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Ancient Tibet:
Bringing to Light the Forgotten

Major Findings of a Comprehensive Inveniory
of Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet (Tibet

Autonomous Region, Peoples Republic of

China) Condlucted Between 1992-2002

John Vincent Bellezza

Research Affiliate Scholar; East Asia Center,;
University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA

In 1992, I began a project to inventory pre-
Buddhist archaeological sites in Upper Tibet.
Since that time, I have spent nearly three years
in the region, covering some 40,000 km by
vehicle and more than 5,000 km on foot. In
order to locate the sites and collect information
on them, it was necessary to mterview around
5,000 people. These efforts have led to the doc-
umentation of over 400 pre-Buddhist archaco-
logical sites.

Upper Tibet (figs.1,3-4) is the vast region of
northem and westemn Tibet known traditionally
as Tod (Upper Region) and Changthang
(Northem Plains), which covers approximately
700,000 km2. This territory comes under the
jurisdiction of the Ngari, Nagchu, and Shigatse
prefectures. Upper Tibet consists mainly of
steppe and grasslands, but alpine deserts, scrub
forests, bogs, and geothermal zones are also
found. Upper Tibet is a difficult region where
snowstorms are possible even during the sum-
mer months. Before its incorporation nto the
People’s Republic of China, vehicular roads did
not exist, and bandits roamed at will.

Tibetan culture is often conceived of as syn-
onymous with Buddhism, and certainly
Vajrayana Buddhist philosophy, art, and archi-
tecture have had a huge impact on Tibetan cul-
ture. Tibetans are well known as one of the most
devoutly Buddhist populations in the world, and
this religion has permeated virtually every
aspect of their culture, society, and landscape.
However, despite this basic reality, Tibetan cul-
ture and civilization long predate the period of
Buddhist domination. In fact, beginning in

1976, the Chinese Academy of Sciences made
a number of discoveries in Upper Tibet, dating
human occupation on the Tibet-Qinghai Plateau
to the Middle Paleolithic period, some 30,000 to
50,000 years ago.! Evidence of the Neolithic is
also found in Upper Tibet, including microliths
and other types of stone tools deposited on the
16

Fig.1: The great mamtam—lake dvad Mou.m N\«cmhcn T'!unglh,a and Lake Namisho, locatui on lhe umﬂmﬂ fringe

of Upper Tibet (photo. J.V. Belleza).

surface2 These discoveries by Chinese archae-
ologists demonstrate that man once lived in the
most northern part of Upper Tibet, an area large-
Iy abandoned affer the Stone Age.

In the 1990s, Chinese archaeologists began
excavating what can be termed Metal Age sites
in the far westem Tibet regions of Guge and
Ruthok. At present, due to a lack of archaeolog-
ical data, dates for the Tibetan Bronze Age and
Iron Age have not yet been firmly established.

widespread adoption of Buddhism. The archae-
ological term Metal Age defines the predomi-
nant technological stage of cultural develop-
ment, while the term pre-Buddhist describes the
pattern of cultural organization.

In 1999, the Chinese Institute of Tibetology
of Sichuan University excavated 26 tombs in
three different cemeteries, in the Dungkar and
Chiwang regions of Guge. Radiocarbon analy-
sis of these tombs has yielded calibrated dates of
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Thus the use of the more inclusive term “Metal
Age” is warranted. The Metal Age in Tibet con-
tinued as an anachronistic cultural system until
the beginning of the Imperial (Tubo) period in
the mid-7th century AD. Metal Age culture in
Tibet can also be termed pre-Buddhist, because

it was not until the 7th century and the reign of

King Songtsan Gampo that Tibet began the

725-170 BC. The tombs of Dungkar and
Chiwang are of three major types: 1) stone
superstructures with stone-lined burial pits; 2)
no superstructure with earthen burial pits; and 3)
carthen burial chambers with passageways (0
the surface. In addition to human skeletal
remains, pieces of ceramic jars, as well as cop-
per, bronze, iron, stone, and bone artifacts were

Athena Review Vol.3, No.4



Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet
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tures and regions; 3) have a positive
effect on Tibetan society by provid-
ing a much wider perspective on its
culture and civilization. This will
help to ensure the continued exis-
tence of archaeological sites, which
are of great value to the world’s cul-
tural heritage; 4) stimulate more
interest in Tibet and aid in the
development of the tourist and pub-
lic relations industries.

One of the most striking features
of pre-Buddhist settlement in Upper
Tibet is that it was often located in
places that were subsequently aban-
doned. Where there were once
mighty fortresses, elaborate reli-
gious complexes, and extensive
cemeteries, there is now often no

Fig3 (above): The Tibetan Plateau (lightened area) and major rivers originating
solid red dots) are mainly in Upper Tibet west of longitude 88°E. while Buddhist monasteries (dots in circles) cluster near Lhasa and to

the east.

Fiz4 (below): Upper Tibet, with distribution of pre-Buddhist sites discussed in this article (affer J V. Bellezza).

discovered. In 1992, six tombs were excavated
at Ngahng, in Ruthok county.* These tombs are
believed to date between the 4th and 8th cen-
turies AD, and contained human remains, as
well as ceramics, beads, and iron artifacts. The
use of textile eye covers at Ngalung mirrors a
mortuary practice of the same period found
among Uighur tombs in Xinjiang.

Preliminary excavations of two tombs
were also conducted at the Mangsen Cemetery
in Traza township, Amdo county, in the eastem
part of Upper Tibet.? These tombs, believed to
date from the 6th to 9th centuries AD, contained
human and sheep bones, a copper object, bits of
iron. and a ceramic pot. In 2001, a collaborative
project between the University of California at
Sanfa Barbara and Sichuan University resulted
in the excavation of a pre-Buddhist village at
Dingdum, in the Guge region of Tsamda coun-
ty¢ The foundations of four residences were
found, containing 193 pieces of ceramics in all.
Radiocarbon analysis of a piece of carbonized
wood recovered from a hearth in Structure 3
yielded a date of ca. 85 BC.

The excavation of tombs in Upper Tibet
and in various other areas of the Tibet
Autonomous Region has provided extremely
important archaeological data regarding the
character and diversity of Metal Age culture.
Nevertheless, this work represents only the ini-
tial stage of exploration; many hundreds of
Metal Age cemeteries and other types of archae-
Athena Review Vol.3, No.4
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ological sites in Tibet have yet to be explored.
Even before preliminary excavations can be car-
ried out, it is essential that these sites be invento-
ried and mapped. Given the extent of Metal Age
civilization in Tibet, this is a gigantic project that
will require many years of work, manpower,
and technical expertise.

