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The wall paintings covering the walls of the three 
caves located in the conglomerate of cliffs above 
the village of Dung dkar, in Western Tibet, are 
amongst the finest early paintings surviving in 
Tibet. The two largest of these caves were the 
subject of a paper I presented at an earlier European 
Association of South Asian Archaeologists 
(EASAA) conference (Neumann 2000). The 
first is called the Cave with the Man.  d.  alas Ceiling, 
which has a splendid, three-dimensional, painted 
Dharmadh¨tu Vāgīśvara man.  d.  alas on the ceiling, 
surrounded by 996 bodhisattvas on the walls, all of 
them inscribed. The second large cave is called 
the Cave with the Lantern Ceiling (Figures 1, 2). 
Its iconographic programme is dominated by 
five large man.  d.  alas on the walls: a Dharmadh¨tu 
Vāgīśvara man.  d.  alas on the north wall, facing a pair 
of Vairocana man.  d.  alas on the south wall, flanked 
by two Mañjuśrī man.  d.  alas on the central, west 
wall. The entrance to the cave divides the east 
wall into two sections, both devoted primarily to 
Avalokitesvara, shown in his eleven-headed form 
and in the centre of a man.  d.  alas.

Perhaps the most captivating feature of this cave is the lantern ceiling (Figure 2). Whilst in the 
earlier paper (Neumann 2000) the main focus was the iconographic programme and the special stylistic 
features of the deities in the man.  d.  alas, the present paper will concentrate on the ceiling. Following a 
description of its overall architectural design and painted, decorative elements – the animals and, in 
particular, the textiles – this paper will look into the origin of these individual features, exploring its 
stylistic origins. After casting this retrospective glance at its possible precursors, we shall also look 
forward to its successors, suggesting how specific design elements from this ceiling may have influenced 
the ornamental programme of ceilings from large temples built in Western Tibet during its period of 
political, religious and artistic revival in the 15th and 16th centuries. 

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE CEILING
The lowest part of the ceiling, which sits directly above the circles of the large man.  d.  alas that almost 
completely cover the walls, consists of a band around the perimeter (Figure 1). Rather than being horizontal, 
this band inclines towards the walls. The centre of the ceiling (Figure 2) consists of a sequence of squares, 

DEFINING THE SACRED SPACE: 
PAINTED CEILINGS IN DUNG DKAR AND 

TSAPARANG IN WESTERN TIBET

Helmut F Neumann

Figure 1: South-west corner of the Cave with the Lantern 
Ceiling in Dung dkar

Figure 2: The lantern ceiling in Dung dkar
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hewn into the rock, one above the other, each 
turned by 45° in relation to the previous square. 
The squares fit neatly into each other, getting 
smaller and smaller as they rise in altitude. This 
type of ceiling is called a lantern ceiling.

The lantern ceiling of Dung dkar is 
unique in the Tibetan realm. Lantern ceilings are, 
however, well known in Central Asia and in parts 
of the Himalayas. They are found perhaps most 
abundantly in the Mogao caves near Dunhuang, 
where this type of ceiling can be observed in some 
of its earliest caves, for example Cave 272 (Whitfield 
1995, 10, 230) dating from the Northern Liang 
Dynasty (421–439  AD). In this cave, the centre of 
the ceiling consists of three squares, each also turned by 45° in relation to the previous square into which it 
fits. Later dynasties continued this form (Figure 3). In many instances, as in Cave 285 from the Western Wei 
Dynasty (535–556 AD), the squares were painted on the flat ceiling rather than hewn into the rock. 

This practise continues in Cave 290 (Whitfield 1995, 53) from the Northern Zhou Dynasty (537–
581AD), and in the succeeding Sui period (581-618 AD) in Cave 420 (Whitfield 1995, 59, 238). In these 
caves, the lantern ceiling design is still recognizable, but the reddish brown beams are only painted on 
the flat ceiling surface. The fact that in most of these caves this is the case, and the lantern ceiling design 
is a two dimensional copy of its three dimensional precursors, reinforces the importance attributed to this 
design element as the centre of the ceiling. It may also indicate the considerable age of the lantern ceiling.

