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Representing Prajñāpāramitā in Tibet and the Indian Himalayas. The iconographic concept in
the Temples of Nako, rKyang bu and Zha lu

by Petra Müller, Vienna[ ]

(click on the small image for full screen image with captions)

INTRODUCTION

The paper will discuss different iconographic models of the goddess Prajñāpāramitā which prevailed specifically in the Indian
Himalayas and Tibet of the 11th to 12th century.

The goddess of Wisdom Prajñāpāramitā (Tib. Yum chen mo) is the personification of the most important text of Mahāyāna Buddhism,
the Prajñāpāramitāsūtra. Even though depictions of the goddess prior to the 11th century exist, these early mediaeval images are not
preserved within their original contexts. This article focuses especially on images of Prajñāpāramitā that still can be analysed within
their original architectural contexts. Furthermore, the chosen monuments are rare examples in which the remains of original statues
exist or if it was destroyed, a rich photographic documentation from the time before the destruction is available, as in the case of the
temple of rKyang bu in Southern Tibet. Up to now only few research studies focus on this topic. The preliminary investigation that
follows is part of an ongoing study.

These representations of Prajñāpāramitā produced in the Indian Himalayas and Tibet of the
11th to 12th century will be studied predominantly from an art historical viewpoint. A careful
analysis and a systematic comparative investigation of images and texts will enable a better
understanding of particular modes of representation of the goddess, her "cult" and her
specific Tibetan iconography. Special attention will be devoted to the configuration of
Prajñāpāramitā and her retinue as seen in three monuments - Nako (Himachal Pradesh,
Indian Himalaya), rKyang bu (Southern Tibet, gTsang), and Zha lu (Southern Tibet, gTsang) -
which show Prajñāpāramitā within an iconographic context. The position of the goddess in the
overall iconographic program will be analyzed and possible iconographic types and primary
sources briefly discussed. Different types representing the iconographic context, in which
Prajñāpāramitā is represented, are introduced. Taking these above mentioned monuments
together with written primary sources and an analysis of the images into consideration will aid

in deciphering the specific Tibetan iconography.

TEMPLES

The temples of Nako (Himachal Pradesh, Indian Himalaya) and Zha lu (southern Tibet,
gTsang) still contain some of their ancient and original decoration. Despite the destruction of
the temple of rKyang bu (southern Tibet, gTsang) during the Cultural Revolution, thanks to
the work of Tucci and Maraini, there is detailed photographic documentation prior to the
destruction.[ ] At all three sites, the monumental images depicting Prajñāpāramitā are of
central importance.

ZHA LU (Southern Tibet, gTsang)

Today the only temple in Tibet that contains a Yum chen mo lha khang, a chapel dedicated to
Prajñāpāramitā, is Zha lu (Figs 1-2). Zha lu is situated some 17 km southeast of gZhis kha
rtse in Southern Tibet, gTsang. Although little of the original structure has remained due to renovations and enlargements, the current
Yum chen mo lha khang goes back to the original conception and is said to have been consecrated by the great Indian scholar Atīśa in
possibly 1045.[ ] According to the Genealogies of Zha lu, the whole temple was founded in a hare year by lCe btsun Shes rab 'byung
gnas.[ ] In its original conception, it appears to have been comprised of the Lha khang lo ma, the Lha khang byang ma (dating to the
earliest phase, the founding, around 1027-1045)[ ] to the west (Fig. 3, nos 3-4), and the eastern part of the Yum chem mo lha
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Fig. 3

Fig. 4

khang (renovated by Grag pa rgyal msthan in the 14th century) to the east (Fig. 4, no. 1B)[ ]. The Genealogies of Zha lu state that
lCe btsun Shes rab 'byung gnas first built these three chapels.[ ] Vitali (1990: 93) suggests, however, that the founder of the temple
built the Yum chen mo lha khang somewhat later than the other two chapels after returning from his visit to Bodh Gayā.[ ]

Yum chen mo lha khang

To the east on top of the mGon khang (Protectors chapel, as it is called today, originally an ambulatory,
Fig. 3, no. 1), the Yum chen mo lha khang is located on the first floor.[ ] The Genealogies of Zha lu
already mention this upper part of the building as being dedicated to Prajñāpāramitā.[ ] An ambulatory
(Tib. skor lam, Fig. 4, no. 1A) with paintings dating to the 14th century surround the Yum chen mo lha
khang.[ ] On the lintel of the door leading to this chapel the five Jinas are shown with Vairocana in the
centre (Fig. 15). Based on their stylistic features, these depictions are possibly the only original preserved
paintings outside of the chapel created possibly prior to the 14th century.

