-2:28[?]a.  
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FIGURES OF SINGLE STATUES IN THE NAMGYAL COLLECTION 

AND IN OTHER COLLECTIONS 
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9. Three Statues Commissioned by Tsewang Zangpo in the 

Namgyal Collection 

   
Fig. 1 Buddha Śākyamuni. Fig. 2 Vaiśravaṇa. Fig. 3 Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa. 
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Fig. 1 Buddha Śākyamuni on the Vajra Seat. 
 

   
Fig. 1a.      Fig. 1b. 
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Fig. 2 Vaiśravaṇa (rNam thos sras). 
 

  
Fig. 2a; detail of Fig. 2. Fig. 2b; detail of Fig. 2. 
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Fig. 2c.   Fig. 2d. 

 

 
Fig. 2e; detail of Fig. 2d. 
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Fig. 3 Dharma Lord Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa (Nyan chen bSod nams brtan pa;     
1222–1317). 
 

  
Fig. 3a; detail of Fig. 3.     Fig. 3b. 
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Fig. 3c. Fig. 3d; detail of Fig. 3c. 

 
 
Three dispersed statues that likely belong to a further Lamdre lineage set commissioned by 
Tsewang Zangpo (see also the discussion in Volume 1, Chapter Three, 1.3.2.): 

 
 

   
 

Fig. 4 Jetsün Sönam Tsemo, 
likely teacher number 12 of a 
Lamdre lineage commissioned 
by Tswang Zangpo; Dr. Bhau 
Daji Lad Museum, Mumbai. 

Fig. 5 Jetsün Dragpa Gyaltsen, 
likely teacher number 13 of a 
Lamdre lineage set commis-
sioned by Tsewang Zangpo; 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London. 

Fig. 6 Reduced scale of Fig. 3: 
Nyenchen Sönam Tenpa from 
the Namgyal collection, likely 
teacher number 17 or 18 of a 
Lamdre lineage set commis-
siond by Tsewang Zangpo. 
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10. Selected Portraits of Sachen Künga Nyingpo 

	
Including the following seven statues from the Namgyal collection: 

	

    
Fig. 17 Sachen (LPMS:11). Fig. 18 Sachen (SLS-1:11). Fig. 19 Sachen. Fig. 20 Sachen. 
    

   

 

Fig. 21 Sachen. Fig. 23 Sachen (DLS-1:11). Fig. 24 Sachen.  
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Fig. 7 Yidam Acala surrounded by the Five Tathā-
gatas, deities, and teachers on a Yuan period kesi-
thangka. Photo after Lee-Kalisch 2006: 309–310, 
Kat. 49 and Kat. 49:2. 

          Fig. 7a (detail) Sachen as minor figure. 

  

 
Fig. 8 Sachen flanked by the bodhisattvas 
Maitreya and Mañjuśrī, surrounded by a teach-
er lineage for the Hevajra root tantra until Pel-
den Tsültrim (1333–1399). Photo after Jackson 
2011: 83, fig. 3.11. 

 

 



 243 

 
Fig. 9 Ngadrama image of Sachen in clay to left of a monumental gilt copper statue of Buddha 
Śākyamuni. Long western main wall of the great assembly hall, Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo. Photo: 
HWK 2016. 
 

 
Fig. 10 Sachen, clay statue. Photo: HWK 2016. 
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Fig. 11 Sculptural triad of the Three White[-Clad] Masters: Sachen flanked by his sons and succes-
sors Sönam Tsemo and Dragpa Gyaltsen. Long western main wall of the great assembly hall, Sakya 
Lhakhang Chenmo. Photo: HWK 2016. 
 

 
Fig. 12 The Three White[-Clad] Masters of Sakya. Photo: CPM 2016. 
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Fig. 13 Set of portable metal statues depicting the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya. Photo after Sa jia 
si 1985: fig. 40. 
 

 
Fig. 14 Statue of Sachen from the set of the Five Supreme Masters. 
Photo after Sa jia si 1985: fig. 43. 
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Fig. 15 Two tantric teacher lineages depicted on an ornamental backrest arch surrounding a monu-
mental Buddha statue. Short southern side wall of the great assembly hall, Sakya Lhakhang Chenmo. 
Photo: CPM 2016. 
 

