
494848 Aesthetics An Indian History

The paintings of the  
Saspol Caves in Ladakh
Believed to have dated back to the 13th-15th centuries, the Saspol Caves are located across 
the river  Indus from Alchi, the site of one of the oldest monasteries in Ladakh.  The gloriously 
detailed Buddhist paintings in two of these five caves depict a complete iconographical cycle, 
of acharyas, protector deities and Bodhisattvas 
Text and photographs by Anuradha Shankar

The landscapes of Ladakh are ever-
changing; with every curve of the road,  
a new vista is revealed. The only  
constant is the sheer scale — the 
mountains seem to touch the skies, and 
the undulating land seems to extend 
forever. And amidst these mountains  
lie hidden, jewels of our Buddhist  
heritage, mostly in the forms of 
fortifications and monasteries, dating 
back centuries.

The fortifications blend in with the 
varied brown shades of the mountains, 
while the monasteries stand a stark  
white against them. Inside the 
monasteries however, is another  
matter, with bright paintings — murals  
as well as thangkas — enlivening  
the interiors.

While this contrast is evident in  
the monasteries, with the walls,  
ceilings, and even the icons painted in 
vibrant colours, nowhere does this 
distinction stand out more, than in the 
caves of Saspol.  [1]

The Caves
Saspol is located across the river  
Indus from Alchi, the site of one of  
the oldest monasteries in Ladakh. Local  
lore dates the monastery to the  
10th century C.E, but historians date  
it to the 12th and 13th centuries. [2]  It is 
about 65 kilometres west of Leh,  
at an altitude of 10,200 ft.

Carved into the face of the mountain, 
the Saspol Caves appear, at first glance, 
to be slightly larger than pigeonholes.  
It is only the entrance to the main cave, 
whitewashed, and outlined with red  
ochre, that draws our attention  
towards them. 

A rough and narrow path, marked by 
loose pebbles leads up to the caves.  
There is space for just one surefooted 
person to navigate the path at a time. 
Great care and caution is required, but  
the climb is worth every effort because 
within these caves are some of the most 
spectacular Buddhist paintings in  
Ladakh. There are five caves in all, and 
these have been dated to the period 
between 13th–15th centuries. In reality,  
the caves are far from the pigeonholes 
they appear to be, from a distance.  
They are airy and filled with light.

Two of the caves are painted, and it is 
the so-called Cave 3 where most of the 
paintings are still intact. It has a single 
entrance, yet light permeates the entire 
space, illuminating the corners, and no 
torches are needed to see even the 
minutest of details. It, however, does take 
a few moments for the eyes to adjust after 
entering the cave, and when they do, the 
paintings are revealed in all their glory.

There is also, what appears to be  
an altar on one side with oil-smeared 
lamps — the only evidence of recent 
worship. Otherwise, the cave is bare,  

with only the paintings to talk of its 
erstwhile importance.

The Paintings
Every inch of the walls of Cave 3 is covered 
with paint ings, which ref lect  
the distinct influence of Tibetan  
Buddhism and art, and are thought to date 
to the 15th century, based on inscriptions 
as well as styles. They are neatly laid out 
in registers (sections), and according to 
Bellini [2014], who has done extensive  
work on the paintings and their 
significance, they depict a complete 
iconographical cycle, of acharyas, 
protector deities and Bodhisattvas. [3] 

This page, top: Paradise of 
Amitabha Buddha, also known 
as Amitāyus, the Buddha of 
Eternal Life, in Cave 3

This page, left: a view of 
north-western wall of  
Cave 3 with the altar in the 
foreground; bottom: view of 
the landscape of Saspol 
Caves from the path leading 
to the caves



5150

The ‘Acharyas’ or Masters
The central figure in this cave is that of 

the Śākyamuni Buddha, on the north-
western wall, facing the entrance. This is 
Vajrāsana Buddha, seated in vajrāsana, 
a depiction that evokes the Buddha’s 
defeat of the negative forces  
represented by Mara at Bodhgaya.

On the right of the Buddha is a  
complete panel, starting with the  
figure of the Acharya Atiśa, who is  
credited with the second revival of 
Buddhism in Tibet [4] . The Acharya, who 
was born in Bengal is said to have  
been invited to Tibet in the 11th century  
to revive Buddhism. The panel has the 
Acharya on the top centre, seated on a 
lotus. Dancing on the corollas of the  
lotus on either side, are two protector 
deities, which help identify the Acharya.

Below Atiśa are shown a triad of 
acharyas, identified by inscriptions  
as a master and his two disciples. [5]  
Below the triad is a small panel  
showing the consecration of a shrine 
(probably this very one at Saspol?).  
A table with ritual objects is on the  
right, while on the left are a group  
of people. It has been suggested  

that this is a depiction of the  
15th century ruler of Ladakh, who invited 
monks from Tibet to establish a  
monastery here. [6]

The north-eastern wall, too, has a 
depiction of an Acharya, who has  
been identified as Tsongkhapa,  
founder of the Gelugpa school of  
Tibetan Buddhism, who lived between  
the 14th and 15th centuries. 