The decoration of the clay statues as it exists today in the Yum chen mo lha
khang has been completely restored (Figs 5-9).[ ] Only the original murals
(Figs 13-14) in the chapel remain in its original setting, which renders
accurate identifications challenging, as than are obscured on the north, east,

west and south walls by the statues. The first renovation took place in the 14th century by Grag pa rgyal
msthan (mentioned previously).[ ] The latest recently finished in 2008. According to Heller (1999: 123)
and Neumann (2001: 323), damages occurred in the 1960s and 1970s and no older sculptures have
been preserved in the early chapels. Photographic material of condition prior to these damages is
available from Maraini 1937, Tucci in 1988 [1941] and Su around 1962 (Fig. 10).

The Yum chen mo lha khang currently contains a golden four-armed clay statue of Prajñāpāramitā (Figs
2, 5). In the centre of the west wall the goddess is shown seated in vajraparyaṅkāsana on a lion throne
surrounded by monumental seated images representing the ten directional Buddhas (Figs 6-9). To each side (along the north and
south walls) three Buddha images are placed (Figs 6-7). On the entrance wall (east wall) two more sculptures of the same type are
seated (next to the entrance) and further two images are located on both sides next to Prajñāpāramitā on the west wall.

Fig. 5 Fig. 6 Fig. 7

Not much is known about the original iconographic configuration of the sculptures.[ ] As already mentioned the Genealogies of Zha
lu refer to the dedication of the upper part to Yum chen mo,[ ] and Ruegg (1966: 91) refers in his translation of the Bu ston rNam
thar to the depiction of an image of Prajñāpāramitā. Little research on the Yum chen mo lha khang had been conducted so far.[ ]
Wang (1960: 52-65) states that a statue of Vairocanābhisaṃbodhi was formerly the main image of the Yum chen mo lha khang in Zha
lu. Vitali (1990: 106) describes the configuration of the 14th century as housing a four-armed image of Prajñāpāramitā surrounded by
the Bodhisattvas [sic] of the ten directions. However, Rhie (1997: 38-51) was, moreover, not aware of the clay images for the Yum
chen mo lha khang in Zha lu. Kreijger (1996: 108) refers to huge stucco figures of Bodhisattvas [sic] and Dvarapalas flanking the
central figure of Prajñāpāramitā. He compares the remaining halos of the statues of the Yum chen mo lha khang with those already
destroyed from the Lha khang lo ma and Lha khang byang ma and attributes these chapels therefore to the original configuration
(early phase). The halos and animal thrones originally thought to have framed all of the images are lost today (Figs 6, 10), but some
remains were still in situ before the latest restoration (Figs 11-12).[ ] Fournier's photographs show the state of preservation in 1994
and possibly the original mandorla of the Prajñāpāramitā which is gilded and decorated with roundels. The only preserved fragments
of the animal throne at that time were a horizontal beam supporting the additional structure and a garuḍa on top of the construction.
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Fig. 15

Fig. 8 Fig. 9 Fig. 10

Part of the original concept of the Yum chen mo lha khang are the remaining parts of the still visible Pāla-style paintings (Figs 13-14).
These murals are placed to both sides of entrance, three images in a vertical row one above the other, and on both sides of the
corners in the west. Additional murals decorate the upper walls and ceiling. Chayet (1994: 205) describes the style of the murals as a
combination of Pāla elements with Central Asian influences.[ ] Stoddard (1996: 35) claims that Zha lu together with Grva thang
(Central Tibet, dBus) refer to an "early syncretic stage of Tibetan art" dealing with a lot of cultural influences.

