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RECONNAISSANCE OF CAVES IN
UPPER LO MUSTANG

Prelude

Lo-Mustang has been no more a strange place
for me. As a conservator archaeologist, | had been
to Lomanthang so many times before. But even
then when Mr. Brot Coburn proposed me to visit
upper Mustang to explore Mustang caves, | was
thrilled with an untold excitement. To work as a
liasion officer with an expedition team is not an
easy job. Liasion officers are generally blamed for
not accompanying the expedition team up to the
place where they are destined to . Since travelling
has been my hobby and a thing of interest, | was
delighted to know that | have been deputed as a
liaison officer to the Kanchanjangha expedition
team in 5" April, 2006 by the Ministry of culture,
Tourism and Civil Aviation. | was happy to know
that | was going to be a part of that expedition team
but | was extremely hurt when | came to know
that the team leader of the expedition Mr. Norbert
Joos and Jangbu Sherpa of Himalayan High
Country Treks and Expedition (P.) Ltd. denied to
allow me to accompany the team up to the base
camp and rather asked me to stay at Ghunsa. As
| was told | spent my night at Ghunsa shivering in
a chilling cold.

- Prakash Darnal

Background

Lo Mustang is the most potential archaeological
site in Nepal having abundant archaeological
evidences. Itis located at an altitude of 3750 m. in
the Trans Himalayan route and has a semi arid
climate. Itis rich in indigenous biodiversity and its
cultural heritages. Organic sample found in cave
system D revealed that cave settlement in
Muktinath valley might have been started more
than 4000 B.C. * Petroglyphs study ca:ried out in
Kak-nyingba, Samar and Te proved to be the
settlements of Neolithic period. Likewise, cave
study in Lower Mustang undertaken by the
Department of Archaeology and University of
Cologne, Germany found here the cultural
evidences of 8" century B.C. The history of Lo
Mustang is connected to the early history of Nyari
(West Tibet). Padmasambhav, who introduced
Buddhism in Tibet, had built Loghekar Monastery
in the 8" cent. A.D., earlier to the establishment
of Samya Monastery of Tibet (787 A.D.). Amapal
was the first king of Lomanthang, who had built
four storeyed palace and a boundary wall around
the settlement of Lomanthang in 1440 A.D. His
son, Agoyan Sangpo had built Jnyampa Monastery
in 1447 A.D. (P.No.1) and his grandson Tashi
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Goyan had built Thubchen Monastery in 1512 A.D.
(P.No. 2,3,4). Jumla often subdued Lo Mustang
untill it was annexed to Gorkha kingdom in 1789
A.D. and became an intergral part of Nepal. King
Jigme Palbar Bista is the 215 descendent of the
first king Amapal. Lo Mustang is well known for its
north south route (famous as the salt trade route
before 1950 A.D.) which linked Tibet and India.

Significance

Lo Mustang has been evolved as an important
repository of Tibetan Buddhism through the
centuries. The Walled city of Lomanthang,
Namgyal, Lo-ghekar, Charang Monasteries,
Palaces of Lomanthang and Charang,
Monasteries of Ghami and Ghiling, caves of
Chungsi and Luri, 305 m. long Mane wall and
group of Tangya chortens are the outstanding.

Whoever has visited Lo Mustang must have
noticed group of caves at Tangbay, Chuksang,
Chaile, Samar, Tamagaon, Ghami, Dhakmar,
Charang, Lomanthang, Choser, Yara Ghara and
Tangya. The team which explored the
caves,consisted of Peter Athans, Liesel, Luigi
Fieni, Brot Coburn, Renan Ozturk, Karl, Temba
Sherpa, Sukra Sagar Shreslha, Sanat Neupane
and me.

During the trip since 15" March to 3 April 2007,
we could get an opportunity to see not only the
new murals and Kabung (cave chorten) in the
caves but also enjoyed scenic beauty of the place
covered by snow (See map of Lo Mustang).

On 227 March, eight people of Dhi disputed with
Mr. Renan, a climber, when we were approaching
near the cave of Charang river confluence. He
could reach there afler his three day’s effort. What
they argued was that the land belonged to them
and nobody was allowed to do anything without
their consent. Later, the Dhi group allowed us to
explore the cave when our team agreed to pay
them some extortion money. No human activities
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could be noticed there when the cave was
explored.

1. Mandala Cave

This cave is located in Choser V.D.C. ward no. 2
(P.No. 5). It is in the same range of Nyphu
Monastery Mountain, about half an hour away to
the north side. There are four ruined Chortens in
front of the caves. It is of two storeys. Its upper
storey has sixteen Mandala painted on its ceiling.
The largest is of 7'3" diameter (P.No.6). The
painting on its north, easl and west side walls
were heavily eroded, so could not be indentified.
There is a room next to this Mandala, where the
paintings of Buddha and Tibetan script inscribed
on the wall were found (P.No. 7).