The value of a comprehensive archaeolog-
ical project is great, since it will: 1) make many
cultural relics available, adding to the wealth and
prestige of Tibet; 2) answer questions pertaining
to ancient cultural exchanges with adjoining cul-

and nothing more. The vigor and strength of pre-
Buddhist civilization, as described in Tibetan
texts, explains in part why the early inhabitants
were able to flourish in such a harsh, high-alti-
tude environment (from 4,200 to 5,500 m).
Nonetheless, the most vital factor explaining
early pattemns of settlement and subsequent dere-

liction is climatic in nafure.
Paleoclimatological studies based on
glaciology (the study of glaciers), palynology
(the study of spores, pollens, and diatoms), den-
drochronology (tree ring dating), and geomor-
17



Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet

The vast plains and mountain ranges of
Upper Tibet are home to the diokpa, Tibetans
who subsist by animal husbandry. These hardy
shepherds of the westem plateau have captured
the imagination of travelers and scholars alike
for over a century. With their long braids, skin-
cloaks, and swords, these proud martial people
evoke images of our ancient past, when much
of humanity roamed long distances in harmo-
ny with the rhythms of nature. Despite these
romantic notions, the drokpa face both the dis-
solution of their culture and daunting poverty.

The most important herd animal of the
drokpa is the yak, a member of the bovine fam-
ily that can graze at elevations in excess of 5,600
m. Sheep, goats, and horses are also very impor-
tant to the people of Upper Tibet. In addition to
using their animals to supply hair for cordage,
wool for clothing, as well as hides, meat, and
dairy products, the diokpa exchange animals
and their products for grain. Traditionally, the
drokpa were also able to obtain grain by trading
the salt they collected from the saline lakes in the
north of their territory. Permanently living at ele-
vations between 4200 m and 5000 m is
extremely hard on the biology of the people and
livestock. This has necessitated the development
of stockbreeding techniques refined over many
centuries of trial and error.

In far western Tibet, agriculture is practiced
in valleys situated between 3,200 m and 4,200
m. There is also one surviving agricultural com-
munity at Lake Dangra, in the middle of the
Changthang. At one time, agriculture was far
more extensive at Lake Dangra and other places
n the Changthang at elevations up to 4,700 m.
The most important crop grown 1s Tibetan high-
land barley (of which there are hundreds of
genetic strains), which is parched and ground
mto a meal to form the dietary staple. Owing to
increasing aridity, farming is becoming ever
more marginal in Upper Tibet, threatening the
livelihood of long-standing agrarian societies.

With the notable exception of certain
peripheral areas of the Tibetan Plateau, the
drokpa have retained the greatest proportion of
therr old customs and traditions. One of the most
entrenched aspects of culture is the cult of
indigenous deities (see also box 2). These terri-
torial spirits are worshipped for protection and
good fortune. There are mediums for the native
deities, thapa (godman), lhamo (goddess-
woman), and pawo (hero), who act as mouth-
pieces for the gods in highly evocative curative
and oracular rites. Bards called drungpa orally
preserve the history and lore of clans and geo-

Box 1: The Drokpa: Herders of Upper Tibet

-

Fig.5: Diokpa woman weaving blanket-cloth inside of
her black yak hair tent (photo: J V. Belleza).

graphic regions. Remnants of pre-Buddhist
mythology still survive in clan origins from hero-
ic sacred mountains and clan totems in the form
of animals. Early war gods called werma and
drabla are also still evident. Before commumism,
various martial traditions flourished among the
drokpa, which can be traced to the citadel culture
of the pre-Buddhist period. The dhokpa still
depend on age-old techniques of divination,
including obtaining visions from lakes, examin-
ing omens displayed by animal behavior, and
scapulmancy (shoulder-blade divination). Other
timewom traditions pertain to wedding songs,
purification rituals conducted before hunting
expeditions, and the use of ancient artifacts as
amulets.

The folk traditions of the chvkpa and the pre-
Buddhist tenure of the oldest clans have mstilled
a profound sense of history and tradition in the
native people. This pride in the past 1s reflected in
their intimate knowledge of early archaeological
sites, on which the present author has relied to
conduct his mventory. However, like many of the
world’s tribal cultures, the traditional way of life
of the drokpa is endangered, as resource exploita-
tion and the influx of outsiders adversely affect
the Upper Tibetan ecological balance.
Professional storytellers and spirit-mediums, the
backbone of the oral tradition, have now all but
disappeared. Moreover, the extremely rich Bon
and Buddhist religions have precipitously
declined in recent decades. It is hoped by all those
concemed about the fate of the drokpa that mea-
sures taken to conserve their pre-Buddhist
archaeological sites will also work to foster their
sense of identity. This invigoration of the people
and culture of Upper Tibet must come soon, or it
simply will be too late.

18

phology (the study of changes in landscape) all
broadly agree that, in the last 3,000 to 4,000
years, there has been a pronounced deteriora-
tion in the climate of Upper Tibet.? The trend
has been towards a colder and drier climate,
and despite more optimal intervals, this has led
to a marked degradation of the environment
Lakes have become saline, steppe forests have
disappeared, glaciers have receded, and many
sources of fresh water have dried up. This envi-
ronmental degradation has had a disastrous
effect on the systems of agricultural and pas-
toral production in Upper Tibet. Climate
change may well have been the most important
factor explaming the demise of pre-Buddhist
civilization in Upper Tibet and the consequent
shifting of political power to the southem and
eastern regions of the plateau.

In order to conclude this general introduc-
tion, let us place the Metal Age in Upper Tibet
in a perspective derived from hiving Tibetan cul-
ture. The Old Tibetan Tun-huang manuscripts
(7th to 9th century) and post-AD 980 Tibetan lit-
erature (written in a still familiar language) pro-
vide a large amount of information about culture
and society in the pre-Buddhist and Tmperial
periods. These sources reveal data on religious
practices and beliefs, customs, mythology, mar-
tial traditions, toponymy, and contacts with for-
eign cultures. The study of cultural history,
therefore, is highly applicable to archaeology.
helping in the effort to frame and interpret what
has been discovered. Due to the long process of
historical continuity, even contemporary Upper
Tibetan culture can provide insights into the
character of the pre-Buddhist world. Links
between the past and present are linguistic, reli-
gious, and societal in nature. Thus, ethnograph-
ic studies, focusing on indigenous deities, geo-
graphical lore, clan histories, and practices sur-
rounding hunting and herding, are invaluable in
obtaining a better picture of the pre-Buddhist
cultural legacy (boxes 1 and 2).

