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In 2002 the small temple at Kanji, the Tsuglagkhang, was repaired by 
the Achi Association using traditional methods and materials.1 The 
Achi Association is a Swiss-based cultural organisation, established in 
1998 by a group of European scholars and architects. Its aim is to 
contribute to the preservation of the cultural heritage of the 
Himalayas, and in particular the architectural and artistic heritage. It 
undertakes the structural restoration of historic buildings and the 
conservation and restoration of wall paintings.  

The association concentrates its efforts on the cultural heritage 
of the Drikung Kagyü order of Tibetan Buddhism. Not only does this 
order have a long history with establishments all over the Himalayas, 
but its leaders make active efforts to preserve its material heritage as 
well as its religious and philosophical traditions. The long-standing 
relationship between the Achi Association and the order facilitates 
effective organisation and long-term planning, and also collaboration 
with local people and institutions. 

Although the Achi Association is concerned with cultural rather 
than religious matters, it recognises that the buildings, paintings and 
sculptures with which it is dealing are primarily religious objects of 
continuing local veneration in a vital Buddhist culture. Conservation 
 
1 The association takes its name from the Dakini Achi (’A-phyi), who is considered to 
be the protectress of the Drikung Kagyu order. Historically Achi is said to have 
manifested herself on various occasions, once, for instance, as a spiritual consort of 
Padmasambhava. About two centuries later she assumed physical form as the actual 
consort of a Yogi, whose son was to be the grandfather of the founder of the Drikung 
Lineage. Achi is represented in several forms, of which the one showing her in three-
eyed but two-armed form, peaceful but with hints of her latent vexed and wrathful 
potentiality, mounted on a “water-coloured” (blue = transparent) horse riding on 
clouds, is to be seen in practically every Drikung monastery or temple, often over the 
entrance porch. 
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work of this nature can only be successful if it is undertaken with the 
active co-operation and support of local people and institutions. 

 While the Achi Association may direct its attention to any 
religious, art-historical or philosophical aspect of the Drikung Kagyü 
order and its history, priority is given to monuments and artefacts in 
immediate danger that are still owned by the order. Although the 
association considers the Drikung Kagyü heritage as a whole as the 
possible object of its activities, it is currently working only in Ladakh. 

 In 1998 and 1999 the Achi Association visited Drikung Kagyu 
sites throughout Ladakh, and made measured surveys and condition 
assessments of Wanla, Kanji, Phyang (the Guru Lhakhang), Lamayuru 
(the Sengge Lhakhang), Bodkarbu, Skurbuchen and Shara. After 
assessing the various threats of decay and neglect at all the Drikung 
sites, the association decided to make Kanji the subject of the first 
building repair operation. Kanji Tsuglagkhang was a small and simple 
structure, and the repair work could be completed in one season. 
Further architectural survey work was undertaken in 2000, the wall-
painting conservators started investigations, and meetings were held 
with the villagers, local lamas and building craftsmen. In 2001 the 
preparatory work continued with the purchase of timber and the 
production of mud bricks in the village; and in May 2002 work started 
on site as soon as the fields had been ploughed. 

The Kanji Tsuglagkhang lies at the foot of the cliff on which the 
historic core of the village stands. It is a small square building on an 
open eastwards sloping site: mud brick walls on stone foundations. 
The most distinctive external features are the two projecting brick 
string courses, carried on cantilevered willow sticks, which run round 
three sides of the building at roof level. On the south is an open 
entrance porch formed by extending the two side walls. The porch has 
a central pillar and crudely-carved capital, and a ceiling lower than the 
temple. The parapets of the porch walls, with their two string courses, 
are also lower than the main walls. There is a small central doorway 
on the south, which provides the only light for the interior. Within the 
chapel a central pillar and carved capital carry the main east-west 
beam, which is also supported at the outer ends by unusual brackets 
and struts. Secondary beams run from the beam to the north and south 
walls. 
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Fig.1 The interior of the temple: the white line to the right of the statue shows 
minor rain damage on the east wall caused by the leaking roof. On the south 
wall the damage was much more severe. 
 

