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MAKFILL

Urxexpected last minute events Preventecl us from coming to
the 18th Comcerence of the
International Association for Ladakh Studies (]ALS}

held in Pedlewo (Foland, 2rd-6th M83 2017)
and share the results of the

first ever excavations carried out in | adakh

on a Puddhist site.
T herefore we decided to circulate and post this

Presentation for general information.

May 12th, 2017

(//n/éss otherwise stated all Pﬁotograép/w and dra Wings: oMA /:/L
E/@ments of this presenta tion are not to be used or reproc/uceaf i any way,
without the MA /:/L directors’ prior agreement.

A request of authorization must be sent in writing to:

matil project@gmail com


mailto:mafil.project@gmail.com

In 2015 and 2016 the MATT]
(Franco-]ndian Archaeological Mission in Ladakh),

a Cooperation Project sul:)[:)ortcd }33 the French
Ministrg of Foreign Amclcairs, the }:rench lnstitute N

]ndia, the Archaeo

Fethub Khang’csen ‘

_iducation Societg worked at a

ogical Sur\/eg of |ndia and the

PBuddhist site located north of | eh oasis, in vicinity

to the vi”agc of Gonpa, at the foot of the Khardong

pass, and loca”g known as Lotsava CAOSLOK

T he site was Pr@viouslg rcPor’cc& 59 Irancke,
Sne”grovc & Skorupski as well as N|RL AC.




| ocation of the arckaeological site, north of | eh

"monastery. l'otsavaiCh
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NMAFIIL.

As noted bg Sne”grove & Skorupski the term choskor
suggests a religious Place of some importancc.
The Place IS traditionna”g associated with Rinchen Zangpo
(958-1055).
Indeed, the most noticeable remains are that of mud brick

temple, similar to the well-known ruined temples of Ngarma.

]n JKCT TRy the MAF]L documented and maPPeA 157
archaeologica] structures at the site of Kkaréong (_hoskor:

~3 ruined temples
~45 chortens
-numerous Possib]c housing (monasterg?} and gunerarg

structures, canals, terraces a!ong with unidentified remains.



Khardong (Choskor site:

137 ruined structures*
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B View from the site of Khardong
s ' e - , Choskor towards the Stok range

(soutm, average elevation: 3800m

Satellite view of the

archaeological area
(about 24 hectares). » ' Google Earth




Kharclong (Choskor site: 3 tcmples and 45 chortens

ﬁ’n,é circles indicate the location
of the three ruined femp/es

(_hortens similarin type and displaging mud

Plastereé lotus Petals (a s’cylistic element
encountered onlg at ancient PDuddhist sites in
| adakh, that is to say cla’cing from the | ater
SprcacD, are known at: Trakhung Kowachc,

Ngarma, Shcra) Shcmos, I nsa, Sabu,

Rumtsc, Staglung
(see note 16 in Devers / Pruncau / Vernier 2014).



Bui]ding i,located atthe

centre of the archaeologicalm' :

area was identified as a
i temPle on the basis of its
~ ground Plan as well as

' Plugko!es and fainted halo
remains distributed on its

inner walls.

™ ntrance of the temPle is
Facing south-east.

- 3R25

Elevation of Preservecl walls:

-1 3R

almost 4m in height.

4 3K23 meveny
ahove sec leve

Dage: sept 2015 | Drawiser: M. Veraier /8. Broglia

Scale 133 USM: ous, 006,005 |
| Sitez Chaskhor Code: L-LEH-Bu-lol |
fﬂ, West wall, makde devation

5urFacc of tcmplc:
9.2m by 13,65 m
(about 125m square) 5




Kharclong Choskor: tcmplc |

Portico

T wo builcling Phases were identified on basis of architecture:
i,/ mud brick builcling Phase, erected on stone foundations (corresponding
to the black line clrawing: rectangular ground Plan with an aPse>
2/ addition of a mud mortared stone masonry verandah erected on an
artificial Plahcorm (corresponding to the grey line c!rawing) 10



Tcmplc I, Khardong (hoskor site in course of
excavations, Augu5t~5cptcmbcr 2016

Only half

of the inner
surface of
the temple
was
excavated
(about 60m
square).

Sections
were left at
the foot of

the inner

walls in
order not to
weaken
their
stabilitg.




