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Influence of the Indian Cultural Area in Ladakh
in the 1* Millennium AD: The Rock Inscription Evidence

Ladakh (Jammu and Kashmir) constitutes the
northernmost extension of India. It borders the western
boundary of China and more particularly Xinjiang
(Uyghur Autonomous Region) and Xizang (Tibet
Autonomous Region) respectively lying to the north
and southeast. In the west Ladakh borders the northern
territories of Pakistan (Gilgit-Baltistan province) and
in the south the Lahul and Spiti district of the state of
Himachal Pradesh (Fig. 1). The geographical position
of Ladakh as ‘crossroads of High Asia’ (Rizvi 1996) is
evidenced from the 10* century onwards in textual and
artistic sources (Bray 2005; Luzcanits 2005). However
we know little about the past of the region before the
10® century and the establishment of the first kingdom
of Ladakh, as recorded in the royal Chronicle (Petech
1977: 1-3). Even if explorers such as George Roerich
noted the archaeological potential of Ladakh very
early on research has not been conducted on a large
scale (Roerich 1931: 22). Most archacological sites
published to date were discovered by Francke during
his tour for the Archacological Survey of India in 1909
(Francke 1914). This Morovian missionary was the
first scholar to show interest in the rock art of Ladakh

LAURIANNE BRUNEAU*

and published several articles on the rock inscriptions
and images of the region (Francke 1902, 1903, 1905,
1906, 1907, 1907a, 1907b, 1914a, 1925; Francke and
Jina 2003). Since then about 400 rock inscriptions have
been documented and caught the attention of specialists
(Denwood 1980, 2007; Denwood and Howard 1990;
Orofino 1 ?90; Sander 1994; Sims-Williams 1993; Vohra
1994, 1995, 1999). The diversity of the scripts found
engraved all over the region (kharosthi, brahm 1, sarada,
Chinese, Sogdian, Tocharian, Tibetan, Arabic) proves
that during the 1* millennium AD Ladakh already was
in contact with its powerful neighbours, including India.

The present article intends to review kharosthi,
brahmi and $§arada rock inscriptions of Ladakh. Along
reconsidering well-known inscriptions, new inscriptions
in kharosthi and brahmi discovered by the author during
fieldwork are published for the first time. Based on
the spatial distribution of the inscriptions as well as
discoveries in neighbouring areas an assessment of the
influence of the Indian cultural world in Ladakh will
be proposed.

*Archaeological Research Centre for Indus, Central and Eastern Asia (UMR 9993, CNRS), Panthéon Bouddhique, 19 avenue d’Iéna, 75116 Paris,

France, E-mail: bruneanlaurianne@yahoo.com
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Fig. 1: Location of Ladakh in Asia

Kharosthi rock inscriptions

An inscription discovered by Francke in Spring 1905,
engraved on a boulder on the right bank of the Indus at
Khalatse (also mapped as Khalsi, Khaltse, Kaltze and
Kaltse) in west Ladakh, is well-known to epigraphists
since it was used for decades, until the discovery of the
Rabatak inscription in 1993, to establish the chronology
and genealogy of early Kushana rulers. The two-line
inscription of Khalatse was identified as kharosthi of
the Kushana period by Vogel in 1906 (Vogel 1906: 32).
The following year Francke published a rough copy
of the inscription and, in 1909, during another visit to
Khalatse he took a photograph, which he sent to Prof.

