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The Palace of Leh in Ladakh: an example of
Himalayan architecture in need of
conservation

CoRNEILLE |EST AND JoHn Savpay

Fic. 1, The eastern
ipproach to the palace.
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route of the royal family
ind  important visitors.
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FiG. 2. The south facade.
(Photo by John Sanday.)

Introduction

The remnant of a magnificent palace, built at the beginning of the
seventeenth century during that period when the king of Ladakh ruled
over most of west Tibet, still towers above the settlement of Leh, capital
of the former kingdom of Ladakh (Fig. 7). This palace is an outstanding
example of monumental architecture as represented by the Potala of
Lhasa, which was built between 1645 and 1695 by the fifth Dalai Lama.

While the size of the Palace of Leh appears somewhat diminished by
the surrounding mountains, on a human scale it is most impressive. The
main facade, some 60 m across, is 58 m high, and it rises above all nearby
structures both as a colossal fortress, and as an architectural masterpiece
(Fig. 2). Today, in its tragic state of decay, not even a photograph can
reflect the true grandeur of this great building. It is perhaps helpful to
refer to descriptions by earlier travellers to Ladakh, which we have briefly
quoted later on.

Such monuments are few in number, and iclativcly inaccessible to
scholars and tourists. However, their importance is considerable, in that
they provide critical insights into the high mountain cultutes which for
centuties have adapted to exceptionally severe environments. It is
postulated that no complete understanding of the history of the Tibetan
Plateau and its botdering mountain systems can be attained without
appteciation of the role and raison &étre of the principal architectural

remains; not can proper insights into the relationship between the local
cultures and their mountain environment be derived.

1t is within this general context that the history, structure and present
condition of the Palace of Leh are described here, and the argument put
fprw'ard for immediate measures towards its restoration and preserva-
tion.

FiG. 3. A view of Leh in
the early nineteenth
century. (From Moorcroft,
W., Travels in the Himalayan
provinces of Hindustan and the
Panjab.y