2. Phodaling Cave (Goije Phu)

Itis in Goije Tha, Ward No. 8, Choser V.D.C. (P.No.
8) which is at a distance of three and half an hour's
horse riding from the Lomanthang (P.No. 9). This
cave has around 70 paintings including 3 panels,
each having 19 miniature paintings totaling 56.
Altogether there are 70 paintings in this cave room.
The paintings depicted palm tree, monkey and
woman reminiscent of the painting of Ajanta cave
of India (P.No. 10, 11). Some of the painting like
Ejaculation (P.No. 12) could be unusual for
reseracher but the depiction of music instruments
(P.No. 13) in them are remarkable. The cave is
one of the most important finding for mural painting
which is definitely oldest amongst the ever known
mural paintings found in Lo Mustang. Tibetan
scripts are found inscribed under each of the
panel.

3. Chukumau Dhakpu Cave

This cave is located in Chukumarpo village, ward
no. 3, Choser on the way to Phodaling cave while
passing the trail of Samjung stream (P.No. 14).
Caves are found on the right hand side of it. It is
three storeyed cave. Several folios of manuscripts



along with golden manuscripts (P.No. 15) are
found scattered in a corner of the cave. A stone
with Tibetan script and terracotta Head of Buddha,
(P.No. 16) have also been found here.

4. Shaka Phu Cave

Itis in Nyanol village, ward no. 8, Choser V.D.C.,
across the Nyanol river (P.No. 17). The cave is
now inaccessible. There is a dilapidated Kabung
inside the cave which is eroded from the pinnacle
to its pedestal (P.No. 18). On its west side
pedestal of Chorten has a depiction of flag.
Likewise, Kuber, fish and conch are also depicted
on its north side whereas, endless knot and wheel
can be seen on its east side pedestal. The cave’s
east wall has paintings of Buddha, Monk and
Vajrasatwa (P.No. 19).

5. Marchung Cave

There is a hot water spring at about 30 minules
distance from Lomanthang. This cave is situated
between the hot water spring and the Samjung
stream on the left bank of the river (P.No. 20). Its
bottom part is used as a corral for rearing sheep.
The upper part of it is inaccessible. The cave is
four storeyed. It has wall paintings of Yamantaka
and five Vajrayogini (P.No. 21). Besides, liner
sketches of four figures a diagnostic rim potsherd
and numerous folios of Tibetan scripts have been
found scattered here.

6. Tashe Kabung

When passing from Yara village to Luri through
the Luri stream at a distance of half an hour's
journey by horse, a runied Chorten on left side
of a cliff is visible (P.No. 22). Above this Chorten,
there is a cave which is also inaccessible. Mary
Slusser and Lila Bishop have published in an
article “Another Luri, A Newly Discovered cave
Chorten in Mustang, Nepal” in “Orientation,
Feb. 99".

The Chorten of this cave has been eroded on its
east side from pinnacle to womb (P.No. 23). It has
an octagoenal plinth where eight auspicious
symbols and four deities of directions have been
depicted. The west wall of the cave has paintings
of Khadcheri and a Monk (P.No. 24). The ceiling
of cave Chorten is also painted with eight
auspicious symbols. Five different types of script's
folios were scattered on its north-east corner. A
fragmented rim of potsherd also has been noticed.

7. Luricave

It is located just half an hour's walk ahead of
Tashe Kabung and is the only cave Chorten
accessible in Lo Mustang (P.No. 28). Itis in
Surkhang V.D.C. ward no. 6 of Ghara village. This
Kabung is renowned for its intact and beautifu
paintings dated 13" — 14" century A.D. (P.No.
26). Its pedestal has a depiction of eight
auspicious symbols along with four deities of
direction. The womb containg painting of Namgyal,
Khadcheri, Vajrasatwa and Lokeswor on east,
west, north and south respectively. The west wall
of the cave has Lama, Buddha with Sariputra,
Moudgalyan, Vajradhar, Vajrasa‘wa and
Khadagajogini (P.No. 27). Likewise, eight painting
of siddhas and Mandals in the centre is beautifully
painted above the ceiling of the Chorten.

8. Tangya Kabung

Tangya village is in Surkhang V.D.C. ward no. 7/8.
It is famous for having groups of Chortens and
numerous caves. This Kabung was discovered
in a cliff nearly 15 minute far from the village. Itis
well preserved and intact also. But no paintings
are found from the caves except a good
conditioned Chorten with an inscription inscribed
in Ranjana script on its pedestal (P.No. 28).