Undcrstanding the tcmPlc’s architecture:

wooden remains of roofing and Pi"arcd

uPPcr structure

Organic elements from the co”apsed roof
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T he main tcmP‘c of Kharc]ong (Choskorfits the tﬂPoiogg
of earlg Western Himalagan Buddhist tcmPlcs
(1 1th-13th centuries AD)




Out of the 50 or s0 temp]es studied }39 Holger Neuwirth for the tgpologg
of earlﬂ Western Himalagan Buddhist temples,
on]g 7 displag a rectangular Plan with an apse.
[ Taéo’s Ma/trcya and /at:ge 5rom~5ton tem/o/cs, §umc7/a s mairn temp/c)

Mangyu’s \Vairocana tcmlo/é, A/C/W’g Du,é/umg, two of the ruined tcmp/cxs
of /\/ﬂarma and the runed temp/é (t Gﬂatsa) of 7770///75]

A” seven tcmplcs displag a verandah and all extant tcmples at Tabo,
Sumda, Manggu and Alchi are Pi”ar@d (4 ou 6 Pi”ars).
T he ruined temples of Ngarma and Tholing have not been excavated.

The flat stones exposcd in the middle of Khardong (_hoskors main tcmplc

and interpretcd as Pi”ar bases are thus consistent.

However, since onlg half of the inner surface of the temple was excavated it
s not yet Possiblc to state whether it was four or six Pi”ared.



i/ | hree central acﬁacent
square structures (each im
square and 20cm in height}
were cxPosed in front of the

apse in the middle of the

temP!e.

All consist in a stone
Plahcorm with mudbricks on
toP. No material originating

from a Possible upper

structure was identified in
course of excavation.

- (141)

|dentification of rituals

(144)

(143)

. tshaisha
* hnds
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2/t does not seem likcl9
that votive chortens or
statues in clag were built
on toP of the square
structures. Howcver we
cannot rule out the

ossibility that such
efements were made of

more Pcrishable or
transPortaHe (wooc] or

metal for instance)

material.

Site code: L-LEH-Bu2-Cot

Date: 08.09.2016

Drawnby:SB,E S, M V.

T | Pran/section: 139 detall

125/141-146

| [Context; multi-context

Area: AB north-south

139

C1L | Scale: 120

Notes: detail of central structure contexts
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}clcntification of rituals

Objects (ts/na t5/73, otterg
{:ragments, a coin anj)a metal
objcct} were found within the
square structures, in between

them and next to them.

e e T 0, T s T T L T A !



chti{:ication of rituals ‘[“l’

MAFIT

Sixteen tsha tshawere
recovered: three from the apse
and all the others from, in
between, next to or within the

centra! square structures.

All tsha tsha are siﬂpa shapc&.
Most have an elongated conical

base on which rests a steppecl
siﬂloa.

Several bear traces of paint
(red, green and black) and have a
hole drilled at either at the
bottom of the base or at the toP

of the stﬂloa (in some cases

both).

Onl two bear an inscription

(both in T ibetan).



SOme tsha tsha were broken: bone gragmcnts were
recovered as well as a small folded birch bark sheet
found in association with a small Polished grey stone
(mo i~§>.

Small clay objccts were found in association with the
tsha tsha: Pearls, discs and elongatccl conical elements:
see (n° 6-3). All objects are Piercccl.

Sixteen round clag dishes (about 7,5cm in diameter
and Tcmin hcight} were also found in association with
the tsha tsha (n°4). Theg are all Piercec! in their center
and decorated with engrave& lotus Peta]s (sometimes

Paintcd) on the cclge.

The Picture below shows how these various elements
may have been used in relation with the #sha tsha.




|dentification of rituals
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Apart from tsha tsha and associated
clag objccts, Potterg sherds were
recorded next to the central square

structures.

Somc were found in between the
structures ancl thus clearlg reusecl
in the construction process.

Ohne sherd was found in the Fi”ing of
the central structure. Thesc sherds
corresponcl to small globular Pots
(10cm in diameter).

[ the area immcdiatclg west of the
structures that contained ashg
material | % cliagnostic sherds were
recovered, among which a Paintcd one.

