
 

 
 
 
 

ALCHI SUMTSEG RECONSIDERED 
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The village of Alchi in lower Ladakh is to be considered one of the 
most important cultural sites throughout the Himalayas. Consisting of 
four separate hamlets, the village contains numerous historic 
monuments of different ages and in various states of repair, the oldest 
and most famous of which is a monastic complex (chos-’khor) today 
under the jurisdiction of Likir monastery and the Archaeological 
Survey of India (ASI). It is this complex, which accommodates some 
of the most fascinating Buddhist monuments in the Himalayas, that is 
referred to by the term ‘Alchi monastery’. The complex today 
contains six temples as well as three painted gateway stupa (Kakani 
chörten, ka-ka-ni mchod-rten) of a type unique to Alchi, and closely 
related monuments. Indeed, Alchi monastery, although not nominated 
as such, needs to be considered as a world heritage site. 

The recent research results on the oldest monuments within the 
complex in part summarised here endorse this claim. In the following 
I focus on some aspects of the Three-Storeyed Temple or Sumtseg 
(gSum-brtsegs) as well as on some paintings of the two oldest gateway 
stupas within the complex which I term Great Chörten and Small 
Chörten.  

History 
There are numerous monasteries in Ladakh attributed by local 
tradition to the famous translator Rinchen Zangpo (958–1055), Alchi 
being one of them. However, with the exception of the ruins of 
Nyarma (Nyar-ma) near Tikse, in none of these cases can this 
ascription be supported by architectural or art-historical evidence. As 
has been known since the groundbreaking study of Snellgrove and 
Skorupski (1977, 1980), the numerous inscriptions at Alchi do not 
help us much to establish the historical context of the monastery. The 
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founders of the two main temples were monks of the Dro (’Bro) clan, 
a clan of Central Tibetan origin, who were educated in Nyarma 
(Denwood 1980: inscriptions 2, 3, 7). The Assembly Hall was erected 
by a certain Kaldan-sherab (sKal-ldan-shes-rab) while the Sumtseg 
and the Great Chörten were established by Tshüldrim-ö (Tshul-
khrims-’od), neither of whom occur in the historical literature 
(Goepper 1993). Thus, practically no historical background is known 
for the Alchi temples (cf. also the summary in Goepper and Poncar 
1996:11–19). 
 

Fig.1. Central structures of the monastic complex at Alchi with the Dukhang 
and its courtyard in the centre (detail of a plan made by a team from the Graz 
University of Technology with adjustments by the author). 

 
While it seems possible that upper Ladakh down to Shey or even Leh 
was at least temporarily under the control of the Purang-Guge 
kingdom established in West Tibet and the smaller dominions 
following it after 1100 (cf. Vitali 1996:245–47), lower Ladakh seems 
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to have been independent. Alchi was therefore most likely part of a 
small kingdom ruled by members of the ‘Bro-clan and established 
after the disintegration of the Purang-Guge kingdom. Like the latter, 
this kingdom defined itself as part of Tibet in general and mNga’-ris 
in particular.  

It is therefore not surprising that Roger Goepper was able to 
attribute the Alchi Sumtseg to 1200–1220 at the earliest. This date is 
suggested on the basis of an inscribed Drigungpa (’Bri-gung-pa) 
lineage painted on the entrance wall of the third floor. The founder of 
the school, Drigungpa or Jigten Gönpo (‘Jig-rten-mgon-po, 1143–
1217; abbot of Drigung monastery from its foundation in 1179 to 
1217) is the last person depicted and identified in this lineage 
(Goepper 1990; Goepper and Poncar 1996). 

 

 
Fig 2. The last three teachers of the Sumtseg lineage including Dwags-po-on-
chung and Drigungpa; Alchi Sumtseg, lantern. Photo J. Poncar 1990. 
 