9. Charang Cave

Charang is another important historical and
religious place after Lomanthang. Its palace,



monastery and Chortens are very remarkable.
There are caves on the northern and Eastern
side of Charang. The caves on eastern side have
altogether thirty-three rooms (P.No. 29). No
artefact has been reported from here except
some sign of Swastika depicted (P.No. 30) on
its wall.

10. Dhakmar Cave

This famous red cliff is believed to be reddened
with the spilled blood of a demoness killed by Guru
Padma Sambhava. It is called Dhakmar which is
in Ghami V.D.C. near the house of the King of
Lomanthang (P.No. 31,32). No script and painting
was found here except few rooms. A piece of
wooden sample was also collected from here for
dendochronology test.

11. Chili Phu

Ghami caves, also known as Chili Phu can be
seen across the Ghami River from all the roof tops
of the houses in Ghami ( P.No. 33), It is eight
storeyed cave consisting many rooms. Impression
of rope and sketch of monastery has also been
found which is quite interesting (P.No. 34).

12. Tama Gaon Cave

This is situated on the west side of Tama Gaon,
(Ghiling Village) across a small stream (P.No. 35).
Its entrance can be identified by its plinth made of
stone and a red color paintings of its fagade. It
has many levels with sketches of Chortens and
Ranjana script (P.No. 36) engraved on its inner
wall.

13. Kabung near Gonpa Kang

Gonpa Kang monastery is one of the important
monasteries located on the right bank of Kali
Gandaki river in Chhuksang V.D.C. ward no. 3.
The Kabung is thirty minutes walk from the
monastery (P.No. 37), It is in an almost ruined

condition. Its base is 8 x 8 ft. and height is 9'6"
(P.No. 39). The most interesting findings of the
cave is the paintings of four women (P.No. 38).

14. Rock Engraving

The rock engraving of Samar (P.No. 40 & 41,
Syapchi) and Kak-Nyingba (P.No. 42, Yeklebhatti)
have symbols of anthropomorphic figures, blue
sheep, hoof-print, serpent and sun disk. Further
study is needed to date these engravings.

Epilogue

Caves of Upper Lo Mustang were explored for the
first time with the approval of Department of
Archaeoclogy. However, Lower Mustang's caves
had been studied by Cologne University and
Department of Archaeology during 1990-1995 A.D.
The team could explore only few caves but there
are hundred of caves still waiting to be explored
and investigated. Among those caves, Goije Phu
(Phodaling cave) has been the most promising
cave with more than 70 wall paintigns reminiscent
of Ajanta cave wall painting of India. However, the
dates of these are much later than Gupta period.
The cave of Mandala certainly confirms earlier date
than Mandalas of Jhyampa monastery which
contains more than hundred Mandalas. The Lenza
(decorative line) found in the cave (ahead of
Sumda Chorten towards Lomanthang) was not
reported else where till date (P.No. 43).

People of Lo Mustang assumes that there are
seven (some says nine) Kabungs, of which yet
the five could been discovered. But Luri Kabung
is very famous for this painting dated 13"™-14"
century A.D. Rest of the caves like Marchung,
Tama Gaon, Chukumau Dhakpu, Chili Phu,
Charang and Dhakmar are also important for their
wonderful architectural design and paintings. It
was our initial endeavour and reconnaissance to
them, We hope the concerned authority would pay
attention to conserve, explore and excavate these
caves for collecting further facts and evidences.



Map of Lo Mustang
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1. Wall Painting of Jhympa

> Buddha of Thubchen
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3. Wall painting of Thubchen

. Wall pinting ofThubcen
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5. Mandala Cave




7.Mnda|a Cave

8. Phodaling Cave
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8, Phodaling Cave

10. Paintlng of Phodaling
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11. Painting of Phodaling

12. Painting of Phodaiing
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13. Painting of Phodaling

14.Chukumau Dhakpu Cve
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15. Folio from Chukumau DHékbu cave

16. Buddha head of Chukumau Dhakpu cave
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17.Shaka Phu cave

18. Kaun of Shaka Phu
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19.Painting of Shaka Phu cave
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21. Painting of Marchung cave
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22. Cave of Tashe Kabug

23. Tashe Kabung
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24. Painting of Tashe Kbung

25. Luri Cave
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26.Kabung of Luri Cave
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27. Painting of Luri Cave
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28. Tangya kabung
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29. Charang Cave

30. Painting of Charang cave
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31. Dhakmar Cave

32. Dhakmar cave
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33. Chili Phu

34, Painting of Chili Phu
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35. Tama gaon Cave
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36. Painting of Tama gaon cave
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37.Cave near Gonpa Kang

38. Painting of cave near Gonpa Kang
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39. Kabung near Gonpa Kang
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40. Rock engrave of Saar

41. Rock engrave of Samar
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42. Rock engrave in Kak Nyingba
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43, decorative line found in cave
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