Rapson (Francke 1907a: 592, Tafel II Nr.3). The latter
proposed a first reading of the inscription in a letter
dated 23 of September 1910 in which he identified
the title Maharajasa along with a date: 184 or 187 but
he did not decipher the accompanying name (Francke
1914: 94). The inscription was officially published only
in 1927 by Konow who read the date 187 and the name
Vima Kadphises (Konow 1927: 31-33, 1929: 79-81).
He identifies the era used for the inscription as what he
calls the old Saka era. However the reading of Konow is
questioned by experts: the name, date and era contained
in the inscription are still the object of much debate. As
Osmund Bopearachchi writes regarding this particular
inscription one should not extract more information
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from it than what it actually contains (Bopearachchi
2008, note 1536). Sircar does not acknowledge the
reading of the name Vima and for Fussman only the date
and the word maharajasa are readable (Sircar 1965: 134;
Fussman 1980: 34). More recently Fussman questioned
the date and even made the hypothesis, based on his
study of similar rock inscriptions in the northern areas
of Pakistan, that the two lines might be two distinct
inscriptions (Fussman 1998: 625-26, 1989). As for Cribb
he accepts the equivalence of Uvima Kavihisa, as read
by Konow, and Vima Kadphises but proposes to read
the date 287 and the Greek era (Cribb 2005: 213-14).
For Salomon the name of the Great King (maharajasa)
mentioned in the Khalatse inscription is not beyond
question but it seems to him to be a variant of that of
the well-known Vima Kadphises (Salomon 2005: 376).
After consideration of a photograph of the inscription
published by Paul this scholar states that the date can
now be tentatively understood as 287, as proposed by
Cribb (Paul 1986: pl.1). Salomon proposes to attribute
the year to the Indo-Greek era, identical to Cribb’s
Greek era (Salomon 2005: 376). According to latest
researches this era would have been founded in 176/175
BC by the Graeco-Bactrian ruler Antimachus [ giving a
date of 111/112 AD for the Khalatse inscription (Rapin
2010). Nevertheless, for Mac Dowall the reading 287
is an emendation in an attempt to match the Khalatse
inscription with the era known for the Vima, now
identified as Vima Takto, mentioned in the inscription
of Dasht-e Nawur (Mac Dowall 2007 109, note 98).
According to the same scholar, in view of the new
evidence of the Yuga of Sphujiddhavaja, the inscription
should be placed in the Azes era. The date for the
foundation of this era by the Indo-Scythian ruler Azes
[ accepted until recently was 58 BC, thus providing a
range of 126/129 AD for the Khalatse inscription, if one
accepts the reading as 184 or 187 (Bopearachchi 2008:
43). Mac Dowall chooses to read 184 corresponding to
126 AD, the year preceding the accession to the throne
by Kaniska, the son of Vima Kadphises (Mac Dowall
2007: 116). However, latest researches tend to tdentify
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the year 1 of Azes as 48/47 BC providing a range of
136/140 AD for the Khalatse inscription which does
not match the dates acknowledged for Vima Kadphises
(100-127 or 105-127 AD) (Bennett and Falk 2009,
Bopearachchi 2008: 43). These dates imply that one
accepts the date of accession to the throne of Kaniska
and creation of the Kushana era as 127 AD. Both issues
have been the object of discussion for decades but since
the reassessment of the Yuga of Sphujidhavaja by Falk
the date of 127 AD is widely accepted (Falk 2001).
One is tempted, for the time being, to lean towards the
attribution of the Khalatse inscription of the Greek era
and date it from 111/112 AD. Nevertheless, it seems
no definite answer to this matter will ever be provided
since the inscription has long been destroyed. No copy
or study on the spot was ever made by an epigraphist.
Francke wrote that, already in 1909, he reached Khalatse
Justin time to prevent the destruction of the inscriptions
threatened by the building of a new bridge (Francke
1914: 94). The most recent documents consist in two
photographs taken either in 1928 or 1935 during an
expedition led by the Italian Tibetolo gist Giuseppe Tucci
(Tucei 1958: fig.8; Orofino 1990: 181, note 15, fig.33)
(Plate 2 and 3).

Whatever the date, era and name of the Khalatse
inscription, the use of kharostht seript in the west of
Ladakh testifies to the links between the region and the
Indian world and more precisely Kushana, during the
first centuries AD, since the official use of the kharosthi
alphabet ends with the reign of Huviska in the second
half of the 2 century AD (Pussman et al. 1994: 42).