The lineage provides us with an approximate date for the painting and 
its captions, which must have been completed by 1217. Leaving aside 
the quality of the paint and workmanship the uniqueness of both, the 
depiction of the figures and the inscribed lineage prove an early 13th 
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century date for both the painting of the figures and their captions. 
Looking at the lineage represented, it is obvious that the teachers are 
depicted in an unusual way when compared to other lineage depictions 
of comparable age. For example, the portrayals of Marpa (Mar-pa; 
1012–1096) dressed in white robes with a red cape holding vajra and 
bell, as well as that of Milarepa (Mi-la-ras-pa; 1040–1113) as a naked 
white siddha holding a scarf, are unique.1  

Equally exceptional is the fact that there are two teachers 
represented in the linage that do not occur in the common depictions. 
These teachers appear between Dags-po chen-po (i.e. Dwags-po chen-
po sGam-po-pa, 1079–1153) and Phag-mo-gru-pa (1110–1170) and 
are named Dags-po-on (i.e. Dwag-po-dbon sGom-pa Tshul-khrims-
snying-po, 1116–1169 (TBRC: P1845)) and Dags-po-on-chung (i.e. 
Dwag-po dBon-chung or sGom-chung or dBon-sgom Shes-rab-byang-
chub, 1130–1173 (TBRC: P1841)). The original identification of 
Goepper (1990; Goepper and Poncar 1996:216–17) has recently been 
corrected in this point by David Jackson (2002:164). The inclusion of 
sGam-po-pa’s two nephews, who are counted among his supreme 
disciples besides Phag-mo-gru-pa and Dusum Kyenpa (Dus-gsum-
mkhyen-pa, the 1st Kar-ma-pa, 1110–1193 (Stewart 1995:113–14)), 
and the unusual iconography of the teachers in the linage only make 
sense at a period where the lineage is just being established, and this, 
indeed, happened around 1200. 

Lineage and teacher2 
Considering the quality of the Sumtseg paintings, the detailing of the 
figures in the lineage appears unusually clumsy although the quality of 
the paint and the painting technique are consistent. Compared with 
common depictions of a Kagyüpa lineage in Central Tibetan art, it 
would seem that the lineage depiction of the Sumtseg demonstrates 
the painters’ problems in rendering a new subject in the absence of a 
proper visual model for it. They must, however, have received fairly 
detailed instructions regarding the types of figures to be depicted, their 
 
1 For overviews and large-size pictures cf. Goepper (1990) and Goepper and Poncar 
(1996:212, 216, 217). 
2 This section summarizes a more detailed analysis of these depictions in Luczanits (in 
press: example 1). 
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individual characteristics and the parts comprising the teacher’s 
clothing. 

This argumentation is further supported by the teacher 
depictions in the two gateway chörten within the monastic complex of 
Alchi built soon after the Sumtseg.3 Both contain an inner chörten 
with its interior walls dedicated to the same four teachers. However, 
while in the Great Chörten only the teachers are shown, in the Small 
Chörten they are accompanied by secondary figures as well. 

Particularly relevant is the rendering of the so-called Rinchen 
Zangpo (Rin-chen-bzang-po).4 While it is obvious that the painting 
style of these chörten in general is still typical for Alchi, the way this 
teacher is depicted clearly demonstrates that by now the painters have 
become familiar with the way a teacher is shown in contemporary 
Central Tibetan painting.5 The painting of the teaching scholar 
portrayed is generally much more harmonious and realistic. 
Particularly noteworthy is the way the cape now envelopes the figure, 
partly overlapping the upper arms and the knees, around which it falls 
in an elegant curve, and is then tucked under the crossed legs of the 
scholar. It can be assumed that the Alchi painters had by this point 
seen a visual model for the way the teacher is to be depicted. 