Project Description and Findings: Over
the last decade, 1 have documented the exis-
tence of more than 400 pre-Buddhist sites,
reflecting the breadth of civilization in Metal
Age Upper Tibet® This was the highest altitude
civilization ever to have existed in the world.
The primary aim has been to make available a
body of data that can be utilized for further
research and by government planners for con-
servation efforts. The existence of these pre-
Buddhist sites demonstrates that sedentary cul-
ture was far more evolved in this period than in

Athena Review Vol.3, No4



Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet

Box 2: Ancient Bon Religion

Tibet belongs to the Buddhist faith, but there are
still communities scattered throughout the
region who profess the old Bon religion. The
most important Bon enclaves are found at Lake
Dangra (Nyima county), Poche (Pelgon coun-
ty) and Nyenrong (Nyenrong county).

resemble one another, since they both practice
lamaism, the religious culture peculiar to Tibet.
Over the course of the last 1,300 vears, these

from one another. Bén as a formal religion
appeared around AD 1000, cast in amold close-
v resembling its Buddhist counterpart. The Bén
religious doctrines are divided into nine vehicles
(thegpa). The first four thegpa are known as the
causal vehicles and contain much indigenous
lore predating the adoption of Tndian Buddhism,
in the 7th to 9th centuries. The five higher theg-
pa embody sophisticated Buddhist philosophi-
cal and metaphysical traditions.

the 8th and 9th centuries. What is sometimes
referred to as the nameless tradition, such as the
propitiation of the native pantheon of mountain
and lake deities, hunting lore, and certain magic

The majority of the population of Upper :

Outwardly, the Tibetan Buddhists and Bénpo |

two great religions have borrowed a great deal §

Bon religious traditions are clearly dis- |8
cemible in the archaic literature of Tibet dating to [

Fig.6: Old Bonpo religious practitioner at Dangra Yunr
(Ocean Turquoise Lake), the central portion of Upper Tibet
(photo: JV. Bellezza).

practices, in fact, extends deep into prehistory.
According to the Boénpo, these traditions were
part of an earlier institutional variant of their reli-
gion, but this claim remains difficult to corrobo-
rate. What is indisputable, however, s that the
Bonpo have enshrined many antediluvian, or
archaic, aspects of Tibetan culture in their exten-
sive literature. Hopefully, archaeological investi-
gations will eventually answer questions sur-
| rounding the ecclesiastical status of Bon in the
pre-Buddhist period. In any event, as Bon schol-
ars point out. the verb Adnpa means, “to chant the
sacred liturgies,” and in this context Bén simply
refers to the entire body of Tibetan cultural trans-

The ethnogeny of the residents of Upper
Tibet has not been well established. According to
historical lore, invaders of Central Asian,
Himalayan, and northeastermn Tibetan origin have
beset the region since pre-Buddhist times. The
general rule of migration has been the movement
of people from the central and eastem part of the
plateau to the wide-open spaces of westem Tibet.
The earliest clans of Upper Tibet generally trace
their genealogies to the pre-Buddhist Zhang
Zhung kingdom. The highest concentrations of
ancient clans are found at Lake Dangra (Nyima
county), Ruthor (Drongpa county), and
Sengkhor (Gertse county).

the Buddhist period. This study of early sites
also helps to distinguish the character of pre-
Buddhist religious practices, burial customs,
social structures, cross-cultural relations, and
environmental change. The project to invento-
1y sites, however, is but an initial step towards
understanding pre-Buddhist civilization in
Upper Tibet. There is still a tremendous
amount of work to do, which will require the
expertise of specialists in various academic
fields such as archaeology, paleoclimatology,
geography, architecture, ethnography, and tex-
tual studies.

We must be hopeful that this project to
inventory the archacological wealth of Upper
Tibet will encourage more research and explo-
ration, enabling us to refine our understanding
of the region in the Metal Age. It would be
excellent if comprehensive archaeological
inventories could be made in other regions of
Tibet as well. Once we have a better idea of
what exists on the ground, we can better know
which places should be first excavated, as in
salvage operations of damaged or vandalized
sites. A plateau-wide inventory of sites will also
Athena Review Vol.3, No.4

allow specialists to elucidate patterns of early
setflement, trade routes, the eflects of climate
change, and the ethnohistorical makeup of
Tibet. Systematic inventories are also very
helpful for government officials involved in the
administration and conservation of Tibet’s
archaeological heritage.

I have attributed sites to the pre-Buddhist
period using non-direct means. It is imperative
that these attributions be verified using empirical
methods based on the science of archacometry.
For the time being, the attribution of sites as pre-
Buddhist must be viewed as provisional. Using
a non-direct methodology for the identification
of archaeological sites is of variable reliability.
Yet despite the scientific uncertainties, the sites
surveyed generally represent a distinctive archa-
ic epoch in the civilization of Upper Tibet.
Archaeological sites can be provisionally attrib-
uted to the pre-Buddhist period on the basis of
the following criteria:

1) Places mentioned in Bon (the ancient
and partly indigenous religion of Tibet) literature
as belonging to the pre-Buddhist Zhang Zhung
kingdom of Upper Tibet.

2) Ruins ascribed in the oral tradition to the
ancient Bonpo (adherents of Bén), Kelmon
(aboriginal groups), Horpa (Turco-Mongolian
and perhaps Indo-European cultures), Zhang
Zhung, and Takzig (ancient Persian regions).

3) Sites exhibiting distinctive non-Buddhist
morphological and design features, such as
arrays of pillars, elaborate burial structures, and
all-stone semi-subterranean buildings.

4) The location of sites in characteristic pre-
Buddhist geographical settings, such as high
mountain peaks, islands, and dry valleys. These
are locations that were subsequently ignored in
the Buddhist period.

5) Cross-referencing sites with those that
have been archaeologically investigated in other
parts of Tibet.

6) Cross-cultural comparisons with archae-
ological sites in adjoining regions of China and
other countries. For example, I have established
(Bellezza 2002) that the pre-Buddhist archaeo-
logical record of Upper Tibet shares substantial
cultural affinities with the Scytho-Siberian cul-
tures of first millennium BC Central Asia,
Mongolia, and South Siberia.

19



Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet

Fig.7: Single pillar of Doring Che, Nyima county (photo:
JV Bellezza).

7) Art and artifacts that exhibit archaic non-
Buddhist attributes, such as certain #hokcaks
(metallic talismans), zi stones (engraved agate
beads), and rock art. Prominent pre-Buddhist
motifs include ithyphallic portrayals, hunting
scenes, and zoomorphic deities.