The breadth of the geographic spread of the lantern ceiling is indicated by its occurrence in the 
caves of Bamiyan and neighbouring valleys in Afghanistan. In these caves the lantern ceiling is clearly 
three dimensional with what Tarzi (1977, Vol 1, 87) called ‘fausses poutres’ (false beams). A good example 
from Bamiyan is Cave XV in Kakrak (Tarzi 1977, Vol 2, 74), its ceiling composed of four squares each 
turned and fitted in the usual way. The four beams of the largest square of the ceiling are supported by 
33 columns that constitute the walls of the cave.

In Cave XV in Kakrak the smaller square is always superimposed on the larger square as if resting 
on it, very much resembling the lantern ceiling in Dung dkar. In this respect the ceiling of Cave XV in 
Kakrak contrasts with the ceiling of Cave V in Bamiyan (Tarzi 1997, Vol 2, 120, Klimburg-Salter 1989, 
plate LXXVI), where the three squares are fitted 
into each other, also turned by 45°, but all on the 
same level and not superimposed. 

The architecture and art of Bamiyan all 
appears to have been created between the 7th and 
9th centuries AD (Tarzi 1997, Klimburg-Salter 
1989), not in late Gupta times as suggested by 
some earlier authors. It is thus approximately 
contemporary with the ceiling of the Pandrethan 
temple (Figure 4) in Kashmir, dated to the Karkota 
period, possibly during the reign of Lalitaditya 
(first half of the 8th century AD) on the basis of 
the style of the stone sculpture which it houses.

Figure 3: Ceiling of Cave 285 in Dunhuang ( from Whitfield 
1995, 233)

Figure 4: Lantern ceiling of the Pandrethan temple in Kashmir 
( from Fischer 1989, 36)
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The ceiling of the Pandrethan temple is very similar to the ceiling of Cave XV in Kakrak, the only 
major difference being that the Pandrethan ceiling consists of only three squares, and, of course, since 
the Pandrethan temple is a freestanding building, the beams of the ceilings are made of stone slabs.

As Robert Fischer (1989, 38) remarked, the lantern ceiling formation of intersecting cross-
members, like so many aspects of stone architecture, is derived from wooden models still found 
throughout the nearby Himalayan region. A prominent wooden example is the ceiling of the maìdapa 
of the Markula Devi Temple in Udaipur, Himachal Pradesh (Goetz 1955, plate XIII, Thakur 1996, 
plate XCVI). The wooden crossbeams of the ceiling form three superimposed squares, each square 
turned by 45° in comparison to the lower square on which it rests. This construction principle, which 
echoes the ceiling of the Pandrethan temple, is clearly visible beneath its highly decorated surface. 
The surface indicates that the Markula Devi temple in its present shape is a product of the 16th century 
(although following an 11th century layout, itself copying the original 7th/8th century temple). 

The other two 8th century wooden temples in the same area, the Lakçmana Devi Temple at 
Brahmor and the Çakti Devi Temple at Chatrarhi, have similar lantern-type ceilings. The lantern 
ceiling also occurs in stªpas and temples from Ladakh, the most western area of the Tibetan cultural 
sphere, as exemplified by The Sumtsek in Alchi (Goepper 1996, 264), where the wooden crossbeams 
form six superimposed squares.

The wide occurrence of the lantern ceiling in surviving early wooden, stone and cave temples, 
therefore, leads to the hypothesis that it is a very old architectural element which may have arisen and 
spread with the earliest Buddhist temples.

THE CEILING PAINTINGS 
The lantern ceiling of Dung dkar has been decorated by a great variety of geometric and floral patterns, 
just as is the case for many other early Tibetan caves and temples. Most prominent are those painted 

Figure 5: Detail of the lantern ceiling in Dung dkar
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Figure 5: Detail of the lantern ceiling in Dung dkar.