The Protector Deities and Bodhisattvas
Vajrabhairava, the main protector  

deity of the Gelugpa School is depicted 
to the left of Śākyamuni Buddha, along  
with other protector deities such as 
Samvara, Guhyasamāja and Hevajra. 
Bellini has suggested that this image  
of Vajrabhairava, could probably be  
the earliest such depiction of this  
important protector deity.

The southern wall has a depiction of a 
eleven-headed and thousand-armed 
Avalokiteśwara (a Bodhisattva who 
embodies the compassion of the 
Buddhas), flanked by two monks and 
surrounded by eleven medallions,  
which depict other monks; and below him 
is Usnisavijayā, the Buddha of longevity. 

Next to them is an unusual depiction of 
the Bodhisattvas Manjuśrī (associated 
with insight), and Maitreya (the future 
Buddha), in conversation with each 
another. They are identified by their 
attributes  — a book and sword for 
Manjushri and an ewer and three  
stupas for Maitreya, shown placed on 
lotus steles next to them. This scene  
refers to a vision of Acharya Atiśa,  
who, after reading some Buddhist texts, 
saw the two Bodhisattvas seated,  
having a conversation on the same  
texts, under the watchful eyes of  
Vajrapāni, who is depicted at a lower level 
on the same wall.

Pa i n te d  u n d e r t h e s e  t wo  
Bodhisattvas is a rare depiction of 
Vajravidārana, conqueror of Vajra and 
dispeller of negativity, in blue and  
flanked by birds. 

The most impressive painting on this 
wall, however, is that of the Paradise of 
Amitābha Buddha, also known as 
Amitāyus, the Buddha of eternal life.  
He is shown here, seated in Sukhavati,  
the realm of bliss, surrounded by the  
eight great Bodhisattvas, as well as  
other Buddhas and protectors. 

This page, clockwise from top: a 
painting of the figure of 
Acharya Atiśa in Cave 3, who is 
credited with the second revival 
of Buddhism in Tibet; 
Sakyamuni Buddha Vajrasana 
in Cave 3.Seated in vajrāsana, it 
is a depiction that evokes the 
Buddha’s defeat of the negative 
forces represented by Mara at 
Bodhgaya; Acharya 
Tsongkhapa in Cave 3. Founder 
of the Gelugpa school of 
Tibetan Buddhism, it is believed 
he lived between the 14th and 
15th centuries 
Opposite page: Vajrabhairava 
in Cave 3. Believed to be the 
main protector deity of the 
Gelugpa School, this image of 
could probably be the earliest 
such depiction of this important 
protector deity
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The eastern section of the north-
eastern wall has the depiction of the 
mandala of Vairochana, the primordial 
Buddha, and the smallest wall, the  
south-eastern one, has a depiction  
of two Vajrapānis — one fierce and one 
peaceful. Apart from these central  
figures, the paintings also depict many 
more Bodhisattvas, protector deities,  
monks as well as Mahasiddhas.

Cave 2, which is not in as good a 
condition as Cave 3, has paintings  
only on two of its walls. Though the 
iconographic scheme in this cave is  
the same as in cave 3, it is not as  
complete. The central figure is that of 
Śākyamuni Buddha again, with Dīpankara 
by his side. There are also depictions  
of other Bodhisattvas such as Amitabha  
and acharyas.

Conclusion
The paintings of Saspol are important, 
because of their detailed iconographic 
cycle, which includes not only protector 
deities and Bodhisattvas, but also 
historical figures of acharyas. They help 
to not only date the caves, but also  
reveal the emergence and the quick  

rise of the Gelugpa School of  
Buddhism in the region.

The spectacular cave 3 is, in  
essence, a small cell with an altar. It  
was probably the central cave,  
meant for worship and meditation. More 
than half a millennium after its creation, 
the cave receives enough light for the 
casual visitor or the worshipper to  
see the paintings without the aid of 
torches. This is probably because of the 
placement of the cave — its location  
on the mountain as well as its entrance  
in the south-east, bringing in a lot of  
light. Was this the reason why Cave 3  
was chosen to house the most intricate 
paintings? We can only guess and will 
probably never know.

The simple cave and the exquisite 
paintings evoke images of the monks,  
who had left the world behind, living in 
these caves, with the barest of 
necessities, yet covering their walls  
with the most beautiful paintings in  
the most vibrant of colours, bringing  
in, could we say, the colours of life  
through their masters and gods, into  
their barren existence and a barren 
landscape as well?
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