The new artistic influence on the early 13th century monuments 
at Alchi is even more obvious when one considers the context in 
which the so-called Rinchen Zangpo is shown in the extremely 
informative Small Chörten, that has remained largely unnoticed.6 The 
teacher is flanked by two standing Bodhisattvas (Avalokiteśvara and 
Mañjuśrī) and two seated deities at the level of his head 

 
3 In his study of the Great Chörten, Goepper (1993) could show that it was also built 
by Tshüldrim-ö after the Sumtseg. Cf. also Snellgrove and Skorupski (1977:77–78). 
4 I do not want to dwell here on the iconography of the teachers and their identity, but 
given the new historical context the Alchi monuments are to be seen in today, the 
identifications suggested by Snellgrove and Skorupski (1977) and followed by 
Goepper (1993) certainly need to be reconsidered [for pictures cf. also Goepper, 1993: 
fig. 14; and Snellgrove, 1977: pl. xiii]. 
5 For the usual depiction of teachers in Central Tibetan art during the 13th century cf. 
e.g. Kossak and Singer (1998: nos. 5, 11, 17, 18, 19, 26, 30, 51).  
6 Only Snellgrove and Skorupski (1977:78) describe the chörten and also note that 
here the teachers represented in the inner chörten have a context. 
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(Ṣaḍakṣaralokeśvara and Green Tārā). Above this another unusual 
early lineage of the Kagyüpa (bKa’-brgyud-pa) school is depicted, 
here ending with a siddha taking the place of the last teacher.7 To 
either side are nine more siddha, while seven protective deities occupy 
the bottom of the composition.  

If one compares this Alchi mural with dateable Central Tibetan 
paintings, one arrives at the surprising conclusion that, even if the 
painting in the Small Chörten is attributed to around 1225, it is 
nevertheless to be placed at the beginning of a new development 
taking place at the same time in Central Tibet. This can best be shown 
by an analysis of the composition of this depiction that makes it 
obvious that the teacher is himself to be understood as (equal to) a 
Buddha.8 In this regard the Alchi mural is partly even more explicit 
than the usual teacher depictions on thangkas known from Central 
Tibet.9 The public presentation of a contemporary Tibetan teacher as 

 
7 It could well be that this is meant to be the same siddha as the dark-skinned one 
represented as the main figure of the two chörten interiors depicted directly opposite 
the so-called Rinchen Zangpo and frontally. His identity is still a mystery and is 
crucial for a more precise understanding of the context in which these later Alchi 
paintings were executed. For a depiction of this siddha, who is usually identified with 
Nāropa, in the Great Stūpa (cf. Goepper 1993: figs. 12, 13). This siddha, usually 
depicted crouching and holding a twig and a flute, is also represented in a prominent 
position at the bottom of the dhotī of Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī in the Alchi Sumtseg 
(Goepper and Poncar 1996:102, 109) and, as I discovered on my last visit, is also 
depicted in the niche of the Assembly Hall of Sumda Chung, a monument decorated 
by artists of the same painting school(s) as Alchi. 
8 “Such a painting would certainly seem to pay Rin-chen bzang-po full honours as an 
acknowledged Buddha-manifestation.” (Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977:78). 
9 Teacher representations flanked by standing Bodhisattvas are fairly rare in 
comparison; e.g. of the ones in Sacred Visions referred to in note 5 only no. 17 has 
flanking Bodhisattvas. In terms of composition, too, this painting (now privately 
owned), which is executed in an entirely unique style, is the closest comparison to the 
Alchi depiction. Other examples with flanking Bodhisattvas are three paintings of the 
Taglung school from the late 13thand early 14th centuries: one in the Musée Guimet 
(MA 6083, Béguin 1995:482–84; Singer 1997: fig. 43 identifies the main image as 
Önpo Lama (Sangs-rgyas dBon Grags-pa-dpal 1251–1296)) and the others in private 
collections (Rossi and Rossi 1994: no. 10; Singer 1997: fig. 41 (again identified as 
Önpo Lama)). This composition is also found at a thangka one of uncertain context 
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(equal to) a Buddha appears to have been developed only in the last 
quarter of the twelfth century in Central Tibet and mainly in a 
Kagyüpa (bKa’-brgyud-pa) context.  