Figure 6: Row of Buddhas and pattern of interlocked circles.
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in discrete, quadrangular fields on the bands of the ceiling which run around the walls, and in the 
triangular fields of the various levels above (Figure 5). They resemble painted textiles, and thus echo the 
real textiles covering the ceilings of other early Tibetan temples. 

Perhaps the most intriguing of these patterns are the interlocked circles shown in Figure 6. This 
design can be looked at in at least three ways: as a continuous grid of the red and blue rhomboid forms, 
as a grid of elliptical forms, or as two superimposed grids of circles, which, by cutting each other, create 
the elliptical forms. Fragments of two textiles 
with this design have been excavated in Fostat 
from the rubbish dumps of old Cairo (Nabholz 
1986, plate 86, Guy 1998, plate 73). One textile has 
been radio-carbon dated 1255 AD, plus or minus 
55 years, and therefore postdates the Dung dkar 
caves by one or two centuries. Both these textiles 
are block-printed, mordant-dyed, and originate 
from Gujarat. Even with respect to the central 
motif in the rhomboid forms, these textiles bear 
resemblance to the corresponding design of the 
lantern ceiling in Dung dkar. This suggests that 
the design originates in Gujarat. The intriguing 
pattern can, however, be observed in different 
cultures and periods. Another prominent example 
is that of Pagan, Myanmar, painted on the vault of 
the 12th century Thaunti temple (Figure 7). 

Although the central motif is figurative, 
the interlocking circles are clearly visible. The 
ceiling of Cave 10 in Yülin, east of Dunhuang, 
dating from the Western Xia period (1036–1227 
AD) and roughly contemporary with the Dung 
dkar Cave, shows  a geometric motif that is similar 
to the Dung dkar design at the centre of the 
rhomboid form (Dunhuang Research Institute 
1997, plate 114) . A patchwork textile, recently 
excavated in China and dating from the Yuan 
period (14th century AD), consists of interlocked 
circles in a simple, yet very well executed form 
(Zhao 2002, plate 62). 

Must we, therefore, contest that this design 
is derived from Gujarati textiles? Not necessarily 
directly, since Gujarati textiles could and will 
have travelled to Myanmar and Central Asia. 
If we follow this hypothesis, we have to extend 
our time-line. A Roman mosaic from the 2nd–3rd 
century AD (Figure 8) in Korinthos, Greece, 
consists of interlocked circles that even have a 
geometric design in the centre of the rhomboid 

Figure 7: Interlocked circles on the vault of the Thaunti temple 
in Pagan, Myanmar (quarter page)

Figure 8: Interlocked circles in a Roman mosaic in Korinthos, 
Greece
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form which bears some distant resemblance to 
both the decorative motifs from Dung dkar and 
those on the Gujarati textiles excavated at Fostat.

Since it is a well known fact that a 
wonderful Kushan ivory figure found its way 
from India to Pompeii, why could Gujarati 
textiles not have travelled to Greece? Instead of 
coming from the East, the design might have 
originated in the West, or maybe it was created 
independently, at different places, in different 
times. These speculations show that one has to 
be very cautious when trying to establish the 
origins of designs. Bearing this in mind whilst 
discussing the next few examples from Dung 
dkar, the emphasis will be placed on comparison, 
thereby resisting the temptation draw correlations 
that are too close. A second example (Figure 9) 
that bears a resemblance to textiles from Gujarat 
is a pattern consisting of rows of six- or eight-
petalled rosettes.

A similar continuous flower pattern was 
found in Fostat in a slightly simpler form of eight-
petalled rosettes (Barn 1996, catalogue no.7). An 
earlier occurrence of the same pattern decorates 
the blouse of a female deity in a wall painting 
from the 6th–7th century AD in Dulchur Aqur, 
Eastern Turkestan, (Vollmer 1983, 56).