Before considering other kharosthi inscriptions
from Ladakh, one should look at the figure engraved
in between the lines of the Khalatse inscription rightly
identified by various authors as a warrior or a king
(Francke 1929: 110; Konow 1929 80; Tucei 1958:
295). As discussed by Paul the contemporaneity of the
inscription and figure is beyond doubt (Paul 1986: 28-
29). Represented standing, as seen from the front, hands
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Fig. 2: Kharostht rock inscription, Khalatse (copy by Francke 1907a:
Tafel IT Nr. 2)

Fig. 3: Kharosthi rock inscription, Khalatse (copy by Francke 1907a:
Tafel IT Nr. 4)

at the waist, the figure wears a knee-length coat or tunic
and a headgear. He holds a long object, possibly a club
or a sword, at his waist in his left hand whereas his right
hand holds an unidentified object. The composition of
this figure matches that of Kushana rulers (frontality,
Indo-Scythian outfit, sword at the waist) known from
coins and sculpture since Vima Kadphises (Rosenfield
1967: 176, 214, coins n°30, 33, 34, 36, 37-41, fig.2)
It is under his reign that proper Kushana coinage and
dynastic art were created (Bopearachchi 2008: 42).
Neelis noted the connection between royal portraits on
Kushana coins and the Khalatse figure (Neelis 2007:
86). Other authors even recognize the Khalatse figure
as the effigy of Vima Kadphises but as seen previously
the reading of the name is still the object of debate and
one should cautiously identify the figure rather as a
type than a portrait (Orofino 1990: 181; Paul 1986: 30).
In any case the engraved figure of Khalatse attests, to
the same extent as the inscription, to the links between
Ladakh and the Kushana world.

Two other kharosthi inscriptions from Khalatse
copied and published by Francke were partly read by
Vogel (Francke 1907a: Tafel II, Nr. 2/4) (Fig. 2 and 3).
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But as Konow notes the paucity of the material makes it
pointless to discuss their reading and interpretation, their
only historic interest lies in the alphabet used (Konow
1929: 81). These inscriptions have also been desiroyed.

While conducting fieldwork on the rock art of
Ladakh in 2006 the present author discovered two
previously unknown kharosthi inscriptions on the right
bank of the Indus in between the villages of Domkhar
and Sanjak in western Ladakh. Both inscriptions are
engraved on the same boulder, one above the other.
They are in fact two versions of a same text: one is
correct whereas the other is probably a first attempt of
engraving or a subsequent copy by an illiterate (Plate 3
and 4). The reading and dating of these new inscriptions
are those of Prof. Harry Falk (Freie Universitit,
Berlin), published here with his kind permission. The
correct inscription reads: varsarturajahasta that can
be translated as ‘“The hand of the king of the seasons
of the year’ or ‘Hasta is the king of the seasons of the
year’. The “king of the seasons” is Spring, called this
way in many igstances in Sanskrit literature. Although
Indian literature does not contain the idea of a spring-
god raising his hands, a figure with raised “hands” is
engraved next to the inscription. According to Falk, the
form of the preconsonantal r-hooks look rather archaic,
and the text could have been written in the first century
either BC or AD. The renowned epigraphist makes
the hypothesis that the naksatra hasia is meant, our
constellation Corvus, which at that time was seen in the
West after sunset in Spring, in the first part of March.
The second inscription reads: .. ja-va-rsa-rta-ha and
is obviously composed of the same letters, but some
missing and some out of place. Even if the meaning of
the inscription remains enigmatic, it stands as one of the
oldest written record for the whole region of Ladakh.

Brahmt rock inscriptions

Vogel read two brahmi inscriptions copied and
photographed by Francke that the latter found
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Fig. 4: Exclusive brahmirock inscription, Laidoh, correct version (Copy
on transparent plastic sheet by the author and Martin Vernier)

engraved at Khalatse also (Vogel 1906: 31-32). The
first inscription, composed of five letters, Vogel read
as Bharadfv]ayasa, being the genitive of a brahmanic
name from north-west India and proposed to date the
inscription from the Maurya period (about 200 BC)
(Francke 1907, P1. II, Fig.2, 1907a: 592: Tafel I Nr.1)
(Plate 5). The second, two-lines, fragmentary inscription
1s composed of six letters, Vogel proposed the reading
(svi?) saca ma/ tisya and the Kushana period (200-400
AD). According to him the inscription mentions a king
(Francke 1905-1907: 41 8-419, Plate X VT, No.5) (Plate
6). However, F.W. Thomas read this second inseription
srima(c) Carpa / tisya; Carpati being a Buddhist name
(Francke 1907a: 594). Francke is inclined to favour
Vogel’s reading because local tradition speaks of a
Suryamati and considers this inscription as the proof of
a king bearing a Sanskrit name in the first half of the 1+
millennium AD. Francke links this name to the ruins of
a defensive settlement opposite Stakna’s monastery, on
the right bank of the Indus, locally know as Suramati’s
castle and surveyed by Howard (Francke 1914: 14;
Howard 1989: 266-69, Fig. 46-47). Although the brahmi
mscriptions of Khalatse have been destroyed, a new
consideration by experts in the light of latest epigraphic
researches would be most valuable to settle the issue.

