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The Potala Palace A Brief Introduction

The world-famous Potala Palace stands on the Red Hill
overlooking the city of Lhasa in Tibet.

At an elevation of more than 12,000 feet (3,700 meters) above
the sea level, the Potala is the world’s highest and largest castle
palace. Built against the terraced slope of the hill, with buildings
one upon another, the Potala has an imposing look. The granite
walls, the reddish-brown walls made of willow branches, golden
roofs decorated with big gilded bottles, the splendid sutra-
streamers and banners are unique characteristics of the Potala
buildings. The striking contrast of red, white and yellow colors
join to make the Potala a rare example of architecture in the
traditional Tibetan style.

The structure is composed of the White Palace and the Red
Palace. The 7-story White Palace served as the winter residence
of successive Dalai Lamas. It also housed the former local Tibetan
government. On its fourth floor is the Eastern Audience Hall, the
biggest in the White Palace, where important political and religious
ceremonies such as the enthronement of Dalai Lamas were held.
On the top of the palace are two apartments of Dalai Lamas’ winter
residence, known as the East and West Sunshine Apartmente.

The Red Palace consists primarily of Dalai Lamas’ stupa halls
and various chapels. It contains eight Dalai Lamas stupas and
chapels, including the West Audience Hall, Dharmaraja Cave and
the Chapel Celebrating Victory over the Three Worlds. The West
Audience Hall, the Fifth Dalai Lama’s memorial hall, is the largest
hall in the entire Potala complex. The Dharmaraja Cave and some
other sections, which can be dated back to the Tubo regime in the
seventh century, are among the earliest buildings of the Potala.
While the Chapel Celebrating Victory over the Three Worlds is
the highest hall in the Red Palace, the hall housing the Thirteenth
Dalai Lama’s stupa is the latest building of the Potala.

Subordinate constructions to the Potala include the Namgyel
Dratsang, the training center for monk officials, the monks’
dormitories, and the eastern and western courtyards on the hill,
the printing house for Buddhist scriptures, a jail, stables and the
Dragon King’s Pool at the backyard of the Potala at the foot of

the hill.

The initiator of the Potala can be traced back to Tubo Tsenpo
Songtsen Gampo, a Tibetan king, who began to build the Potala
in 631 (the Iron-Hare year by the Tibetan calendar). The Potala at
that time had 999 rooms, with the addition of a cave shrine, making
the figure up to 1,000. Later, due to fires caused by lightning and
wars, the original construction was almost leveled to the ground.
Construction of the present Potala began in 1645 in the reign of
the Fifth Dalai Lama, who, in order to consolidate the Ganden
Potrang political-religious regime, rebuilt the White Palace as well
as the enclosures, towers and turrets of the Potala. He subsequently
moved his government to the White Palace from the Drepung
Monastery. In 1690, the Sixth Dalai Lama enlarged the Red Palace
to house the Fifth Dalai Lama’s stupa. The extension was
completed in 1693, which was followed by new projects, including
five golden roofs and a number of subordinate sections, sponsored
by later Dalai Lamas. By 1936, when the Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s
stupa was built, the Potala we see today was completed.

Over the past 300 years or so, the Potala has accumulated an
enormous collection of historical relics, including a great number

of murals, about 1,000 pagodas, 10,000 statues, numerous Tangka

paintings, Buddhist scriptures, and gold and silver objects.
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The Potala Palace in 1905
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The Potala Palace in 2000
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An Overall View of the Potala

The Potala stands against the terraced slope of the Red Hill. Its main portion is a building of 13 stories. The major parts of the Potala
include the Red Palace, the White Palace, and monks’ dormitories. In addition, there are the old town Zhol and the Dragon King’s Pool
at the foot of the hill. In 1961, the State Council placed the Potala on the list of cultural sites under State-level protection. In 1994 the

UNESCO World Heritage Committee placed the Potala on the World Cultural Heritage list.

Cirprt A=Y The Potala

“Hikbr” X FIFE, NFiERHw B, WPREW . ERE The name “Potala” is a derivation from Sanskrit Potaraka. meaning “Brilliant Mountain,” “Island

HWAMEERP R, B h }'L’ /2 RTINS0 TR 3 7 AL, Mountain,” or “Boat Mountain,” which is dedicated to Avalokiteshvara. Qing Emperor Kangxi

I P72 b OOt 25 8 it . W YERE 1] Rl RE B said in a stele installed on Mt. Putuo of Zhejiang, “As recorded in Buddhist scriptures, there are

A BRSO “ MR e, W CRE v LG = 4b . three Potaraka mountains: one is at a port of the Indus, another is in Tibet, and the third is the

{5 )E 4k 2, {E K Eak, fEmlE.” Ak i sacred island of Putuo in the South Sea.”

e B K 5 A ik The Potala is the best palace complex of Tibet w ell-kept till now. It is a landmark of Tibet well-

ik dr B e R i ol |-, s 2, T known to the world, and it is a very important cultural relic site under State-level protection of
MEAOPRETERIURE, R R R S ARG G R China. It was listed as an important world historical heritage by UNESCO in December, 1994,
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