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Praface

By Trinle Tharchin

Hundreds of millions of years ago, Ngari which has the perfect
formation of a plateau, known as the “Top of the Roof of the World”,
took shape on the Tibet-Qinghai Plateau along with the bulging of
the Kunlun Range in the time of the rising of the Himalayas and
the Tetice sea. Ngari is also the place of birth of the ancient
Shangshung civilization and the home of the Tiberan local religion
- Bonism. It is the source of the “Upper Branch”of the “Latter
Prosperity of Tibetan Buddhism”, the major gate to the western
part of Tibet, and moreover, it is my beloved homeland in which |
was brought up.

The word, “Ngari”, literally means a “possession” or a
“property” in Tibetan, Ngari prefecture covers a total area of 345,000
square kilometers with an average altitude of 4,500 meters. In terms
of human culture and natural environment, Ngari can be divided
into four counties to the west (Purang, Tsada, Gar and Rutok),
which is a gallery of the ancient culture in possession of ancient
caves, colored frescoes, monasteries and temples, and three
counties to the east (Garkyi, Gertse, and Tsochen) in possession
of a paradise of a great pastureland with countless lakes, wonderful
natural landscapes and wild animals. Ngari is vast in area, rich in
mineral resources, geothermal resources, solar energy, water
resources, grassland resources, and wild animal and plant
resources, certain for a bright future.

Even today in this ancient land, natural wonders such as
coastal layers and fossils of life and ancient civilization remains
such as stone implements, primitive caves and old rock carvings
of the Old and New Stone Age could be found here or there.
Especially, the unique folk songs and dances of Ngari are well
known throughout Tibetan areas, for instance, “Shoo” dance
popular in Tsada and Purang, and “Ceremonial Dance” popular in
Rutok, in addition, folk terms and names of rivers and mountains
are rich in local flavor and are fine informers of its ancient civilization,
all these can be very valuable and helpful in understanding and in

research works of its splendid ancient civilization.

According to Tibetan historical records, up to the earlier period
of the ninth century, this area was still called “XiangXong”, and in
Chinese historical records “Yang Tong” Kingdom or“Dayang
Tong”Kingdom. Prior to the establishment of the Tubo Dynasty,
“Shangshung” stood to the forefront in the snow land in power and
population, and its domination over the central Asian areas in
politics, economy and military affairs. With its 60 tribes with over
800,000 households, it went through eighteen kings “Charuchens”
as they were known, among whom Monpai Miwo-lung-lung and
Triber Lhaje were well known. The forts, once the ruling centers of
these kings, such as the GugeTsaparang-Kar, Kyunglung Ngulkar,
Dapa-Kar and Purang Takla-Kar are still in existence. Thus it seems
the strength and prosperity of “XiangXong” Kingdom once was
unrivaled. It has a splendid civilization with its own language,
literature, medicine and calendar, etc. The Tibetan primary religion,
the Bonism, the local culture of Tibetan people, thus originated
here in the ancient “XiangXong”.

In 1998, | found an early wall painting in a cave within Tsada
county where the “XiangXong” civilization was once prosperous.
The painting is about the “Seven Royal Precious”. Even though
the painting seriously faded and the picture of the figures not clear,
the crown of the “Precious Minister”, bearing similarity to the crown
of “XiangXong” kings could still be seen clearly. So the crown in
this painting is exactly the same as the “Charuchen” king's crown.
| have once seen in a “Tangka” scroll, in addition, it is also in
accordance with the way of dressing of “XiangXong” kings recorded
in historical materials. This wall painting might have been drawn
by “XiangXong” people prior to the Guges, and should this
conclusion be in agreement with historical facts, then it would not
only fill a vacancy as to the saying that there is no proof of
“XiangXong” remains in Ngari, but also provide important materials
bases for the research of “XiangXong” culture as well. Hopefully,
this new discovery may be same help to the understanding of the

“XiangXong” civilization.




After the fall of the Tubo Dynasty, one of the descendants of
the Tsanpo, named Chide Nyimagon, escaped to the western part
of Tibet, which is Nigari the ancient “XiangXong”, and set up a castle
named Kardong in Purang, which had an epoch-making significance
in the history of Ngari. This castle became the ruling center of Ngari,
and Chide Nyimagon became the real king of the region. To draw a
historical lesson and avoid stepping his predecessors failure, he
divided the old “XiangXong” territory into three spheres of influence
to prevent his three sons Palpe Rigpagon, Tashi Degon and
Detsukgon, respectively the eldest, the mid, and the youngest,
fighting each other for power, and let them rule in their own sphere
of influence. As a result, a situation with three spheres of influence
was formed for the first time in Ngari's history, well known as the
“Upper Three Regions of Ngari”, which refer to Ladakh kingdom,
Purang kingdom and Sanga kingdom respectively.

Guge Kingdom was set up after the arrival of Tsede to Guge.
Under the great support of Tsede, a great prayer festival was held,
which was known in history as the “Great Prayer Festival of the
Fire Dragon Year’, in Toling monastery about twenty kilometers
from the Guge places in 1076 (Fire Dragon year in Tibetan calendar).
During this festival, high lamas and monks from the Central Tibet
and Kham areas gathered together to air their own views on studies
of Sutricism and Tantricism, to strengthen religious disciplines and
regulations. This prayer Festival had a very important significance
in the history of Guge Kingdom and in the development of Tibetan
Buddhism as well.