The skills of the builder were considerably less advanced than those of 
the artist, for it is in the paintings and sculpture that the glory of the 
building lies. Three large clay figures sit on a plinth at the north end of 
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the chapel: the Medicine Buddha, a four-armed Avalokiteshvara 
(Shadaksharalokeshvara) and Green Tara. The interior walls are 
completely covered in paintings: two large mandalas each to east and 
west, and a smaller mandala each side of the door. There is a low 
patterned dado below, and a frieze of curtains and geese above. From 
the historical context and stylistically the paintings are to be attributed 
to the early 14th century. 

Although the temple must have been cared for over the 
centuries for it to have survived at all, during the last century it was 
neglected when the caretaker family fell on hard times. Roof leaks 
caused serious damage to the paintings on the entrance wall, and the 
east wall began to move outwards, developing a 4inch/10cm gap at the 
southeast corner. The construction of two large buttresses against the 
east wall by the monks of Lamayuru in 1994 halted this movement, 
but did not address the other problems of the building. 

The original foundations had been excavated only six inches 
below ground level, and built up another six inches above the internal 
floor level. Because of the sloping ground, on the lower east side there 
was a stone base some four feet high. Over time the mud mortar had 
been leached out of the foundation stonework (and there were many 
poorly-bonded round river stones); a facing of small stones had been 
built 40 years ago in an attempt to prevent further erosion. 

It was decided therefore that the foundations should be 
underpinned and refaced to create a more substantial base for the brick 
walls. Excavation to expose the bottom of the foundations started at 
the northeast corner and proceeded in narrow sections around the 
north and west walls, the new stonework being built in below the old 
and tied into the open joints. The new work was 18 inches wide at the 
bottom, sloping in to six inches at the top. 

The new stone was broken from a boulder one kilometre 
beyond the village, and carried to the temple by donkey. The other 
local materials were: sand for mortar, at the edge of the village; 
yamang slates for wall capping, just across the river; and markalak, 
the clay for waterproofing roofs, an hour’s walk down the valley. 
Wood, for a treeless area such as Kanji, had to be carried in: poplar 
(yarpa) for the main beams from Leh; and willow sticks (taloo), from 
Mulbek and Shergola in Lower Ladakh 
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Fig.2. The front of the temple in the early stages of restoration. 
 

On the west side of the temple, fronting the ancient road into the 
village, the lower courses of brickwork had been worn away by 700 
years of yak and donkey traffic brushing against them. Damaged 
bricks were cut out and new bricks fitted in to restore the original line 
of the wall. 

At the southeast corner some traces of wall-painting were found 
on the inner face of the leaning porch wall, and so the wall had to be 
repaired rather than rebuilt. The wall was propped with poplar trunks 
and wedges while the stone foundation was underpinned to a depth of 
six feet. The badly eroded brickwork was then repaired with new 
bricks bonded into the old on the front corner, and a new wooden 
bracket built in to support the end of the porch beam. Before this part 
of the work began, the parapet wall on the roof above had been 
carefully taken down, and the salvaged bricks were used in the repairs. 

Before work could begin on the roof, a puja had to be 
performed by the three Drigung Kagyu monks living in the village. 
The three main statues in the temple were shrouded, and remained 
covered until the work was completed. 
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The brick parapet was then carefully taken down and the mud bricks 
stored for re-use, together with the remaining slate capping stones and 
the taloo willow sticks from the projecting string courses. A 
considerable amount of earth, built up from the eroded parapets, was 
removed from the roof, and the southern half of the roof and the porch 
roof were excavated down to the ceiling boards. Layers of grass and 
birch bark above the boards were salvaged for re-use. The ceiling 
boards, which were in much worse condition from wet rot than had 
appeared from below, were taken up, and then the six badly deflected 
and rotten beams were carefully lifted out. The main east-west beam 
was raised in the centre using a heavy truck screw jack, so that the 
central pillar could be removed to inspect its base, and the capital re-
aligned to correct twisting. 