A few of the Dung dkar ceiling designs 
(Figure 10) show resemblances to textiles from the 
ceilings of the Tabo Tsuglagkhang (Klimburg-
Salter 1997, 194), the patterns of which are 
painted on cloth. There is much less similarity 
with the patterns of the ceiling of The Sumtsek 
in the geographically more distant monastery of 
Alchi, in Ladakh, where some of the designs are 
reminiscent of Sassanian or Sogdian roundels, 
with confronting lions or arrow-shooting riders 
(Goepper 1996, 236, 237). Other ceiling designs 
in Alchi resemble Indian tie-dyed textiles (Goepper 1996, 242, 243), imitating not only their pattern, 
but also the uneven distribution of the dye on the textiles which results from this particular dying 
technique. These influences from Western India, which are so prominent in Alchi, are less obvious in 
Dung dkar. 

For many Dung dkar patterns (Figure 11) we cannot find a correlation in surviving Indian designs. 
The flying birds shown in Figure 11, for example, remind us of flying birds frequently occurring on 
Central Asian textiles of the same period, such as those on tapestry weaves dating from the Northern 

Figure 9: Corner of the ceiling in Dung dkar

Figure 10: Detail of the lowest plane of the lantern ceiling in 
Dung dkar
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Sung period (Gao 1987, plate 47), which is 
approximately contemporary with Dung dkar. 
Flying birds between flowering vegetation is 
one of the major motifs in the art of the Sung 
period. The floral design on Figure 12 resembles 
the floral medallion on a textile from the same 
period, recently excavated from a Liao dynasty 
tomb (Zhao 2004, plate 122). All this reinforces 
the notion of close links between Dung dkar and 
the Central Asian cultural sphere.

The four vertical planes of the lantern 
ceiling (Figure 2) are painted differently on each 
level. The lowest level shows 14 roundels of 
seated Buddhas, displaying various mudr¨s and 
wearing different patchwork robes (Figures 5, 
6). On the highest level there are five stªpas on 
each of the four sides. The two levels in between 
these show designs frequently used for valances. 
On the basis of the observation that the textile 
patterns on the ceilings are combined with a 
painted valance, Klimburg-Salter (2001,332) 
has suggested that they are meant to represent 
canopies, citing examples at Tabo, Nako, Alchi, 
Dung dkar, Sumda-chung and Manggyu. To this 
I would like to add Central Asian examples, since 
they are the source of the cited examples and 
illustrate that the concept of valance and canopy 
has been used in a much wider area, both at the 
same time and in previous centuries. Valances 
are painted around the upper-part of the walls 
of the lower-part of the ceiling in many caves in 
Dunhuang, for example Cave 61 (Whitfield 1995, 
259) which dates from the first half of the 10th 
century AD. This painted valance combines both 
of the two valance designs from Dung dkar, as is 
also the case for the painted valance from Shrine 
V in Bezeklik (Andrews 1948).

An actual valance from Dunhuang, sewn using a wide variety of different textiles, is preserved in 
the British Museum (Whitfield 1985, vol.3, plate 8). Good examples of valances that are parts of central 
ceiling canopies from Dunhuang are from the well known Cave 61 from the first half of the 10th century AD 
(Whitfield 1995, 119), and Cave 161 from the 9th century AD, Northern Liang Dynasty (Tan 1994, plate 44).

In addition to the two rows of Buddhas, the ceiling at Dung dkar shows a number of other 
figurative paintings. In the upper-part of the ceiling (Figure 13) are pairs of frolicking, horned and winged 
lions, and pairs of elephants in various postures (Figure 14). Perhaps the most surprising figurative 
paintings are those depicting various mythical and real animals on the lowest plane of the ceiling. 