Fig. 11 Fig. 12 Fig. 13 Fig. 14

Related to stylistic issues of the statues we can identify at least three phases; in the original, now lost, images existed.[ ] The
second phase is dated to the modifications performed during the 14th century renovation work[ ] and the third phase covers all
other renovation work phases later. Heller (1999: 123-124) describes the style of the sculptures as visible in the photograph of Su
around 1962 (Fig. 10) as follows:

"We find another clear example of Tibetan adaptation of a foreign motif in the Prajñāpāramitā chapel of
Shalu [...] The Buddhas' faces were modeled according to Indian techniques and physiognomy, [...] The
facial features and body proportions follow Indian models, but the deities are dressed in Tibetan robes of
medallion fabrics or in robes of flowing silks with narrow pleats. [...] The thrones follow models found in
eleventh century Nepalese manuscripts (Pal and Meech-Pekarik 1988: fig. 37).[ ] [...] Certainly this too
reflects the international nature of the esthetics then popular in Tibet, as well as a marked tendancy
towards archaism." 
(Heller 1999: 123-124)

The statues of Prajñāpāramitā and the Buddhas seen in the chapel in 2009 wear robes embellished with medallions similar to those
used as throne decoration elements before the recent renovation (Figs 9, 10).

The goddess and her retinue

Due to the relatively poor knowledge about the original configuration and the completely
restored images in the case of Zha lu we have to rely on the information given in textual
sources. The Genealogies of Zha lu refer to the Yum chen mo lha khang as dedicated to
Prajñāpāramitā (see note 10) and Ruegg (1966: 91) refers in his translation of the Bu ston
rNam thar to the depiction of an image of this goddess. The statue of Yum chen mo is
surrounded by the Boddhisattvas [sic] of the ten directions (Vitali 1990: 61).[ ] A relation
between the configuration of the Yum chen mo lha khang and the remains of paintings
depicting the five Jinas on the lintel above the entrance door is evident (Fig. 15). The Jinas
visually frame the image inside.

In order to attempt a comparison of images that no longer exist in their original conception, the
iconographic context and literary sources become especially important. In this case, not only

the main wall but also the related statues and paintings (iconographic configuration) of the depictions on the other walls need to be
taken in consideration.

Ricca & Fournier (1996: 353) identify the paintings of the 14th century renovation phase in the mGon khang of Zha lu (ground floor,
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Fig. 16

underneath the Yum chen mo lha khang, Fig. 3, no. 1) as related to the dharmadhātuvagisvara maṇḍala and the durgatiparisodhana
maṇḍala.[ ]

Representation mode - Type I

The temple of Zha lu can be identified as a possible type I mode of representation showing Prajñāpāramitā surrounded by the
Buddhas of the ten directions. Later on in the Lo tsa ba lha khang temple of Nako maṇḍala depictions such as the durgatiparisodhana
maṇḍala and the dharmadhātuvagisvaramañjusri maṇḍala play an important role and are visible next to the statue of the goddess on
the north and south walls. In the case of Zha lu such references can be found in the 14th century renovation phase. There the
dharmadhātuvagisvara maṇḍala and the durgatiparisodhana maṇḍala are depicted in the mGon khang located underneath the Yum
chen mo lha khang.

NAKO

The representation of Prajñāpāramitā surrounded by Buddha images is found not only in South Tibet but also in
the Indian Himalayas. Nako was visited by Francke in 1909 and by Tucci in 1933.[ ] In the Buddhist
compound of Nako (Fig. 16), two of the four temples, the Lha khang gong ma and the Lo tsa ba lha khang, still
contain paintings and sculptures preserved from the period of their founding and largely dated to the late 11th
or 12th century.[ ] Both temples display monumental images of female deities (Figs 17- 20).

Nako, Lha khang gong ma

The crudely restored image of the goddess in the Lha khang gong ma temple (which lies opposite the Lo tsa ba
lha khang temple, Fig. 16) was identified as Prajñāpāramitā (Figs 17-18) by Luczanits (2004: 84, 215),[ ] and
furthermore as the central part of the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala. Luczanits (2004: 85) identified the iconography
as: "an unusual variant of the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala". In this case Prajñāpāramitā seemingly becomes the centre of the maṇḍala.
Today no original attributes of the image exist; the right hand performs vitarkamudrā, while the left hand rests on the knee of the
figure in varadamudrā.