Francke discovered two other brahmi rock
inscriptions: one below Khalatse, on the left bank of
the Indus, before Narmu (Francke’s Nyermu) located
opposite Haritse and another above Khalatse, on the

Fig. 5: Exclusive brahmz rock inscription; Laidoh, first attempt of
engraving or subsequent copy (Copy on transparent plastic sheet by the
author and Martin Vernier)

right bank of the Indus, in between Katpa Ngonpo
(Francke’s Gadpa sngonpo) and Ulle Tokpo (Francke’s
Ullu drogpo) but no copy or photography are known
(Francke 1905-07: 416).

In 2007, while conducting fieldwork in Ladakh with
her colleagues Martin Vernier and Quentin Devers the
author discovered two unknown brahmi inscriptions
near thg newly constructed bridge of Laidoh village
in western Ladakh, on the left bank of the Indus. A
copy of these inscriptions on transparent plastic sheet
was made on the spot. As for the newly discovered
kharostht inscriptions, both brahmi inscriptions are
engraved on the same boulder, close to each other, and
are two versions of a same text (Plate 7, Fig. 4 and 3).
The reading and dating of the brahmi inscriptions is
also that of Prof. Falk. There are two possible reading
of the correct inscription: a) satirthyor vasd [ likhita
or b) satirthyo vesa / likhita. The difference lies in
the interpretation of the stroke above the letter va,
which could be a preconsonantal r or an -e-vowel
marker. The first reading seems to be preferable for
paleographical reasons, since the stroke above the va
with its serif looks much more like an r than like an -e.
In this case we have a feminine dual of satirthi and a
feminine personal name vasa. The construction is odd:
instead of an instrumental (“was written by...”") we see
anominative (“NN written™), not even by an apposition
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(NN is the writer”). This oddity is present, no matter if
we prefer reading a) or b). Possibility (a) suffers from
the assumption that two female students are responsible
for the text, which is unexpected and remarkable. A
feminine form safirthT is not attested, but possible
in the light of parallels like sodara/sodari, although
sa-compounds more often use the -3- ending for the
feminine, e.g. sqjara, salohita. Possibility (b) would
have the advantage to provide first a well-known term
satirthya, masc. nominative safirthyo, but we then have
the difficulty to explain a feminine ending coming with a
masculine name, vesd. Contrasting the two possibilities,
aname vasda i1s much superior to vesa, since it is attested
in its masculine form vasa several times, for example
in an inscription from the time and era of Azes, around
47 BC in the Peshawar valley, and on two seals in the
Aman-ur Rahman collection one or two centuries later.
Intwo of the three cases Vasa is called a ksatrapa. Vesa,
however, is not attested at that time. So, despite the
unexpected two girls present, everything speaks in favor
of them and nothing, apart from the more usual general
situation, speaks for the one student Vesa. The second
nscription on the site is a complete blunder of the same
text, where we first find sa, then likhita in barbarous
letters, then tirthyorvasa. Preferring possibility (a) we
can say that the scribe wanted to write: satirthyor vasa
likhita, “Of the two girl co-students, Vasa (has this)
written.” Although the meaning of the inscription is not
totally clear, it dates most probably from the first half
of the 1* millennium AD.