Figure 11: Detail of the lowest plane of the lantern ceiling in 
Dung dkar

Figure 12: Caryatid and floral pattern in Dung dkar
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Two pairs of winged lions (Figure 15) are 
facing each other, their elongated, serpentine 
bodies intricately coiled into each other. In 
two roundels (Figure 16) a tiger and a lion chase 
antelopes in a playful manner. The animals are 
not only well drawn with clear lines, but their 
appearance is almost three dimensional, evoked 
by a fine chiaroscuro shading.

The ceiling displays 16 painted caryatids 
(Figures 17, 18), holding and pushing up the 
ceiling with Herculean strength. They are joined 
by makaras above, and frontal lion faces below, 
with both friendly and ferocious expressions. The 
serenity and vivid expression of the caryatids is 
without parallel in Western Tibetan art. They are 
a splendid testimony to the skills of the painters 
active at Dung dkar. The differences in style 
between these and the also accomplished, but 
more traditional, paintings of the deities in the 
man.  d.  alas on the walls can possibly be explained by 
the greater freedom granted to the artists for the 
representation of non-religious figures.

RESUMPTION OF MOTIFS FROM DUNG 
DKAR IN LATER PERIODS
Certain motifs from the lantern ceiling in Dung dkar were varied and modified for use in the paintings of 
the ceilings of Western Tibetan temples, constructed in Western Tibet’s period of religious and political 
revival during the 15th and 16th centuries AD. A good example is the Lha khang Karpo in Tsaparang, a 
temple devoted to Vairocana in his various forms. The ceiling of the main hall of this temple (Figure 19) 
contains a total of 204 painted fields between the beams. In the centre of each field is a man.  d.  alas. 

Four hundred years later than Dung dkar, there is a significant change in the colours and the style 
of painting. The colour scheme is richer and darker. The figures are still drawn with a fine line, but there 
is an exuberance of scrollwork and a tendency to fill the space completely. Amongst the many figurative 
elements, however, there are many which show a 
clear continuation or resumption of those from 
the paintings at Dung dkar. This is exemplified 
by the following four motifs:

1. Mythical animals confronting each 
other with feline heads and paws, but snakelike 
bodies, intertwined in a very similar fashion at 
Dung dkar (Figure 15) and Tsaparang (Figure  20).

2. Antelopes running in a circle; five 
examples at Dung dkar (Figure 21), and four at 
Tsaparang (Figure 22).

3. Young men bound together, on a white Figure 15: Pair of mythical animals, Dung dkar

Figure 13: Pair of horned and winged lions in Dung dkar

Figure 14: Confronted elephants, upper level of the ceiling in 
Dung dkar
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Figure 16: Animal roundels, Dung dkar Figure 17: Caryatid Dung dkar Figure 18: Caryatid Dung dkar

Figure 19: Ceiling of Lha khang dkar po in Tsaparang Figure 20: Mythical animal on ceiling 
in Tsaparang

Figure 21: circle with antelopes, ceiling in Dung dkar Figure 22: Antelopes and elephants, 
ceiling in Tsaparang
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background at Dung dkar (Figure 23), on a red background at Tsaparang (Figure 24). Even the postures 
are very similar, one man standing on his hands, the other with his hands raised.

4. Geese embracing each other. The Dung dkar artist has chosen to paint them in a natural way 
(Figure 9). At Tsaparang (Figure 25) this motif was transformed in order to integrate it into the decorative 
scheme.

The fact that the painters of Lha khang dkarpo used motifs from the ceiling of the Cave with 
the Lantern Ceiling at Dung dkar, rather than those from the ceilings at Tabo or the surviving ceiling at 
Tholing, could mean that the artists had a special appreciation of the unique features and quality of the 
Dung dkar example, just as we have today, and just as the painters of Dung dkar had for their Central 
Asian precursors.

Figure 25: Two geese, ceiling of Lha khang dkar po in Tsaparang

Figure 23: Two youths bound together, ceiling in Dung dkar 

Figure 24: Two youths bound together, ceiling in 
Tsaparang
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