Fig. 17 Fig. 18 Fig. 19 Fig. 20

Very few textual sources that describe the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala have been documented and investigated so far. Previous research
efforts have largly failed to identify the iconographic and literary sources for this configuration showing the maṇḍala of
Prajñāpāramitā, where she is shown as the central image surrounded by Buddhas. Iconographic sources such as the Niṣpannayogāvali
do not mention this specific maṇḍala. Silk (1994: 29) refers to a commentary Text written by the master Dārikapāda, that describes
the maṇḍala of Prajñāpāramitā: the goddess is surrounded by the Buddhas of the directions, and its conception is said to date back
as early as at the time of Padmasaṃbhava.[ ] The Dhāranisamuccaya No. 33, which was already developed in the 7th century
(before 625, Conze 1960: 14, 88), comprises the Prajñāpāramitāhṛdayasūtra, which is said to include the first description of the
Prajñāpāramitā and the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala. According to Luczanits (2004: 216) this maṇḍala is characteristic for the late 11th to
12th century monuments of Tibetan Buddhism in general, and therefore he refers to the temples of rKyang bu and Nako.[ ]

Representation mode - Type I

As possibly visible in Zha lu, the Lha khang gong ma shows the already familiar iconographic concept of representing Prajñāpāramitā
surrounded by (eight) Buddhas. In case of the Lha khang gong ma temple in Nako these eight statues are arranged on both sides of
Prajñāpāramitā (Fig. 17), four on each side. All of these clay sculptures are placed on the same wall.

This mode of representation is seemingly related to type I and furthermore to primary sources dealing with the prajñāpāramitā
maṇḍala.

Nako, Lo tsa ba lha khang
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Fig. 21

Fig. 22

The clay sculpture in the Lo tsa ba lha khang temple (Figs 19-20) was first identified as Prajñāpāramitā by Tucci in
1934 (Tucci & Ghersi 1934: 146). Previously Francke (1972 [1914]: 32-33) had identified the sculpture in 1914 as
Vairocana (Tib. rNam par snang mdzad) or Ratnasaṃbhava (Tib. Rin chen 'byung ldan). The earliest existing
photograph dates back to the time when Francke visited the site in 1909. The two-armed goddess of original
golden colour[ ] is found on the north side of the apse. She is seated in vajraparyaṅkāsana on a lotus throne,
and the hands are shown in dharmacakramudrā.

In contrast to other statues depicting Prajñāpāramitā, the female goddess of Nako Lo tsa ba lha khang clearly
shows a shift in the iconographic development of representing Prajñāpāramitā as a Buddha instead of depicting the
goddess as a female Bodhisattva. This is clearly visible in these clay sculptures with buddhalakṣaṇas such as an
urṇa and uṣṇiṣa. Moreover the image in the Lo tsa ba lha khang bears a strong resemblance to the five clay Jinas
installed in the apse of the temple (Figs 21-22)[ ]. The sculptures of Prajñāpāramitā and the five Jinas are

similar in style, size and position, and they are also made of the same material and using the same construction mode.

The Lo tsa ba lha khang Prajñāpāramitā is related to the depiction of the five Jinas, and therefore possibly to the
vajradhātu maṇḍala. Within this maṇḍala the ten Pāramitā goddesses representing different stages of
enlightenment have an important place. Prajñāpāramitā is their uppermost deity shown on the 7th or 10th
level.[ ] De Mallmann (1986 [1975]: 57) describes the Pāramitās in the southeast of the kāya maṇḍala
(Mahāvairocanasūtra) or mahāvairocana maṇḍala. This (southeastern) position is also occupied by Prajñāpāramitā in
this temple.

In Nako, as in Zha lu (dharmadhātuvagisvara maṇḍala, and durgatiparisodhana maṇḍala, see previously), similar
maṇḍalas are depicted. The murals on the south and north walls of the Lo tsa ba lha khang show the
dharmadhātuvagisvaramañjusri maṇḍala, and the durgatiparisodhana maṇḍala, respectively.[ ]

The iconographic program therefore seems (possibly) to follow textual descriptions as given in the
Mañjusrimūlakalpa. In this primary source, Prajñāpāramitā is described as being situated to the left of the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī
(depicted in the mural on the south wall, in his emanation as Mañjughoṣa).[ ] This textual description also corresponds to the
position of the statue of Prajñāpāramitā in the Lo tsa ba lha khang, which is located to the left of Mañjuśrī on the southern side of the
west wall. Also the later paintings of the skor lam Yum chen mo in Zha lu appear to refer to the Mañjusrimūlakalpa.[ ]