The methodology used in the inventory of
sites is sometimes referred to as “‘surface
archaeology.” At no time did I disturb the sites
or in any way affect their integrity. I refrained
from turning over stones and from the removal
of even handfuls of soil. Whenever possible,
local residents were instructed about the sig-
nificance of pre-Buddhist monuments and
rock art, and their conservation. The work car-
ried out during the inventory can be outlined as
follows: 1) geographical pinpointing of sites
using GPS: 2) description of the geographical
sefting of sites; 3) photography of all monu-
ments and rock art; 4) measurement of indi-
vidual monuments and the overall dispersion
of sites; 5) description of the structural and
design characteristics of sites; 6) recording any
vandalism or other contemporary threats fo
sites; and 7) where possible, the mapping of
ground plans.

There is an extensive assortment of pre-
Buddhist typologies occupying diverse topo-
graphical and ecological niches. The locations
of these sites and their mutual relationships
provide valuable clues about the patterns of
settlement and socio-economic organization in
pre-Buddhist times. The networks of monu-
ments also reveal information about ancient
20

trade routes and environmental change over
the last three millennia. For example, the data
collected mdicates that in the pre-Buddhist
period the great lakes belt of Upper Tibet
served as a major focus of settlement and as a
corridor for east-west movement across the
region. There was a concentration of high
social status architecture (such as that belong-
ing to the priestly and ruling classes) on the
headlands and islands of the big lakes, an envi-
ronmental zone largely vacated in the
Buddhist period.

On a structural, locational, and functional
level, pre-Buddhist sites can be generally classi-
fied as outlined in box 3.

[. Monuments: 1) Residential structures
occupying summits (95 sites have been invento-
ried): Most of the residential structures located
on hilltops and the spurs of mountains appear to
have functioned as fortresses. In some cases,
these structures seem to have incorporated elite
residences and temples within them. The highly
defensive aspect of most of these sites atop near-

Box 3: Pre-Buddhist Site Types
L. Monuments
1) Residential structures occupying summits (forfresses,
palaces, and related structural remains)
a. All-stone corbelled buildings
b. Structures built with wooden raffers
2) Residential structures in other locations (religious and
lay residences)
a. All-stone corbelled buildings
b. Other fieestanding building types
¢. Buildings integrating caves and escarpments in their
construction
3) Ceremonial pillars and accompanying structures
(mostly fimerary sites)
2. [solated pillars (doring)
b. Pillars erected within a rectangular stone enclosure
¢. Quadrangular arays of pillars w/ appended edifices
4) Superficial ceremonial structures (primarily fimerary)
a. Single-course quadrangular. ovoid, and imegularly-
shaped structures (slab-wall & flush-block constructions)
b. Double-course quadrangular, ovoid, and tmegularty-
shaped structures (slab-wall & flush-block constructions)
¢. Heaped-wall enclosures
d. Rectangular burial mounds (hangso)
e, Terraced structures
5) Cubic-shaped mountain-top tombs
6) Minor stone constructions
a. Stone registers (¢10)
b. Tabemacles (Fratsug, sekhar, and tenkhar)
Il Rock Art
1) Petroglyphs
2) Pictographs

3) Inscriptions

Iy vertical slopes leaves no doubt that ihey P
resent pre-Buddhist strongholds and miliay
garrisons (fig.2). There are two major typesd
buildings represented: those that used woods
raflers to support roofs, and those built wi
stone corbelling. The structures built with d
stone corbels, lintels, beams, and sheathing haye
a very different appearance. These building
tend to be smaller, windowless, and semi-suf-
terranean in aspect. They also exhibit irregularly
shaped walls and rooms because many sha
spans of varying angles are needed to suppot
the extremely heavy corbelled
Comparative archaeological data from cenfal
Tibet and Central Asia indicates that forfresses
were probably first constructed in Upper Tibs
in the 1st millennium BC. Corbelled structurs
dating to the Metal Age are also known froma
variety of other world cultures such as New
Grange in Ireland. Structures that had wooden®
roof$ and lintels have very different floor plans
They exhibit uniform walls and relatively high
floor-to-ceiling dimensions.

2) Residential structures in other locations,
(108 sites have been inventoried): As with the
fortress typology, the ruins of buildings wifi
wooden roof$ and those with all-stone corbelkd
roofs are also found in this typology. These
structures occupy a wide variety of locations,
including mountain slopes, valley bottoms, and
nside caves and overhangs. Both structures that
fumctioned as religious centers and those witha.
wider domestic finction seem to fall within ths
typology. In many instances, these appear in
represent social elite, pre-Buddhist residentia
architecture. It seems that the majority of the pre-
Buddhist population lived in mobile perishable
structures such as the hanak (black yak hair tent
fig.5). The banak remained the dominant reg-
dential type in Upper Tibet until the last 20 years
when the construction of permanent housing
became popular.

a. Among the most interesting and vahuable
structures are the all-stone temples and religious
residences. These are found throughout Upper
Tibet, most notably at the holy mountain Gangs
Rinpoche (Gangs Tise). In exceptional cases.
these archaic religious buildings were i use
well into the 20th century. They appear to have
been constructed over a very long period of
time, beginning sometime in the 1stmillennium
BC. Customarily called sekharisekhang, they
are usually composed of 'a warren of very small
rooms that are partly set into the ground, parfic-
ularly on the up-slope side of the building

Athena Review Vol.3, No4
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Upwards of 30 buildings, each with 4 to 12
rooms, are found at a single site. By AD 1100,
the sekhangs (which must have been associated
with the early Bon religion) were being super-
seded by Buddhist monasteries, which feature a
very different type of construction. The monas-
feries that were constructed have high profiles
and large rooms and halls. They feature large
central ceremonial spaces, while the sekfangs
have decentralized floor plans.

b. Buildings that had permanent wooden
roofs and semi-permanent roofs (possibly made
of animal hair or animal hides) appear, in many
cases, 10 have been general-purpose villages.
The most extensive pre-Buddhist villages are
located in Ruthok county, some of which may
have been inhabited by as many as
1500 people. These structures, how-
ever, are in a very poor state of preser-
vation. Therefore, little from my
mventory could be gleaned about their
onginal architectural character, :

¢. Facades and buildings were
also commonly built around caves,
some of which appear to have been
abandoned before the Buddhist peri-
od. Like their Buddhist counterparts,
these usually functioned as religious
centers and hermitages. Construction

help to define the early ethnohistorical domain
of the region. Pillars set on the west side of a
quadrangular enclosure aligned in the cardinal
directions are well distributed west of 88° E lon-
gitude. Anywhere from one pillar to more than
a dozen can be found standing inside a single
enclosure. These pillars range in height from 30
cm to 2.4 m, plus an additional 40% or so of
length undemeath the ground. The enclosures
are usually constructed of upright stone slabs, or
blocks level with or elevated above the ground
surface. They are rectangular, or less frequently,
square in shape. These enclosures are between 3
mand 20 min length. Although there are a num-
ber of myths associated with these sites, oral tra-
dition indicates that this type of monument was

remains are reported from certain sites, This fact,
along with the oral tradition attributing a finer-
ary function to these sites, indicates that they did
indeed function as pre-Buddhist necropolises.
Other types of tombs are sometimes found in
the vicinity of the pillar complexes. Precedents
for extensive Iron Age pillar monuments are
found in Central Asia, such as Ichianli in
Turkmenistan. At Judai (ca. 8th century) in
southem Tibet, 15 parallel rows of standing
stones are found, with interspersed graves for
horses and other animals.? These pillars, how-
ever, occupy a much less prominent architectur-
al role than do those in Upper Tibet.