Protosaradi and $aradd inscriptions

In Khalatse Francke also documented two short
saraddinscriptions engraved nextto a stitpa (Francke
1907a: 596, Tafel Il Nr. 7/9) (Fig. 6). The boulder has
been destroyed. In Tangtse, east of Ladakh, there is a
Saradd inscription engraved within a stiipa (Plate 8 and
Fig. 7). Although discovered in 1906, this seven-lines
inscription was deciphered only in 1994 and identified
as profosarada of the 8*-9" century AD (Francke 1925:
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Fig. 6: sarada ingcriptions engraved next to a stupa, Khalatse
(Francke 1907a: 596, Tafel IT Ni. 7 & 9)

GG wﬁﬁr
r 3Ty
3}1,
3g0 w-ag,wma
fﬂlﬁﬂ ﬂ‘qfﬂﬁs 3
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Fig. 7: Copy of Tangtse $drada inscription (Copy on transparent plastic
sheet by Quentin Devers and Martin Vernier)
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Fig. 8: Spatial distribution of Indian scripts rock iscriptions in Ladakh (Map by the author and Quentin Devers)

366-69; Sander 1994: 566). It can be translated as ‘This
is a religious gift, the deep reverence of a lay follower.
This is for Ascalapati Sumanasura”, Sander suggests that
the scribe was Tibetan. Another, four-lines inscription,
is known in Tangtse but the state of decay of the rock on
which it is engraved makes it unreadable (Vohra 1999:
plate 18). The most well-known sarada inscription of
Ladakh is located at Dras, in the west on the region, on
the way to Kashmir (Cunningham 1970: 381, Plates
XXIX-XXXTI: Vigne 2008, vol.2: 393); Francke 1907Db:
52; Roerich 1931: 10) (Plate 9). There are three steles:
one bears the figure of a horseman and at the reverse
a $arada inscription commemorating the installation
of images of Avalokitesvara and Maitreya by a rider,
probably the figure represented, named Atha belonging

to the Tharana family (Deambi 1997). Each of the
two other steles shows an image of the Bodhisattvas,
Avalokitesvara and Maitreya (Francke 1914: 106).
There might be fainted inscriptions on the reverse of the
Bodhisattva images but the steles are now cemented in
a walled enclosure and are difficult to examine. A 10"-
12 century date is assigned to the steles (Vogel 1906:
32; Francke 1907:98, 1914: 106).

Conclusion

Based on the evidence of kharosthi, brahmt and
sarada rock inscriptions, one can assert that Ladakh
had contacts with the Indian cultural world during the
whole 1* millennium AD. However, the nature of these
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contacts, either political, commercial or religious is
difficult to identify.

The only inscription containing political information
is the questionable kharosthi inscription referring to
Vima Kadphises. In the light of the discussion above
it does not prove that this particular ruler conquered
Ladakh nor does it attests Kushanas® presence in the
region as is often written (Paul 1986: 29; Petech 1977
7; Goepper et. al. 1996:11; Luczanits 2005: 66 note 3).
Both hypotheses are acceptable, Kushana material has
been unearthed from the neighbouring areas of Kashmir
and the Tarim Basin and Ladakh provides routes in
between, but evidence is too slim at the present state of
rescarch. At the most, one can acknowledge that a person
using kharosthi and therefore belonging to the Kushana
cultural world passed through Ladakh, and more
specifically Khalatse. The number rock inscriptions
engraved in Indian scripts and their location reinforce
this point of view (Fig. 8).