New topics 
Both, the elements comprising the arrangement of the Small Chörten 
depiction as well as their arrangement, are clearly reminiscent of 
Central Tibetan thangka paintings of that time, although it is executed 
without the strict divisions that are characteristic for the latter 
paintings. For example, the central teacher (with or without flanking 
Bodhisattvas), the lineage, the mahāsiddha, the row of protectors, and 
the thangka-like composition, were not used earlier in western 
Himalayan paintings.10 Instead, teachers are usually depicted in 
assemblies (e.g. Klimburg-Salter 1997: 220–25 and figs. 45, 139, 151, 
231) or as practitioner (sādhaka) of a certain teaching, as is most 
frequently the case also in the Alchi Sumtseg (for example the side 
wall panels of the Avalokiteśvara and Maitreya niches, Goepper and 
Poncar 1996: 79, 86, 92, 93, 139). 

The representation of the group of 84 siddhas on the dhoti of 
Mañjuśrī dhoti in the Alchi Sumtseg is the earliest representation of 
this topic known to me so far. The archetypical lives of a group of 84 
mahāsiddha are found in the Grub-thob brgyad-cu-rtsa-bzhi’i lo-
rgyus narrated by a certain Abhayadatta and translated into Tibetan by 
sMon-grub-shes-rab around 1100.11 As Rob Linrothe has shown, only 
a few of the depictions on the Mañjuśrī dhoti in the Sumtseg are 
individualized while generic types abound (Linrothe 2001). In fact, 
also in Central Tibetan painting of the 13th century only very few 
siddha have already an established iconography, and previously they 
are not depicted at all. The foreign, Central Tibetan, influence on the 
painting of the Sumtseg is, in this case, only visible in the content of 
the depiction and not in the style or the material used for them. 

 
and in poor condition in the Koelz collection at the Museum of Anthropology at Ann 
Arbour, Michigan (Copeland 1980:98). 
10 This fact has already been pointed out in Luczanits (1998). 
11 No date for this translator suggested in the TBRC. On the problems with the 
identity of the author and translator and different versions of the descriptions of the 
siddhas cf. Dowman (1985:384–388). 
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Fig.3: Siddha with scull-stick and cup; Alchi Sumtsek, dhoti of Mañjuśrī. 
Photo: J. Poncar. 

 
Besides these observations, Roger Goepper has collected further 
support to his dating of the Sumtseg and the Kashmiri derivation of its 
painters (Goepper 2003). Among them is a certain iconographical 
emphasis on the goddess Tārā to be observed in the murals. According 
to Goepper, this predilection for the goddess may be interpreted as a 
reflection of the revival of her cult in Kashmir. When Śākyaśrībhadra 
(1140s–1225) after his return from Tibet reorganised the decaying 
Buddhist religion and ritual in Kashmir, he promoted especially the 
cult of Avalokiteśvara and Tārā (Naudou 1980: 246–249). Indeed, in 
Tabo Tārā does not occur at all and in the western Himalayas the 
goddess first appears in the two oldest monuments of Nako, which are 
to be attributed to the first half of the 12th century (Allinger 2005; 
Luczanits 2003). 

As Goepper mentions, another Kashmiri priest named 
Tathāgatabhadra was during the 13th century active in China and 
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translated there a sādhana on the Tārā as Saviouress from the Eight 
Kinds of Fear, originally composed by the Kashmiri Sarvajñamitra 
(late 8th century, Naudou 1980: 252). As Eva Allinger (1999) has 
shown it is Sarvajñamitra’s description of the Saviouress from the 
Eight Kinds of Fear that is closest to the representation of this subject 
in the first floor of the Sumtseg as it is the only text that describes 
different manifestations of Tārā rescuing from the dangers (Goepper 
and Poncar 1996:158–163). Of the many representations of the 
goddess Tārā in the Sumtseg this one takes the most prominent 
position. 

Conclusion 
To me the most fascinating result of recent research on the Alchi 
Sumtseg is its relationship to contemporaneous early 13th century 
Central Tibetan art. The observations summarized above completely 
support Roger Goepper’s dating of the Alchi monuments and actually 
prove – in my opinion beyond doubt – that his attribution of the Alchi 
Sumtseg (gSum-brtsegs) to early 13th century is correct. The analysis 
also shows that this conclusion is of major relevance for the history of 
Central Tibetan art in general, as it appears that the Alchi murals were 
executed at a turning point in the history of Tibetan art. 
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