Representation mode - Type II

The representation of the goddess of wisdom in the Lo tsa ba lha khang, follows a different model than that in the Lha khang gong
ma, where she is surrounded by Buddhas. Here Prajñāpāramitā is related to the depiction of the five Jinas, and primary sources such
as the vajradhātu maṇḍala, the dharmadhatuvagisvaramañjusri maṇḍala, and the Mañjusrimūlakalpa.[ ]

The goddess and her retinue

The mode of representation in Nako described above represents on the one hand type I (Lha khang gong ma) and on the other hand
type II (Lo tsa ba lha khang). The main walls of both temples of the sacred compound show monumental images of Prajñāpāramitā.
In the Lha khang gong ma the central image is surrounded by Buddhas within the context of the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala (type I); in
the Lo tsa ba lha khang the Prajñāpāramitā is shown together with the five Jinas and formally integrated into the vajradhātu maṇḍala
(type II).

Representation mode - related twofold depiction (Type I & Type II)

Taking both temples of the sacred compound into consideration, a related twofold depiction of type I and type II is visible. In addition,
in both temples Prajñāpāramitā is shown integrated in a similar iconographic setting. Both images are enclosed by a threedimensional
frame depicting a mythical animal throne and shown together with a set of Buddhas (Figs 17-20). In case of the Lo tsa ba lha khang
Prajñāpāramitā, the statue is linked to the remains of four Buddhas painted below the sculpture. The original Prajñāpāramitā image
from the Lha khang gong ma is thought to have been similar in size to the Prajñāpāramitā image of the Lo tsa ba lha khang since the
fragments of originally painted mandorlas are of comparable dimensions (about 90 cm in height). Additional murals belonging to this
scene depict a somewhat smaller image of green Tārā[ ] and relate it to a donor depiction underneath the statue of the main
goddess. The murals can be attributed to the original decoration of the temples due to stylistic features visible in both temples.

The description of the goddess shown above Tārā (as seen in Nako) can be only found in context of the early tantric text of the
Mañjusrimūlakalpa and is related to the creation of a maṇḍala. Śākyamuni is shown seated on a lion throne teaching the dharma and
is surrounded by Pratyekabuddhas, his students, Avalokiteśvara, Mañjuśrī, Prajñāpāramitā above Tārā, sixteen Bodhisattvas, the ten
Pāramitā goddesses, eight Uṣṇīṣas and other deities (Snellgrove, 2002 [1987]: 193-194).[ ] Therefore the Mañjusrimūlakalpa could
possibly be a source for the iconographic program in these temples. The clear similarities in the iconographic configuration
(Prajñāpāramitā in relation to Tārā, donor depictions, etc.) in both of the discussed temples of Nako clearly refer to a related twofold
depiction.

The specific twofold form might also have been represented in rKyang bu, where - like in Nako - two goddesses identified as possibly
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Fig. 23

Prajñāpāramitā can be found in the photographic material.

rKYANG BU

The temple of rKyang bu, also known as Samada, is situated 90 km south of Zha lu, and 1,5 km west of gYe mar (also known as I
wang) in Southern Tibet, gTsang.[ ] The Myang chos' byung (following Tucci 1988 [1941]: 91, 104-105, 121) attributes the
foundation of rKyang bu to rKyang bu Chos kyi blo gros, a direct disciple of Rin chen bzang po (958-1055) and therefore to the 11th
century. Vitali (1990: 57-58) dates the monument prior to 1076. Rhie (1997: 43) attributes rKyang bu, together with gYe mar, to the
early 11th century. rKyang bu was completely destroyed in the 1960s by the red guards, but according to photographs by Western
scholars and pioneers, the original configuration and decoration of the 11th century temple must have been particularly remarkable.
The earliest photographic material dates back to 1937 when Maraini visited the site, and Tucci and Govinda documented the temple in
the 1940s. Tucci (1988 [1941]: 94) describes that at the time of his visit nothing of the original oldest sanctuary remained. Therefore,
the photographs of Maraini from 1937 published in different scholarly literature are even more important.[ ]

According to Tucci (1988 [1941]: 121) and Vitali (1990: 50), the two-storied building consisted of four chapels on the lower floor and
two chapels on the upper floor.[ ] One of the upper chapels was dedicated to Yum chen mo.[ ] The old photographs from rKyang
bu (Figs 23, 26), show two goddesses, which are possibly Prajñāpāramitā. One is made of brass and depicts a two-armed standing
goddess, while the second image shows a four-armed seated clay statue.