 
Fig.3. Repairing the roof. 
 

The six new secondary beams—poplar sections square-cut in Leh to 
match the original beams in the northern half of the roof—were fitted 
into the wall sockets and joined to the central beam with wooden pegs. 
A new wooden tie beam ladder system, skechsing, was then laid 
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around the top of the walls, consisting of squared poplar sections on 
the inner and outer faces of the wall, connected by short cross pieces; 
all jointed with wooden pegs, and pegged to the new secondary beams 
below. The few reusable ceiling boards were re-laid, supplemented 
with new boards and salvaged wood from the village. The birch bark 
was re-laid over the boards, and then the new grass brought down 
from the mountain pastures, covered with a first mud layer four inches 
thick. Markalak clay was spread over the mud, after soaking in water 
to a thick paste. 

The parapet walls were then re-built to the original pattern, 
using all the salvaged bricks and the new bricks made in the village. 
There had been debate in the Achi Association as to the original 
configuration of the parapet above the entrance wall and the porch; 
indeed, as to whether the porch was original or a later addition. The 
careful demolition of the parapet did not answer this question, and so 
the parapet was rebuilt as found, without any conjectural 
reconstruction. Roof drainage and the removal of snow were also 
reasons for not returning the parapet above the entrance wall. 

Previously the roof had sloped to the south, with water draining 
over the entrance porch and an excessive depth and weight of earth at 
the north end overloading the roof timbers. The new roof, with a 
second layer of mud, was sloped down towards the east, where two 
new long wooden water spouts were introduced to carry rainwater 
well clear of the foundations. A final layer of markalak was laid over 
the mud, and the parapet tops were protected with a slate yamang 
capping. 

The outside walls were painted white (and from investigating 
the paint layers, had always been so) and the parapets red. As the 
nearest source of white lime was six hours away over the mountain to 
the east, the loose areas of whitewash were scraped and collected, and 
provided sufficient paint when remixed. The red clay for the parapet 
was found in a cave three hours away on the road to Rangdum, and 
this was burnt in a pan over a fire before being dissolved in water and 
applied. 

When the repair work was complete the village monks 
performed a final puja and the statues were unveiled. Work is 
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continuing on the conservation of the wall-paintings now that the 
building is secure. 
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Fig. 4. Situation before repairs 
 
1. Original foundations at W eroded, mortar missing. 
2. Brick wall eroded by traffic abrasion. 
3. Stone facing built 30+ years ago to protect brick wall and foundations. 
4. Original stone foundations at E eroded, mortar missing, base exposed. 
5. Brick wall overturning outwards as foundation fails. 
6. Stone facing built 30+ years ago to protect foundations. 
7. Two large stone and brick buttresses built 1996 to stop continuing wall 
movement. 
8. Heavy load on central pillar causes foundation settlement and deflection of 
main beam (additional load from upper roof structure removed 40 years ago). 
9. Movement of E wall reduces bearing for end of deflecting beam and bracket. 
10. Water penetration through roof crack. 
11. Defective yamang (slate) capping allows water penetration to top of wall. 
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Fig.5. Repairs 2002. 
 

1. Stone facing removed at W; new stone plinth and underpinning of 
foundations. 
2. New brickwork pieced in to line of original wall face. 
3. Stone facing removed at NE and SE; new stone plinth and underpinning of 
foundations. 
4. Main beam jacked up to reduce deflection. 
5. Column and capital realigned; additional padstone at base. 
6. Bracket lifted and pushed back into wall cavity to provide increased bearing 
for beam. 
7. 6 new joists (secondary beams) in S bay. 
8. New ceiling boards in S bay. 
9. Skechsing. 
10. Talboo. 
11. New yamang capping. 
12. New roof: birch bark, grass, earth, markalak, earth to falls (draining to new 
wood water spout), markalak, earth cover. 
13. Wood water spout. 
14. Mud brick parapet. 
15. Yamang. 
16. Mortar capping. 
 


