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Verena Ziegler

Depiction types of scenes from the Life of Buddha Śākyamuni 
on wooden portals in Himachal Pradesh

With the second diff usion of Buddhism (phyi dar) in Western 

Tibet, from the 10th-14th century C.E., artists created an 

independent, linear-chronological, manner to depict the life of 

Buddha Śākyamuni, according to the needs of the new Buddhist 

community. The majority of Buddhist temples from this period 

in the Western Himalayas, show elaborate carved wooden portals 

as part of their decoration. All these illustrations show episodes 

from the life of the historical Buddha, beginning with his stay in 

Tuṣita heaven and ending with the māravijaya or his parinirvāṇa.

 

The type of the carved wooden portals derives from decorated 

portals of the Gupta and Post-Gupta eras. This kind of decorated 

façade was used both for Buddhist and Hindu temples. Today 

there are only few examples that survive in Northern India. These 

include the Buddhist examples of the portal of the ‘du khang in 

Alchi and, the portal of the bCu gcig zhal in Wanla, both in Ladakh 

(fi g. 1-2); the portal of the dKar chung lha khang in Nako, Kinnaur 

(fi g. 3); and the portal of Lha Chuse in Kanji, Ladakh.

 

Detailed comparisons with examples from Tholing and Khojarnath 

(fi g. 4-5) in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) show that this 

type of decoration was characteristic for Western Tibet, with the 

Lalitavistara serving as one of the main sources for the narration. 

Except for Wanla (fi g. 2), probably the latest example, all the above 

mentioned portals show, or have most probably shown, 2/3 of the 

episodes on their vertical panels. The most important scenes are 

depicted on horizontal lintels. In Alchi, Tholing and Khojarnath 

(fi g. 1 and fi g. 4-5), the enlightenment   (fi g. 6-7) or the māravijaya 

(fi g. 8) can be seen in the center, while the portal of Nako (fi g. 3) 

seems to show as the central episode, the bodhisattva preparing 

for the fi rst visit to the temple (fi g. 9-10). 

 

The only requirement for the donors and the artists seems to 

have been to depict the entire life story on the portals, starting 

with the Tuṣita episode and ending with the parinirvāṇa. Within 

this framework, a variety of episodes were depicted. While 

earlier examples, like Tholing or Khojarnath, always show the 

parinirvāṇa or the māravijaya in the center, the decoration of the 

younger portals, like Nako, seem to be more varied. The most 

recent example of this decorative scheme, the portal of Wanla (ca 

14th c.), does not have any depictions of the Buddha’ s life on the 

lintel (fi g. 11).
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