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Art Historical Evidence for a Cult of the
Triloknath Lokesvara in Zangskar

Rob Linrothe

Abstract: The Triloknath Mandir (temple) has been of enduring interest to historians of religion,
anthropology, art history and architecture since the nineteenth century. It is located in Tunde (Tib. Ras
phag) Village along the Chandrabhaga River valley in Himachal Pradesh, on the periphery of the Western
Himalayan Buddhist horizon. The Drukpa Kagyu monk Taktsang Repa (Stag tshang ras pa, 1574-1651)
visited it in the seventeenth century, and the account of his pilgrimage to what he seems to have assumed
was Uddiyana, attracted the attention of Giuseppe Tucci. Part of Triloknath's fascination is the fact that
contemporary villagers in the region identify and revere the white marble image of Sugatisamdarsana
Loke$vara as Siva, while Buddhist visitors from Lahul, Zangskar, and other areas recognize it as Buddhist.
In recent years, a Buddhist monk and a Hindu pujari are deputed to assist both types of visitors. Another
alluring issue is that a temple with a Sikhara in the Nagara style usually associated with north Indian
Brahmanical architecture houses a Buddhist sculpture, and that too carved in white marble, a highly
unusual material in Himalayan Buddhism. No overwhelming consensus has been arrived at about either
the date of the temple, or the sculpture installed within it, or whether the architecture was "originally"
Brahmanical and then adapted to house a Buddhist image, or was Buddhist from start. Rather than taking
up those well-rehearsed if unresolved matters, here I focus on the iconography of the image in question,
Sugatisamdarsana Loke$vara, its association with Kashmir, and the appearance in neighboring Zangskar
of images that appear to be copies of the particular white marble sculpture now in Triloknath. Most of

the Zangskari images are relatively late, and so this study may indirectly contribute some evidence to
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Fig. 1 Triloknath Mandir in Tunde Village, Himachal Pradesh, India
(Photograph attributed to Henry Cousens, Snr, ca. 1865-1870. The Hugh A. Rayner Collection, Bath,
England).

the issue of the date of white marble sculpture in the Triloknath Mandir and when it replaced an earlier,

smaller grey stone image of the same deity also preserved there.

The Triloknath Mandir (temple) has been of enduring interest to historians of religion,
anthropology, art history and architecture since the nineteenth century (Figs. 1, 2, 3)." It is
located in Tunde (Tib. Ras phag) Village along the Chandrabhaga River valley in Himachal
Pradesh, on the periphery of the Western Himalayan Buddhist horizon (Fig. 4). The Drukpa
Kagyu monk Taktsang Repa (Stag tshang ras pa; 1574-1651) visited it in the seventeenth century,
and the account of his pilgrimage to what he seems to have assumed was Uddiyana, attracted

1 Vogel 1902: 35-41; Maxwell 1980: 9-74; Young Drukpa Association 2011: 41-46, 134-137; Widorn and Kozicz 2012:
15-35; Cousens 2014; Cousens 2015: 241-262; Widorn 2015: 189-235; Kozicz and Grimm in press.
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Fig. 2 Triloknath Mandir in Tunde Village, Himachal
Pradesh, India (Photo: Rob Linrothe, 2018).

Fig. 3 Upper part of Triloknath Mandir Sikhara
in the Nagara style (Photo: Rob Linrothe,
2018).
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