Standing Image

The first female deity in rKyang bu is a four-armed goddess standing in ābaṅga (Fig. 23).[ ] The brass image is
cast in one peace (hollow cast) and is 80 cm in height. Tucci 1988 [1941] does not mention this image. Lo Bue
(1998: 32) published the sculpture as "la dea che personifica la Perfezione della Saggezza", "the goddess that
personifies the Perfection of Wisdom". Von Schroeder (2001: 81) identifies the image as "possibly
Prajñāpāramitā". A clear identification, however, is still lacking.

The earliest existing statue of Prajñāpāramitā known so far could be extremely valuable to identify this deity and
to decipher its possible context. The bronze image from Gilgit published and analysed by von Hinüber (2007: 39-
42) shows some similar iconographic features (Fig. 25) and can be identified due to an inscription as
Prajñāpāramitā. Another inscription also dates the image to the 7th century and reveals it being a donation by
Queen Śrī Maṅgalahaṃsikā, the wife of the first Patola Śāhi Vajrādityanandi.[ ] The sculpture stands on a
visvapadma, her right hand is shown in vitarkamudrā and she holds a manuscript with her left. The similarities of

this Gilgit image with the standing brass statue of rKyang bu (Fig. 23) showing a goddess holding a manuscript in her left hand are
evident.

The monumental standing sculpture of rKyang bu, possibly depicting Prajñāpāramitā, is shown in connection with the wooden pillar.
This pillar could depict the cosmic axis mundi, and would iconographically refer to Prajñāpāramitā in the centre of the universe
surrounded by the ten Buddhas of the cardinal directions, which would relate to the type I mode of representation.

Seated Image

The four-armed image is seated in vajraparyaṅkāsana on an elaborate lotus throne. Her primary left hand holds a bowl, her primary
right hand is raised in varadamudrā. Both of the other two hands are shown in vitarkamudrā. According to description of Tucci (1988
[1941]: 120) and Vitali (1990: 50) Prajñāpāramitā was in this case formerly surrounded by ten standing Buddhas (Fig. 24)
representing the cardinal directions. The animal throne of the statue of Prajñāpāramitā is shown (Fig. 26) surrounded by painted
scrollwork of flowers. In Nako the statues are also related to mural depictions of the same phase as the statues, respectively.

Fig. 24 Fig. 25 Fig. 26 Fig. 27

Although the seated goddess (Fig. 26) is not located in the same chapel as a set of Jinas, her image is comparable to these
sculptures.[ ] The four-armed goddess shows certain stylistic similarities to the five Jinas (Fig. 27) that were placed in the second
chapel, dedicated to Vairocana, on the upper floor of rKyang bu. Several other sculptures, mostly representing minor deities, were
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part of this iconographic configuration. Each Jina wears a dhoti decorated with roundels and can be related to depictions of the
Buddhas in gYe mar.

The goddess and her retinue

The original iconographic configuration of rKyang bu is not clearly identified, but some similarities to Nako in the iconographic modes
of representation can be noticed. In both temples two images possibly depicting Prajñāpāramitā are shown. In addition, similarities in
style and technique of the statues of the goddess to the five Jinas can be seen.

For rKyang bu, as for Zha lu, very little research has been conducted so far. No relation to maṇḍala configurations such as the
dharmadhātuvagisvaramañjusri maṇḍala and the durgatiparisodhana maṇḍala have yet be identified.

Tucci (1988 [1941]: 119-120) mentions the vajradhātu maṇḍala for the content of the upper floor, and Luczanits (2004: 216) refers to
the depiction of the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala for the temples of rKyang bu and Nako (see previously).

Representation mode - related twofold depiction (Type I & Type II)

While there is no clear evidence that the decoration of the Yum chen mo chapel and the Jinas of the Vairocana chapel or the single
brass image of Prajñāpāramitā belong to the same overall iconographic program, the existing photographic material and the two
images of the goddess suggest a possibly related twofold depiction of type I and type II as visible in Nako.