The tgpologg also consists in small
globular pots (about 10cm in
diameter) with widen rims, with or

without neck. e



chtimcging the iconographic program of the tcmplc

2

Pased on the size and lagout of
the Plugholcs visible on the
inner walls of the temple, it is
Possib!e to assert that the
temPle once sheltered nine
seated deities, made of clagJ
distributed on its side walls and

rear niche.

Woodcn pegs and Pieces of
woo&, most Probablg once Part
of a wooden armature onto
which the clag bodg of the
sculptures was constructcd,

were found in  course of

excavations.
20
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Fragments of cla9 Paintecl faces (in white, red, blue or green) were | t ,
unearthed along with broken elements (noses and ears).
Other elements such as Fingers, hair or deteriorated boclg Parts were also

recovered.
" rom these elements we know that the seated deities were about life-size.
Several Fragments of large, Pointed and molded lotus Petals (either Paintecl

blue or red) be]onging to the throne on which the deities rested, were
exposed.

F ragments of C/aﬂ /oa/}?tec/ Jotus Pcta/s

once aa’om/ng the throne of the seated derties.
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Fragmcnts of clag sculpturcs ﬁ’
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PBroken Pieces of
vajra Painted black
and/or blue were
discovered, bcing SO
far the on!9

identifiable
attribute.

Many Fragilc and
intricate Fragments
of ornamentation,
such as Pearls of

rani&s, l"OUﬂClCd amj

drOP S!’"laéPCC!

elements an scro”s,
to describe a few
onlgj were

discovered.




MAFIT

Fragments of mural Paintings) cjisplaging mostlg white, black, red and

blue Paints were recovered. Some elements of vegetal decoration are

rccognizablc (Picture on the left),.

T he largcst Fragment recovered (Picture below) displays two white
geese, Paintecl head to tail, contoured in red on a blue }Dackground.

\/erg thin Pieces of Paintcd wood, from the ceiling or other Painted

wooden elements, were also identified in course of excavations.




Conceming the iconographg and stgle of the clag decoration of earl9 Buddhist
templcs in the Western Hima!agas we can rélg on the in~depth and reference stucly
carried out by (.| uczanits (2004).

He writes: “Cons’cituting the main images of many carlg western f‘]imalayan
monuments, the cla9 sculPtures represent the main iconographic topics, and an
examination of them is inclispcnsable for the identification and analgsis of the
iconographic programme of the temPles.” <P 202)

As ex lained above 9 scated deities, made of c!ag, were occupging the apse and
ﬁs of the temPle of K}narclong Choskor. This Par’cicular arrangement of life-
size deities hanging on the walls at eye level and seating on lotus thrones, strongl9

recalls the decoration of the Assemb]g Hall of Tabo’s main temp]e.

side wa

Fresumabl% a mandalic comciguration once also adorned the walls of Khardong
Choskor’s temple. The Fragments of lotus Pcta]s excavated in the latter are
identical in stgle and colour to the ones ornamenting the thrones of Buclcﬂnas and

Bodhisattvas in | abo’s Asscmb!g Hall.

Because onlg i m? was excavated at the base of the inner walls (where most of the

sculptural remains are expected to be found-sections were left at the bottom of the

walls in order not to weaEen the templc) it is not yet Possib]c to i&enthcg the deities
clisplaged in Kharclong (_hoskor's temple.

MAFIT



T he Asscmblg Ha" of T abo’s Main tcmplc (5Piti)

indicates how clag statues may once have been ciisplagccl

within the main tcmplc o Khardong (hoskor.

G E = b o 1
10 A — |
L PRI AR TS '
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lmage: | uczanits 2004

]magc: van Ham 2017 26



DWaN ~

ragments of faces Painted red, blue, white and green were found in the apse of Khardong ﬁl

(_hoskors main templc with remains of hairline Painte& black. T he curled hairin the middle of one of
the foreheads recovered is identical to the hair stg!e of some Boc”nisattvas in | abo’s Asssemblg
[Hall. Fieces of braids, made of three moulded Para”el locks of hair, found at Khar&ong (hoskor are
identical to the Jinas’ and Podhisattvas’ braids from T abo.