4) Superficial cevemonial structures (69
sites have been inventoried): There are a variety
of superficial structures that appear to be
the superstructures of tombs found
throughout Upper Tibet. There may be
| structures among them with an altema-
H| tive function, but this cannot be verified
{ until systematic excavations take place.
In the oral tradition of the drokpa (shep-
herds; see box 1), they are commonly
called Mondur, Monpai Durkhung, and
1 Mondo, and are thought to be the tombs
of the Kelmon, a tribal group of
unknown origins that appears to have
been part of the aboriginal ethnical sub-

ranged from simple enclosing walls to ﬁ o s 3 g7 strate of Upper Tibet. An analysis of the
two- and three-tiered multi-roomed Bﬁ}sa_;?rm Tomb MD-44 at the La-o cemetery, Pelgbn county (photo: J ¥ artifact assemblages, human remains,
complexes set around the mouth of and subsurface architecture from a vari-

caves. At some of the early sites counterclock-
wise swastikas (yumgdrung) are found painted
inred ochre,

3) Ceremonicl pillars (131 sites have been
nventoried): There are three distinctive types of
pillar monuments in Upper Tibet; a) individual
pillars; b) pillars erected inside a walled enclo-
sure; and ¢) large arrays of pillars with append-
ed buildings. In many instances, all three of
these typologies are associated with pre-
Buddhist burial grounds.

a. Individual pillars and rows of up to 20
pillars are found in various locations. They
stand alone or occasionally in the vicinity of
tombs, and attain a maximum height of 2.3 m
(fig.7). Pillars that stand in isolation provide few
clues about their finction and age. Perhaps in
certain situations they were erected as border
markers, a practice known to exist in the
Buddhist period.

b. Pillars erected within a walled enclosure
represent one of the most distinctive types of
pre-Buddhist monuments in Upper Tibet and
Athena Review Vol.3, No.4

built as a memorial for local chieftains. Tt is not
unusual to find tombs in the vicinity, but the pil-
lars themselves do not appear to have had a
mortuary function. Precedents for this type of
monument are found in the south Siberian Tagar
culture of the 8th to 6th centuries BC.

¢. Pillars set in rows aligned in the cardinal
directions form another characteristic type of
monument distributed west of 88° E longitude.
Atasinglesite, there can be anywhere from sev-
eral hundred to several thousand pillars set into
the ground in more or less evenly distributed
rows. They range in height from 20cmto 1. 4 m,
with an average height of around 60 cm.
Immediately east of each concourse of pillars is
what appears to have been a mortuary temple.
Like the pillars themselves, these structures vary
greatly in size and complexity, and range from 3
mto 65 min length. In the larger specimens the
windowless walls of these buildings can be
more than 2 m thick, creating relatively small
interior spaces. This clearly illustrates that they
were not residential structures. Human skeletal

ety of cemeteries is essential if we are to discov-
erthe level of material advancement and the eth-
nic ties of the pre-Buddhists. The oldest tombs
potentially date to the 2nd millennium BC.

a. Single<course enclosures: These super-
structures of tombs are commonly square, rec-
tangular, sub-rectangular, oval, or imegularly
shaped. The enclosures are formed by a single
line of stones planted in the ground along the
edges of the structure. Perimeter walls are com-
posed either of thin slabs of stone set into the
ground edgewise or of blocks of stones, Stones
between 10 cm and 1.5 m in length are level
with the ground surface or project above it to a
maximum height of 60 cm. Perimeters range in
length between 2 mand 25 m. Inmost cases, the
area enclosed by the perimeter wall is fiee of
structural elements, but there are notable varia-
tions. Interior superstructures include pillars,
walls running parallel to the perimeter, and
smaller enclosures that may mark the actual
location of the burial chamber. The slab wall
constructions bear a strong resemblance to sim-
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Fig9: Pelmglyph of a Bn stupa (tehgjous mnnm‘rﬂﬁ)
omamented with the “homs of the bird” finial, from
Ruthok county; made prior to the 11th centry AD
(phoro: JVBeJ’z’ez:a)

llar funerary structures of the Scytho-Siberian
cultures of the first millennium BC. The sheer
diversity in the design and construction of the
Upper Tibet variants probably indicates that
native inhabitants produced them over a very
long span of time.

b. Doublecourse enclosures: This typolo-
gy shares the same design variations with the
single-course type described above, with the
exception that the perimeter walls are composed
oftwo lines of stones parallel to one another. The
thickness of these walls ranges between 40 cm
and 1.2 m.

c. Heaped-wall enclosures: Another type of
tomb superstructure is composed of piles of
stones heaped along the perimeter to form sub-
rectangular, oval, and irregularly shaped enclo-
sures. These vary in length between 4 m and 50
m. The walls have subsided and collapsed, but
it would appear that originally stones were piled
up to a height of 1 m and more. At the Monra
Yarkye site in Letod township, Nyima county,
there is a very large specimen of this type of
stucture called Dzong Chen (Big Castle).!
Partial excavation by local residents has
revealed large stone burial chambers, human
bones, and various artifacts, including a bulbous
copper pot with a long spout.

d. Bangso: Burial mounds of earth and
stone, known in Tibetan as bangso, are found in
22

various locations throughout Tibet. In Upper
Tibet they are rectangular tumuli up o 3 m in
height and covering a maximum area of 600
m=. The bangso are usually found in the bottom
of valleys but there are exceptions. The Ormo
Gang site, in Gegye county, sits astride a 4,900~
meter pass and includes a mound measuring 13
m by 18 m, with a height of 1.5 m.!! While not
as large or as numerous as in some sites in south-
em Tibet, these mounds nevertheless appear to
be important burial structures. On account of the
substantial resources and labor needed to build
them, we can surmise that their use was restrict-
ed to high status members of pre-Buddhist
Upper Tibet society. Comparative evidence
from southem Tibet suggests that they were
built between the second half of the first millen-
nium BC and the collapse of Imperial Tibet in
the mid-ninth century AD.

e. Terraces: What appears to be another type
of burial structure consists of a series of terraced
walls on steep mountain slopes (fig.8). This
typology is most common in the eastern portion
of Upper Tibet. Stonewall terraces apparently
conceal partly submerged burial chambers. A site
in Rabang township, Ruthok county, features 11
superstructures forming a single line of tiers
along a spur, each around 4 m in length.