                     
Fig. 15a Sachen as Lamdre lineage teacher 
number 11; detail of Fig. 15. 



 247 

 
Fig. 16 Virūpa and Sachen on a leaf of Newar artist Jīvarāma’s sketchbook, dated 1435. Photo after 
Huntington 2006: 79, leaf labelled as no. 12. 
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Fig. 17 Sachen from the Large Papier-mâché Set (LPMS:11) 
of the Namgyal collection. 
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Fig. 18 Sachen from the Single Lotus Set 1 (SLS-1:11) 
of the Namgyal collection. 
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Fig. 19 Sachen Künga Nyingpo (Sa chen Kun dga’ snying po; 1092–1158). 
 

               
Fig. 19a.              Fig. 19b; detail of Fig. 19a. 
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Fig. 19c.    Fig. 19d. 
  
 
	
	
	

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Fig. 20 Inscribed metal statue of Sachen depicted as 
a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara. Namgyal collec-
tion. 

 Fig. 20a; detail of Fig. 20. 
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Fig. 21 Metal statue of Sachen as manifestation 
of Avalokiteśvara. Namgyal collection. 

 Fig. 21a; detail of Fig. 21. 

  

  
Fig. 21b; back view.    Fig. 21c vajra collar; detail of Fig. 21b. 
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Fig. 22 Sönam Tsemo. Presumably belongs, to-
gether with the statue of Sachen (Fig. 21), to a 
statue set of the Five Supreme Masters of Sakya 
or a teacher lineage. Namgyal collection. 

Fig. 22a; detail of Fig. 22. 

  

  
Fig. 22b; back view. Fig. 22c vajra collar; detail of Fig. 22b. 
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Fig. 23 Sachen	from the Double Lotus Set 1 (DLS-1:11) of 
the Namgyal collection. 
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Fig. 24 Sachen depicted as an embodiment of kindness, commis-
sioned by Sunggi Wangchug (gSung gi dbang phyug; dates un-
known) and made by artist Namkha Nyingpo (Nam mkha’ snying 
po; dates unknown) from Gungthang. Namgyal collection. 
 

 
Fig. 24a; detail of Fig. 24. 
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Fig. 24b.   Fig. 24c. 
 

 
Fig. 24d; detail of Fig. 24c. 
 

 
Fig. 24e. 
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11. Solitary Statue of Dragphugpa in the Namgyal Collection 

 

 
Fig. 25 Dharma Lord Dragphugpa (chos rje Brag phug pa; 1277–1350). 

 

  
Fig. 25a; detail of Fig. 25.  Fig. 25b. 



 258 
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12. Statue of Pelden Tsültrim in the Namgyal Collection 

 

 
Fig. 26 Dharma Lord Pelden Tsültrim (chos kyi rje dPal ldan tshul khrims; 1333–1399). 

 

  
Fig. 26a; detail of Fig. 26. Fig. 26b. 
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Fig. 26c.                  Fig. 26d; detail of Fig. 26c. 
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13. Three Smaller Statues of Ngorchen Künga Zangpo at Ngor 

Monastery 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 27 Two papier-mâché statues and one metal statue (center) kept in the Golden Image Chapel, 
Ngor Monastery, Tsang. Photo: HWK 2016. 
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14. Four Statues of Künga Wangchug Preserved in Mustang 