A!though no intact face was recovered at Khar&omg (hoskor the ProPortions of the various
Fragments (upper Par‘c with hair, forehead and egebrows or lower Part with mouth and chiﬂ, as well as
broken noses) match the stgle of T abo’s images. Remains of several vajras (Paintecl blue and/or
b]ack} were found. [Jowever, this attribute is far too common to make any valuable hgpothesis on the

identification of the deities.

I~ ven if the ornaments retrieved from the temple of Kharclong (_hoskor do not contribute to the
identification of the deities, tlﬂeg bring valuable stylistic information. Numerous sing]e, double and
triPlc string of Pearls were recovered: theg were part of thejewe”crg once aclomir\g the deities, Jinas
and/or Boc{hisat’cavas but also Possibly goc!desscs and Protcctors. Double strings of Pearls are for
example used for Bracclets, necklaces anc!jewc”ecl belt of the deities of T abo’s Asscmbl\g Hall.
Triple strings of Pearls are characteristic of the mala hanging from the shoulders of the deities. 5uch
Pear! wreaths are visible in T abo’s Assemblg Ha”, although bac”g Preservecl. Sing]e strings of Pear!s
recovered at Kharc]ong Choskor could have been Part onewe”ec! Crowns. Larger individual Pcarls
could have adorned the halos of deities such as seen in Tabo. Fenc!ants found at Khardong
(_hoskor were also origina”g acloming a crown, necklace, bracelet or belt. Square ornaments were
most Probablfj the central element of a bracelet or nccklacc} asis seen in Tabo Asscmb!9 Ha”. Most
ornamentation Fragments excavated at Khardong Choskor were Painted rccﬂ, blue, black and white.
T his same range of colours is found on the murals’ ?ragments recovered at the Khar&ong (hoskor.
Once more, this corresPoncls to the colours in use at Tabo Assemblg Ha”.



Comparison omC stglistic elements between the clag Fragments excavated at the

temp]e of Kharclorzg Clﬁoskor (top) and Tabo s Assemblg Ha” bottom)
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The stylistic Para”cls we are able to draw between the material excavated at Kharcjong H
(Choskor and T abo Asscmbly Hall are very signhcicant. T hanks to two inscriptions Painted ___Lake
inside Tabo Main tcmple we know that it was founded in 996 and renovated in 1042, making it
the earliest extant Bu&dhist temple of the Western Himalayas‘
As a result we propose that the main tcmpic excavated at Khar&ong Choskor was in use at the
end of the 10th century/ bcginning of the 11th century .

Such a clating is suPPorted bg the architectural Plam of the temple as well as 59 the tsha tsha
recovered within. Stﬁpa shaped tsha tsha with long conical bases are in found in an extensive
area, from Afghanistan in tEe west to Tholing in the cast Passing throug}w Gilgit (horthern
Pakistan) where they seem to have been in use from the 8t to the 12t century AD. Although
such tsha tshawere recovered from excavations in Afgharsistan it is the first time that theﬂ are
recovered in situfor the \Western Himalayas.

At the Present state of research we do not know when the temple was founded (an earlier
foundation is not to be excludec!) and by whom or when an whg it was abandoned.

A dozen of samples were collected cluring the course of excavations in various levels and were
recentlg submitted for (14 dating. Results are exPectecI bg the end of 201 7.

Thc ques’cions above (when? whg? bg whom?) applg to the site of Kharclong Clﬂoskor as a whole.
Such an imPortant site implics a large and Puddhist community
suppor‘ce& bg a strong and wealthg Political ancl/or lag communitg about
which we do not know a thing for the time being.
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T he three ruined temples and the fifty or so ruined stiipas of the site of K hardon = N
Y i &
Choskor make it a key cenline Ejr carlg Buddhism in Ladakh and the Western Hima!afjas. H
50 far no mention of the site, that is one the largest archaeological site of Ladakh o
for the historic Periocl (Francke even used the word “town’ to describe it), has been found in
any written source.

Archaeologica”g speaking, in Lac{auﬁ onlg the site of Ngarma is equivalent in size to that of
Khardong Choskor. The former is mentioned in the texts as one o?
majorlcounc{ations. T he five ruined tem les at the site of Ngarma have been architecturall
studied (Feiglstor{cr? K ozicz, Mani, Neuwirth, Fanglung) and their sequence of Euilding is
uite certain but none has been excavated or securelﬂ dated.