5) Cubic-shaped tombs: Cubic-shaped
masonry tombs located on top of mountain sum-
mits are primarily found in far western Tibet
(Gertse, Gegye, Gar, Pu-rang, and Ruthok coun-
ties). This unique pre-Buddhist burial monument
defines a specific Upper Tibetan paleocultural
orientation. A literary account of the tombs of'the
ancient Bon priests matches the locations and

general characteristics of the cubi
tombs.12 They consist of above-ground
tures 1.5 m to 3.5 m in length on each of the f
sides; the original height of these structures wa
probably around 1.5 m. The tombs are builta
slabs of locally occurring stone up to 12 mj
length, and are sometimes oriented in the canls
nal directions. In the center, each features an e
vated rectangular chamber between 80 cm ax
1.6 m in length, which finctioned as an
or depository. The remains of a secondary,
fractional, burial were deposited inside,
tating dismantling of the skeleton. These fomf
were all desecrated in the distant past, hut
exceptional circumstances, small human skek
traces are still found inside the central ¢
6) Minor stone constructions: At the sii

of ancient religious buildings, the remains g
small cubic masonry structures are sometime
discovered. These appear to have functi
shrines, probably used in the worship o
nous deities. According to Bén tradition, se
(referring to both ancient tm‘q)les and ta DR
cles), tenkhar, lhatsug, and other similar typesof
shrines, have their origins in the pre-Buddg
period. On prominent summits, the remains of
ancient tho or lhabtse are also uv:xl-a-:.i.-‘
encountered. They are of indeterminable
IL. Rock Art (31 sites have been mvenlo-
ried): Several of the rock art sites | have mveni-
ried were previously studied by Chinese and
Tibetan specialists.! Since 1984, around 80
have been discovered in Umer"[’bet"fhe dest
sites are thought to date to around 1000 B
Rock art sites in the region include both pefo-

glyphs (compositions pa.ked and carved in

it ;",\q

Fig.10: Red ochre figure of early Boin deity or religious fgure found in Ihc cave sanctuary of Gazml, Slvcmsaann}r
probably painted before the 9th century AD (photo: J V. Bellezza).
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stone; fig9) and pictographs (compositions
painted with red ochre and other pigments;
figs.10,11).

The study of rock art is very important for
understanding the society, culture, economy,
and political makeup of the pre-Buddhist inhab-
itants. Rock art also serves as independent veri-
fication for textually-based sources of informa-
tion. The rock art record clearly illustrates that
the hunting of wild ungulates, especially yaks,
was an important ceremonial and economic
activity in early times. Some rock art sites also
teveal valuable information on pre-Buddhist
architecture and domestic activities. Combat
and martial contests are also prominent, reflect-
ing the bellicose nature of the pre-Buddhist

Fig.11: Red ochre and white
arainbow; located at the Lhakhag

image of Taparista, a Bén saint of the Sth century AD, who is said to have left his body in
Marchak hermitage, Drongpa county; painted sometime before the eviction of the

township, Drongpa county:1# It is a site of glob-
al significance, and is probably the largest fimer-
ary pillar site in all of Furasia. I first visited Yul
Khambu in 1999, and retumned there in 2002,
Despite its importance, it has not yet been visit-
ed by other researchers. This large pre-Buddhist
funerary complex consists of six concourses of
standing stones aligned in the cardinal direc-
tions, with a temple-tomb edifice appended to
the west side of each of the concourses.
Adjacent to the east side of the fields of standing
stones are long double-coursed slab walls run-
ning parallel to one another in an east-west
direction. Yul Khambu overlooks Ratshang
Lake in the east, while a tall meridian mountain
range limits the view in the west. Brush has

£

Bénpo fiom the region in the 11th or 12th century AD (photo: J. V. Bellezza).

inhabitants as recorded in Bén literary accounts.
What appear to be zoomorphic features and
homed headdresses in rock art figures are also
mentioned in the Bén texts describing priestly
and royal personalities. From Lake Namtsho in
the east (fig. 1) on the one hand, to Ruthok in the
west, striking similarities in the content and style
ofrock art demonstrate that pre-Buddhist Upper
Tibetin the Metal Age was welded together into
asingle cultural entity. On the other hand, certain
other compositions seem to reflect foreign influ-
ence, especially that originating from the steppes
of Mongolia and Central Asia.

Examination of a Few Selected Sites: Yul
Khambu (4,700 m elevation; figs.12, 13, and
front cover): Probably the single most spectacu-
lar pre-Buddhist site in Upper Tibet is the
necropolis known as Yul Khambu, in Rishi
Athena Review Vol.3, No.4

engulfed the pillars, but around 40% of the esti-
mated 10,000 stones that once stood here are
still rooted in the ground. The fimctions of the
pillars and slab walls are not clear. They may
have been erected in homage to the constituent
members of the ancient community. Their
alignment suggests that astronomical and astro-
logical elements may have been an integral part
of the ritual practices of the site. According to
Bon tradition, the sky realm and celestial deitics
played an important role in pre-Buddhist reli-
gion. The appended tombs are massively built
structures where presumably the ancient chief-
tains and royal priests were interred. They are
partitioned east to west into several sections.
They have been reduced to 4.3 m or less in
height, but at one time may have been substan-
tially taller. It is likely that these buildings were

the venue for mortuary and perhaps commem-
orative rituals as well. To the south of the six
complexes is an area of burial pits covering
approximately 10,000 ny=.

The dimensions of the six complexes at Yul
Khambu are as follows:

1) Upper South Complex: pillar concourse
- 284 m (east to west) by 22 m (south to north);
slab-wall network - 20.3 m (east to west) by 22
m(mrﬂﬂosouﬂ));fxﬁmatednwnberofoﬁgiml
pillars - 1,200; appended temple-tomb - 12.7 m
maximum (east to west) by 46.5 m (north to
south).

2) Tower Complex: pillar concourse - 25 m
(east to west) by 12.5 m (south to north); slab-
wall network - 12.7 m (east to west) by 12.5m
(south to north); estimated number of original
pillars - 800; appended temple-tomb - 14.6 m
(east to west) by 22 m (south to north).

3) Lower South Complex: pillar concourse
- 30 m by 30 m; no signs of slab-wall network;
estimated number of original pillars - 1,800;
appended temple-tomb - 14 m (east to west) by
44 m (south to north).