    
Fig. 28 Künga Wangchug. Fig. 29 Künga Wangchug. Fig. 30 Künga Wangchug. Fig. 31 Künga Wangchug. 
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Fig. 28 Dharma Lord Künga Wangchug (chos rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478) as 
teacher number 24 from the Tsewang Zangpo Set (TZS:24). 
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Fig. 29 Je Künga Wangchug (rje Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478) as teacher number 
24 from the Lodrö Gyaltsen Set (LGS:24). 
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Fig. 30 The Most Venerable Künga Wangchug (rje btsun dam pa Kun dga’ dbang 
phyug; 1424–1478) commissioned by Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal 
mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s––mid-1500s) by master artist Künga Leg (Kun 
dga’ legs; dates unknown). 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 30a; detail of Fig. 30. Fig. 30b; detail of Fig. 30. 
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Fig. 30c.   Fig. 30d. 
  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 30e; detail of Fig. 30d. Fig. 30f. 
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Fig. 31 Front right: Statue of Künga Wangchug (Kun dga’ dbang phyug; 1424–1478) at Tsarang Monas-
tery, Mustang. (Front left: statue of Lowo Khenchen; back row: large statue of Sakya Paṇḍita.)  
 

 
Fig. 31a; detail of Fig. 31. 
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15. Two Smaller Statues of Lowo Khenchen in the Namgyal 

Collection 

  
Fig. 32. Lowo Khenchen. Fig. 33 Likely Lowo Khenchen. 
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Fig. 32 Inscribed statue of Lowo Khenchen Sönam Lhündrub (Glo bo mkhan chen bSod 
nams lhun grub; 1456–1532), commissioned by Gyaltsen (rGyal ’tshan). 
 

 
Fig. 32a; detail of Fig. 32. 
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Fig. 32b Fig. 32c. 
  

 

 

Fig. 32d.  
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Fig. 33 Most likely Lowo Khenchen. 
 

  
Fig. 33a. Fig. 33b. 
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Fig. 33c.  
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16. Portrait Statues of Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo 

     
Fig. 34 Lodrö Gyaltsen. Fig. 35 Lodrö Gyaltsen. Fig. 36 Lodrö Gyaltsen. Fig. 37 Lodrö Gyaltsen. Fig. 38 Lodrö Gyaltsen. 
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Fig. 34 Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s–
mid-1500s) depicted as a learned teacher of scripture, commissioned by Künga Sam-
drub (Kun dga’ bsam ’grub; dates unknown). Namgyal collection. 
 

 

 

Fig. 34a; detail of Fig. 34. 
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Fig. 34b.         Fig. 34c. 
  
 

 
         Fig. 34d; detail of Fig. 34c. 
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Fig. 35 Lodrö Gyaltsen (Blo gros rgyal mtshan; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s) depicted as an em-
bodiment of wisdom. Namgyal collection. 
 

 

 

Fig. 35a; detail of Fig. 35.  
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Fig. 35b. Fig. 35c. 
  
	

 
	 Fig. 35d; detail of Fig. 35c. 
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Fig. 36 Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal 
bzang po; ca. 1460s––mid-1500s) depicted as an embodiment of 
wisdom, commissioned by Künga Deleg (Kun dga’ bde legs; dates 
unknown). Private collection. Photo after Prats 2004: 92, cat. no. 
40. (Therein identified as the Twenty-fifth Sakya Trizin, Dragpa 
Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo.) 
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Fig. 37 Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s–mid-
1500s) depicted as an embodiment of wisdom and object of refuge. Private collection. 
 

  
Fig. 37a; detail of Fig. 37. Fig. 37b; detail of Fig. 37. 
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Fig. 37c. Fig. 37d. 
  

  
Fig. 37e; detail of Fig. 37c. Fig. 37d; detail of Fig. 37d. 
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Fig. 38 Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher, possibly Lodrö Gyaltsen Pelzangpo (Blo 
gros rgyal mtshan dPal bzang po; ca. 1460s–mid-1500s), depicted as a teacher of scrip-
ture. Namgyal collection. 
 

  
Fig. 38a.     Fig. 38b. 
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Fig. 38c; detail of 38.    Fig. 38d; detail of Fig. 38a. 
  

 

 

Fig. 38e.  
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Fig. 39 Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher. 
Photo after Pal 2003: 150, no. 101 (“Lama 
Jamyang Gonpo?”). 

  Fig. 39a; detail of Fig. 39. 

  

  
Fig. 40 Unidentified Tibetan Buddhist Teacher. 
Photo after Pal 2003: 151, no. 102 (“Lama”). 

   Fig. 40a; detail of Fig. 40. 
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