Tlﬂis holds true for other earlg Buc!c”ﬂist tcmplcs elsewhere in the Western r“lima]agas.

Rinchen Zamgpo’s three

About 25 similar ruined templcs are known over | adakh (alist of ‘pre-Alch? Buc!c”wist ruined

tcmples is found in MAF]L’s 2015 rePor’c). Onlg % have been arcEitectura”g studied to date

(Basgo: Luczanits 2005 and Neuwirth; Chigtan: Forthcoming aper 139 Bayerova and Kozicz;

tcmple in between Ngarma and Thikseg: Kleuwirth ).

S ecial attention shall be drawn to the ruined teml:)le of Ggamtsa near Gonpa (mentioned bg
Franckc) N a va”eg ac}jacent to the site of Kharc!ong (_hoskor. Other remains in the | eh
va”cy, name]y the numerous buclc”ﬂst stone sculPturcs (Alexancler/van Schaik; Dojag;
Francke; NlRLAC) as well as the chorten of Mane Tsermo and the caves of Trai(hung
K owache, most robab!g corresPonding to the earliest Phase of SPituk monastery said to
have been founded }39 the Western Tibetan king O]»-CIC in the first half of the 11th century

(NIRLAC, van [Ham 201 1), Point to ] eh as being an imPortant centre for Buddhism at the
turn of the 2nd millennium. We may even hgpothesize that | eh was an important Bucj&his’c
centre before the | ater Spreaé emanating from the Western | ibetan E

stone sculPtures suggest (Linrothe).

ingclom as some



E_arlg Buddhist remains
in the Lch va"cy

Francke in the ruins of
Ggamtsa (Gonpa) temple,
1909
[Photo: babu Findi Lal, Kern

]nstitutc archives, Leiden]

Below: remains of Ggamtsa
temple, 2016

Yellow Pir\s locate Buddhist Ohne of the numerous Puddhist ! .--:- - :

stone sculPtures in the Leh va”eg: -‘

stone 5cu|Pturcs. R -

- ch Pins locate monuments. ChaﬂgSPa A g
<9th Ceﬂturg? Linrothe) 2%

.




MA]:IL’S future work, 2018~2020
~continuation of excavations at the site of Khardong Choskor;

~-material analgses (C 14, Pigmcnts, composition of building material, etc...)
~wider research program on earl Buddhismin | adakh(based on a analysis
of ruined tcmplcs and stone scu Pturcs) 3

~conservation work with the support of local rcligious authorities.

Graffiti Paintcd in 201% on the outerwalls of B
Kharc‘ong (hoskor main temP]C' 3

Thc site is mentionned as in ‘clangcr of B

clisaPPearance’ f:)g NIRLAC. .

/>U aheld at the temp!e before excavations
(et

t) and visit of religious authorities during
excavations (bottom right).




T o know more about MATT|! ’s Projcct:

www.maxcil.org

ABOUT MAFIL FOUR-YEAR PROJECT

Fhotos and [ V documcntarg o{:/ about 20164’s
excavations alrcadg online at
https://www.lcacebook.com/mam.org;/

Full report on 201 6’s excavations online soon.



https://www.facebook.com/mafil.org/
http://www.mafil.org/

MAF]L’S TEAM in 2015 and 2016
e Directors:| . Pruneau (EFHDCRCAO) and S5.B. Ota (AS], Denﬁ).

Ec:)clirectors: M. Vernier (ArScAn/UMR70"ri ) and I Fhunchok (AS],
I~ xcavations 201 6: 5 Bickelmann, 5 Broglia de Moura, [ . Bruneau, M.
Foux) i Singh, M. Vernier.

Studﬂ of archaeologica] material: I Bruneau, ST Broglia de Moura, M.

\Vernier.

Drawings: 5 Broglia de Moura and M. VVernier.
Topographical maps: . Suire.

Fhotographs MAF]L K. S'lveston

Speaalthanks to: F Arhets JY Co uelm b de Har’cm }1 A He”er
Geshe Jigmet FrcnC Geshe Konchok Wangc!u T GOnBo KunsangL
Namggal DrS Wangchuk

SUFFORTINGINSTITUTIONS (2015-2016)
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