4) Lower North Complex: pillar concourse -
75 m (east to west) by 28 m (south to north); slab-
wall network - 32 m (east to west) by 28 m (north
to south); estimated number of original pillars -
4,000; appended temple-tomb - 194 m maxi-
mum (east to west) by 55 m (south to north).

5) Central North Complex: pillar con-
course - 17 m (east to west) by 53 m (south to
north); slab-wall network - 11 m (east to west)
by 53 m (south to north); estimated number of
original pillars - 1.800; appended temple-tomb -
7.9 m maximum (east to west) by 64 m (south
to north).

6) Upper North Complex: pillar concourse
- 26 m (east to west) by 16 m (north to south);
slab-wall network - 10.5 m (east to west) by 16
m (north to south); estimated number of original
pillars - 800; appended temple-tomb - 11.3 m
(east to west) by 24 m (south to north).

Gyateng Bur Doring (Wide Lofty Hill
Long Stones) (4,600 m elevation; fig.14): The
Gyateng Bur site consists of two rectangular
enclosures spaced within one kilometer of each
another. Inside each of these enclosures is a
series of pillars. These monuments were built in
the bottom of a flat, wide, sandy valley, in the
Zhungsa area of Barkha township, Purang
county. According to local reports, the stone
used to construct the pillars came from the
Sharma Valley, situated approximately 10 km
from the site. Unlike some monuments of this
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Figlz Yul Khdmbl.L Drongpa county, Lower North Lumplc\ (pfuo SV

Belleza).

Fig.13: Yul Khambu, Drongpa county, Tower Complex (photo: J V. Belleza),

type, no tombs are visible in the vicinity. If they
do exist, they have been buried in the sands.
According to local sources, Gyateng Bur
Doring was magically created in primordial
times, a mythic attribution pointing to the antig-
uity of the site.

The west site of Gyateng Bur consists of
an enclosure measuring 12 m (east to west) by
14 m (south to north), The enclosure is built of
unhewn stones mostly between 10 em and 25
cm in length, which are level with the surface
of the ground. Near the west wall of the enclo-
sure are four standing pillars and two fallen pil-
lars. These pillars are tabular in shape, and those
in the ground have their broad faces oriented
north to south. The largest pillar stands 2.4 m in
height, and has a reverse swastika carved on its
south face. The advanced wear and patina of its
surface is an indication of the significant age of
the carving.

The east site of Gyateng Bur (fig.14) is
composed of an enclosure that approximately
measures 10 m (east to west) by 11 m (south to
north). Five pillars are clustered near the south-
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west side of the enclosure.
These mostly tabular stones

2.3 m. Onthe north side of the
most southerly pillar are high-
ly worn Tibetan letters, inchud-
ing cha and ma written sever-
al times. These Buddhist peri-
od inscriptions were produced
much later then the founding
| of the monument.

' Gyablung Mondur (Back
Valley Mon Tombs) (4,520 m
elevation): The Gyablung site
(also known as Tswamed
Godsa) consists of seven
. cubic-shaped tombs built on
. top ofaridge in Rabang town-
ship, Ruthok county.!5 These
. tombs overlook Radrok Lake
to the south, and from the site
there are open vistas in all
directions. The ridge-top rises
approximately 150 m above
the lake basin. The tombs are
' amayed single file upon the
narrow ridge-top and spaced
over a distance of more than
¥ 200 m. Unlike some sites,
some of their integral features
are still visible. The tombs are
all built of dry-mortar brown sandstone slabs up
to 1 m in length. It requires about 20 of these
slabs to attain a height of 1.2 m. The walls of the
tombs are generally aligned in the cardinal
directions. No human remains were discovered
in the central depositories of the graves. Only
light grazing takes place on the rocky ridge-top,
and there are no signs of Buddhist culture, such
as prayer flags and stones inscribed with
prayers, at the site.

| reach a maximum height of

From east to west the dimensions of}
tombs are: Mon Dur I - 1.8 m by 2.2 m, wil
current maximum height of 50 cm; MD
by 2.3 m, with a current maximum height
m. This is the best-preserved specimen
Gyablung. The base of its central deposito
intact and measures 1 m by 50 cm; MDIlI-J
m by 2.8 m, with a current maximum height
70 em; MD IV - 3 m by 2.4 m, with a cu
maximum height of 1 m; MDV - 2.3 mbys
m, with a current maximum height of 1 2
small portion of its central depository
intact; MD IV -2 m by 2 m, with a cume
imum height of 60 cm; MD VII- 1.9 mby2
with a current maximum height of 40 cm.

Gekhod Kharlung (4,380 m - 4.500 my
vation; fig.15): Gekhod Kharlung s the
a location and ancient fortress situated
famous mountain Gekhod Nyanlung
county. Gekhod, an important Bon yidan g
lary deity), is the main yu/lha (god of the log
of Ruthok county. The presence of ks
fortress and temple complex at Gekhod a
uted to the pre-Buddhist Kelmon
may help to explain the significance of §
mountain to the Bon religion. The bulk
Gekhod Kharlung occupies a rocky backhe
with four main levels, each separated by vert
expanses of rock. On each side of the
backbone there are other structural remans i
most important of which appears to have e
temple. Near the base of the hill on which e
fortress sits are two cave complexes and assog-
ated ruins. Most, if not all, the buildings of
Gekhod were constructed entirely of stone inthe
archaic style. A clue hinting at pre-Buddhist ori-
gins is the Jack of any Buddhist elements at the
site, such as sapas (temples), inscribed prayer
stones, or prayer flags.

The best-preserved building at Gekhod sﬂs
on the lowest level of the rocky backbone. Its

iiaiar 7117 ca

Fig.14: Stone prllars at Gyateng Bur Doring, in Purang county, east site (photo: J 1 Bellezza),
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onsare 18.5 mby 7.8 m. The
nceway, measuring 80 cm
| largely intact. It accesses a
lower level of the building,
st end of this room, seven stone
poorly preserved upper level
In addition to the long room
length of the lower level,
ler rooms with their stone
intact. In the northeast room
containing a masonry struc-
both a bumpa (ritual vase)
(shrine for the worship of
pities). which is in relatively
n, This structure is composed of
various sizes and its overall
80 em by 70 cm. It is rare to
ins with original appointments
mside.
and third levels of the back-
it large co-terminous groups of
On the highest level of the back-
small building that may have
surveillance post. The roof$ in
buildings have been destroyed.
gravel slope east of the rocky
a series of poorly preserved
were partly built underground.
contains a single line of small
might have been used to garri-
or as meditational cells. The
ding on the east slope had four
ns and measures 18 m by 14.7 m.
‘deeply into the rear slope, and
e been a religious center of
upper tier probably hosted
still have part of their stone
The second tier of the structure
chambers cut from the moun-
ey are accessed by way of the
(5.5 m by 7.5 m) on the third
re. This large third-tier room
e been a hall of some type,
have been used for religious con-
ence for this is found in small
ochre clinging to the interior
of this room, two 2 m-long
with intact stone roofs lead to
an chambers. We can spec-
subterranean chambers were
some kind. One of the cham-
apsed but the other one is in good
45 m deep and 2.5 m high.
or lowest. tier of the building has
dicd
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Fig.15: Stone doorway at Gekhod Kharlung, Ruthok
county, with remains of a shrine inside the structure on the
lowest level of the ridge-back (photo: J V. Bellezza).