During researches on the rock art of Ladakh the
author has documented in collaboration with her
colleagues about 20,000 petroglyphs. As stated in the
introduction Chinese, Sogdian, Tocharian, Tibetan,
Arabic inscriptions have also been documented
totalling 415 inseriptions for the whole region. One
notices that rock inscriptions engraved in Indian
scripts are exceptional. If Ladakh had been conquered
by the Kushanas one would reasonably expect to find
more inscriptions engraved in kharosthi and brahmi
Moreover, Indian scripts inscriptions are found only in
lower Ladakh, in between Dah and Khalatse. Khalatse
has been over time an important crossing place as
kharosthi, brahmf, $Grada but also Tibetan inscriptions
indicate. The ruins of several ancient bridges are seen on
both banks of the Indus and until the middle of the 20
century a customs post was marking the place (Francke
1905-1907: 415-16: Vohra 2005: 18; Sheikh 2010:
Fig.3). The brahm7 inscriptions recently discovered at
Laidoh are also located near a crossing point while the
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kharosthi ones are engraved on a huge boulder, along
with hundreds of petroglyphs, marking a haltin g place.
The kharosthi inscription mentions ‘a Kin g of the
seasons’, most probably referring to Spring, time when
snow melts and traffic can be resumed. The location of
the inscriptions in lower Ladakh seems to indicate an
itinerary along the Indus stopping at Khalatse. One may
presume that the territory upstream was not accessible to
people coming from Baltistan and beyond. Downstream,
in what is now the Gilgit-Baltistan province of northern
Pakistan, hundreds of kharosihi and brahmi rock
inscriptions have been documented (Fussman 1989; von
Hintiber 1989). The region was clearly integrated into
the Kushana empire: along with inscriptions there are
figures matching those of Kushana rulers and engravings
of Gandharan types of stiipa (Neelis 2007 86; Fussman
and Kénig 1997: 9-10; Bruneau 2007 : 66-67). Material
evidence points out a route through the Karakoram
passes north of actual Pakistan connecting the heart of
the Kushana Empire with the Tarim Basin. Apart from
rock inscriptions the only monument in Ladakh that
could.be linked to the Kushanas is the so-called ‘Kanika
chorten’ erected in the back courtyard of Sani monastery
in Zanskar, in the south of Ladakh. It is traditionally
held that the name of the monument refers to Kaniska
(Snellgrove and Skorupski 1980: vi, 6 and 9, llustration
4; Crook and Low 1997: 150). This remote origin is not
unlikely since Zanskar is geographically close to Jammu
where a hundred of Kushana sites are known but only
an archaeological study of the stiipa would enable to
ascertain it (Chaudhary 2005 : 254).

As for the saradd rock inscriptions they demonstrate
religious links between the Indian cultural world and
Ladakh in the late 1+ millennium AD. The $arada script
is native from Kashmir and all rock inscriptions (7%- 12
century) are found in a Buddhist environment (engraved
next or within a stiipa, steles dedicated to Avalokitesvara
and Maitreya). Consequently at that time Kashmiri
Buddhism had already crossed the Zoji pass. The first
mention of the route from Kashmir to Tibet via this pass
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is that of the Chinese pilgrim Wu-k’ung who visited
Kashmir from 751 to 790 (Chavannes and Lévi 1895).
In contrast with kharosthi and brahmi inscriptions,
$daradd rock inscriptions are found engraved all over
Ladakh, from Dras in the west to Tangtse in the east.
Other material evidence of Kashmiri Buddhism is
attested in the region. According to Francke five or six
$arada inscriptions were painted in black ink in the hall
of the old monastery of Chigtan, in the west of Ladakh
(Vogel 1906: 32; Francke 1914: 100). Unfortunately
the place has been destroyed since. Along painted and
engraved inscriptions there are §drada inscriptions
inseribed on Buddhist clay tablets (¢sha-tsha) found all
over Ladalh. Vogel and Tucci proposed to date some of
the tsha-tsha from the 8™-12 centuries (Vogel 1906: 32,
illustration: 35; Francke 1905-1907: 418; 1907a: 595;
1914: 111-117, 1930: 45; Tucci and Lokesh 1988: 73-
109). A comprehensive understanding of the religious
and artistic influences of Kashmir in Ladakh will only be
possible through a iconographical, stylistic and technical
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analysis of the dozens of the Buddhist stone sculptures
(steles and reliefs) spread over the territory. About thirty
stone sculptures from Ladakh have been published, the
most well-known being that of Mulbekh (Denwood
2007, Dorjay 2010; Fontein 1979; Francke 1907, 1914:
plates XXXII, XXXIV; Snellgrove and Skorupski
1977: illustrations 3, 4, 5, 109, 1980 illustrations 2, 7,
8, 19). The author and her colleagues have gathered
data (photographs, drawings and maps) of more than
a hundred original sculptures. A catalogue is under
preparation and will no doubt throw new light on the
contacts between Ladakh and the Indian cultural world.
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Bruneau, PL. 3: Exclusive kharosthi rock inscription engraved on the left bank of the Indus in between
Domikhar and Sanjak, correct version (Photograph by the author)
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