CONCLUSION

Taking into consideration all the references analyzed in this paper, three different modes of representing Prajñāpāramitā can be
identified. Prajñāpāramitā shown at the centre of the maṇḍala surrounded by Buddha images (mainly those of the ten cardinal
directions, Tib. Phyogs bcu sangs rgyas), can be identified as type I, and Prajñāpāramitā depicted together with the five Jinas as type
II. The related twofold depiction combines both forms. Furthermore the first type is related to the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala and the
second type mainly to the vajradhātu maṇḍala. These iconographic models seem to be specifically Tibetan into the iconography and
allow several insights in the development of representing Prajñāpāramitā in Tibet and the Indian Himalayas.[ ]

In the temple of Zha lu (here the goddess is surrounded by the ten Buddhas of the cardinal directions) und the Lha khang gong ma
of Nako (the goddess is surrounded by Buddhas only) type I is shown, and in the Lo tsa ba lha khang temple in Nako type II. As a
result in Nako there is a related twofold depiction of type I and type II showing the goddess in both of the modes of representation
within the architectural content. This may possibly be also the case for the former temple of rKyang which demonstrates strong
similarities with the iconographic configuration of Nako.

The development of type I begins with the possible representation in Zha lu but is clearly visible for the first time in the Lha khang
gong ma of Nako. Luczanits (2004: 84) identified the configuration as related to the prajñāpāramitā maṇḍala. In rKyang bu the
standing brass image seems to refer to the same type and date back to the possibly earliest stage of the Prajñāpāramitā depictions
due to the comparison with the Gilgit image dated to the 7th century by an inscription (see previously, Figs 23, 25). Prajñāpāramitā
appears in the centre of the universe as the mother of all beings and the personification of the most important text of that time,
which makes the relation to early textual sources such as the Dhāranisamuccaya No. 33 and the Mañjusrimūlakalpa, as mentioned in
the paper, most likely and a relation to the the type I mode of representation becomes evident.

The development of type II is clearly visible in the Lo tsa ba lha khang. Nako also contains the related twofold depiction with its two
images of Prajñāpāramitā within the sacred compound, like also possibly depicted in rKyang bu.

Aside from these iconographic similarities, the Prajñāpāramitā images in all three temples presented in this paper are shown within a
three-dimensional mythical animal frame (except for the standing image of rKyang bu). In addition, they are golden (Skt. kanaka) in
colour, seemingly depicting the goddess as Kanakaprajñāpāramitā. The texts of the Niṣpannayogāvali and Sādhanamālā (NSP 21, SM
156)[ ] describe Kanakaprajñāpāramitā as a four-armed image.[ ] This type is visible in Zha lu and rKyang bu (seated image). As
these literary sources do not predate most of the sites discussed and Tibetan Art often differs from the literary description, a clear
identification is difficult. A very early commentary text to the Ninnō No. 34 describes a golden, two-armed Prajñāpāramitā. Conze
(1960: 14, 88) refers to this commentary text ascribed to the 8th century (around 750) and translated of Amoghavajra as including
the first description of a tantric Prajñāpāramitā image. In this primary text Prajñāpāramitā is described as having a golden colour, and
as bejewelled image seated on a white lotus holding the book in her left hand. The other hand performs vitarkamudrā. Similarities
(expect for the description as a seated image) are visible in the standing images of rKyang bu and Gilgit (Figs 23, 25).

The analysis and systematic comparative investigation of images and possible early (tantric) textual sources such as the
Mañjusrīmūlakalpa verify the modes of representation of type I and type II as a specifically Tibetan iconography. This is only a first
step to gain a better understanding of the "cult" of Prajñāpāramitā and its complexity. It seems that this model is especially related to
the early development as visible in the comparison of the standing images of the goddess from rKyang bu with the Gilgit
Prajñāpāramitā discussed by von Hinüber (2007: 39-42). The early textual sources and the iconographic configuration of the three
monuments presented here verify the identification of two main modes of representing Prajñāpāramitā in the Indian Himalayas and
Tibet and a third mode as a combined depiction.
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26. Luczanits 2004: 215 mentions that the identification of the female deities as Prajñāpāramitā in both Nako temples is somewhat
problematic but is very likely due to colour, mudrā in the Lo tsa ba lha khang and the depiction of the eight Buddhas surrounding the
goddess in the Lha khang gong ma.
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focused on Uḍḍiyāna, located next to ancient Gilgit (Fig. 25) is possible but this is the focus of ongoing research.
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