Conservation of Pre-Buddhist Sites:
Because the discovery of pre-Buddhist sites in
Upper Tibet has only been recently made, a
plan for the protection and conservation of
these monuments has not yet been formulated
by the People’s Republic of China and Tibet
Autonomous Region governments. A compre-
hensive conservation plan, taking into account
the natural and manmade threats to these sites,
is vital if they are to survive. Each monument
will have to be carefully catalogued, mapped,
and entered into an official register. A system of
regional accountability also must be instituted,
so that local people are held responsible for the
protection and maintenance of archaeological

sites in their area. They should also benefit eco-
nomically from any excavation or tourism that
takes place. For such a plan to be effective, a
close central govemment partnership must be
fostered with the townships and counties.

During the Chinese Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976), pre-Buddhist sites were mostly
spared because they had little modem cultural
significance. However, in the last 20 years,
with the permanent settlement of Upper
Tibet’s shepherds, a huge demand for building
materials has ensued. Although, according to
Chinese law, it is illegal for ndividuals to
destroy archaeological sites, this has not pre-
vented many of them from falling prey to such
desecration. Largely out of ignorance of their
own ancient history and the centuries-old
Buddhist suppression of pre-Buddhist cultural
achievements, local residents frequently see
nothing wrong with stealing stones from
tombs, temples, and other monuments. Those
who carve Buddhist mantras on top of earlier
compositions are also defacing pre-Buddhist
rock art. Moreover, the construction of roads
and towns has taken a large toll on pre-
Buddhist archacological sites. In fact, close to
50% of the more then 400 sites inventoried
either have already been vandalized, or are in
imminent danger of destruction.

An unfortunate example of an archaeo-
logical site of exceptional historical and cultur-
al value that has succumbed to local vandals is
Riu Gonpa (Little Mountain Monastery),
located in northeastern Ruthok county (fig. 16).
This unique religious complex appears to have
been constructed in the early Buddhist period
(AD 620-980) and consists of six all-stone
buildings. The main building measures 18 m
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by 13 m and contains two inner courtyards and
approximately 20 small rooms. It was built
entirely of skillfully hewn pieces of brown
sandstone. The corbelled root'and fine decora-
tive features constitute techniques of construc-
tion that have long since vanished in Tibet. The
presence of inner courtyards, decorative lintels
and jambs (Buddhist features), and the maze of
small windowless rooms (pre-Buddhist fea-
tures), suggests that this monument represents
a transitional form of architecture between the
pre-Buddhist  sekhang and  Buddhist
monastery. A foundation in the early Buddhist
period is also suggested by the legend attribut-
ing Riu’s ownership to an uncle of Tibet’s epic
hero, Gesar. In the winter of 1999, local
herders started to remove the stone beams and
slabs from the roof and the paving stones from
the courtyards. These well-shaped stones, up
to 2 m in length, are believed to have magical
religious power and were hauled back to the
various homesteads of the shepherds to serve
as talismans. Without the benefit of their roofs,
the buildings of Riu will quickly crumble,
along with the loss of one of Upper Tibet’s
greatest architectural wonders.

Another sad example of the destruction of
a world-class monument in Upper Tibet is
found in Mayo township, Shentsa county. The
monument here, known as Kyangtwa Do
Gyangro (Ruins of Wild Ass Grass
Confluence), may be the single largest Metal
Age funerary pillar complex in all of Eurasia.
It consisted of a concourse of roughly 3,000
pillars arrayed in rows, which covered an area
of approximately 4,000 m2. West of the field of
standing stones are the remains of a burial tem-
ple, measuring 18 m by 12 m. Within the last
15 years, local people have removed virtually
every pillar from the site in order to build stor-
age sheds, corrals, and large winter pasture
enclosures. Much of the burial temple has also
been demolished. The destruction of this once
mighty necropolis is a loss not only for the
People’s Republic of China, but also for the
whole world.

Conclusion: 1t is essential to raise interest
in the pre-Buddhist heritage of Upper Tibet
among the international community and to
facilitate a plan for the conservation of pre-
Buddhist monuments. The work I have done
is a prelude to much more intensive archaeo-
logical investigation. It is my hope that con-
cemed government bodies will become
involved in the protection and documentation
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of pre-Buddhist sites. Time is of the essence if
we are to save a number of great monuments
from destruction by greedy and ignorant peo-
ple working outside the grasp of the law.
There is still a tremendous amount to dis-
cover, for my work is only a first step in a field
with great promise. Higher levels of resources,
expertise, and commitment are needed if we
are to move forward in the exploration of pre-
Buddhist Tibet. Such an endeavor will have
many long-term advantages, and will help to
showcase China’s strong progress in the sci-
ences and humanities. Finally, I would like to
call for a strengthening of collaborative
research in Tibetan archaeology through the
expansion of international partnerships.
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Notes:

! For data on early human occupation of Tibet, see Huang
1994; Chayet 1994.

2 Refer to An Zhimin 1992,

3 Huo Wei et al. (Chinese Institute of Tibetology) 2001.
4 Huo Wei 1995,

3 Investigation Team of the Cultural Relics Management
Committee of Tibet Autonomous Region 1990.

6 Aldenderfer 2002.

7 See Bellezza 1997, 2001, 2002 for a review of paleo-
climatic studies conducted by both Chinese and foreign

1S< For detailed information about these findings see
Bellezza 1997, 1999, 2001, and 2002.

9 Mortari Vergara Caffarelli 1997.

10 See Bellezza 2002, pp.87-89.

11 See Bellezza 2002, p.96.

12 Hoffiman 1961.

13 For information on the study of rock art on the Tibet-
Qinghai Plateau see Suolang Wangdui 1994; Li
Yongxian 2001; Tang Huisheng and Zhang Wenhua
2001.

14 A description of this site is found in Bellezza 2001.

15 This site is first described in Bellezza 2001,
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