With the development of Guge Kingdom, Purang and Jhadse
kingdoms submitted themselves to the rule of Guge Kingdom.
Therefore, Guge became famous all over Tibet and even in Central
Asia. At the height of Guge power, the Tibetan Buddhism
represented mainly by the New Tantricism founded by Lotsawa
Renchen Sangpo was not only spread length and breath, but a
program called the “Nine Skills of Men” was encouraged in order to

improve the overall quality of common people, which includes

archery, stone throwing, jumping, walking, swimming, wrestling,
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speech, writing and calculating. In like manner techniques such as
panning, smelting, pottery, castling, architectural design, painting,
carving and printing, etc. also reached to a fairly high level. With
regard to casting and pottery, the “Silver-Eyed Buddha” and the
“Eight-Dragon Cup with High Stand”, made by the Guges, are
considered unparalleled in techniques and skills, and castling and
pottery very advanced. In addition, techniques at gold, works as
sculptures, paintings and scrolled painting were also excellent and
of high standard.

In other Tibetan areas, frescoes are normally drawn in splendid
monasteries and temples in order to show holiness, mental richness
and the high standard of religious cultures and arts. However, caves
being decorated with frescoes on walls and roofs as religious sites
can only be found in Ngari, for example, the “Kukhong” in Purang,
“Tengchung Lhakhang” in Rutok, and “Peyang Dongkar”,
“Shangtse”, “Dapa” and “Kyunglung” in Tsada. In these caves, the
paintings were light in color, old but elegant in characteristics. The
contents in these painting mainly include “Mandalas”, “Thousand
Buddhas”, and various “Protector Deities”, etc. of the New
Tantricism, together with many other gods, auspicious symbols,
and animals and birds such as dragons, peacocks, deer, elephants,
tigers, lions and human figures such as wartiors, men of strength,
Dakinis, dancing girls, royal families and benefactors - all worked
in unique artistic features of the ancient Guge Kingdom. Needless
to say, the splendid Guge civilization and the ancient cultural sample
made by the Guge people have already become a bright pearl and
will be recorded among the world cultural heritage to be known
world over.

Guge Kingdom met its end when it was occupied by Ladakh
in the thirties of the seventeenth century, since then Guge, Purang
and Rutok were under the control of Ladakh kingdom for about a
half century. During the eighties of the same century, the Ladakh
further spread their influence into Western part of Tibet till they
were defeated and driven off Nigari by the Mongolian and Tibetan

forces sent by the Fifth Dalai Lama, who established Gar Gunsa




(winter place) and Yarsa “summer palace” as the center of politics,
economy and transportation of Ngari, and the systems of “Four
Dzongs and Six Pons” was set up until the time of the peaceful
liberation of Ngari.

The present center of politics, economy and culture,
Shiquanhe, is located at the upper reach of the Indus river and at
the cross of the two high ways, Xingjiang-Tibet and Lhasa-
Shiquanhe, it is not only the seat of Ngari prefecture, but also the
transport link between Tibet Autonomous Region and Xingjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region - a place for centralization of goods
and exchange of culture.

The capital city of Ngari prefecture, Shiquanhe, was set up in
1964 - a newly built town since the peaceful liberation of Ngari. It
used to be a stretch of dense bushes which was nearly cut to nil in
need of fuel for the local cadres when the town was build, which
had severe effects to the local ecology. Since late 1970s, all kinds
of vegetation have been planted there and the land bore a new
look and the town full of vitality. Presently, hospitals, department
stores, various business companies, modern office buildings,
teaching buildings and apartment buildings with good facilities have
been built and scattered all over the town.

Since 1998, Ngari has put great investment on the
infrastructure construction, whose scale and speed is a record in
history. It is the biggest town on the Ngari Plateau, and it will also
become the most important center of transportation, tourism, culture
and border trade in the west of Tibet.

Ngari has a long and cold winter as a local saying runs: "in
November (Tibetan calendar) the earth cracks and in December
the stone cracks". This saying well describes the severe coldness
of the region. Snows and winds come with great strength as if a
common practice. People say Ngari as a “life forbidden zone”, well
then, the brave people of Ngari can well be claimed as the
“Conquerors” of the zone. They are just like the snow lotus no fear
of loneliness, wind, snow and severe coldness, they carry forward

the spirit of the snow lotus, courage, honesty, selflessness, and
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firmness, they do admire those who bravely step into the life of the
forbidden zone. Spring comes in May in Ngari, then the frozen
land begins to have full of life, and to spread its chest to welcome
the birth of a new life. Thousands of species of lovely birds, such
as bar-headed geese, black-necked cranes, red-crowned cranes,
and brown-headed gulls come and go on crystal lakes of all sizes.
Violets, meadow flowers and snow lotus in full bloom give brightness
to its mountains and grassland.

When | was a little boy in my hometown Rutok, | was often
told by elders folk stories in tents, sheepfolds or on horse backs in
our Maga grasslands. At that time, it was hard for me to understand
those stories as they seemed unreal, mysterious, ancient, and
remote to me. However, | would never have reached the "secret
boundary" of the culture in this vast land with its thousands of square
kilometer in area, had | not been at work related to its culture or
had | not gone through all its rivers and mountains for the past few
decades. Especially, since 1990, due to my job requirement, have
| been in constant touch with the "secret boundary" and with its
clusters of snow peaks, earth forest and canyons, vast grasslands,
deep lakes and endless range of hills, which have made me
inseparable from the civilization and | am obsessed by and crazy
about it.

Ngari - my beloved homeland, she is so beautiful and ancient
and civilized. There is too much to see in this human "paradise" of
an old civilization, that once you set your eyes to this place, it will
leave you a life long memory. In order to give friends from home
and abroad a brief introduction on its lengthy history, splendid
culture and profound humanity, | hereby publish this small picture
album for the first time for a show of the above mentioned
discoveries. May | have the pleasure to get your attention, | sincerely
believe that Ngari will bring you more flavor of the ancient
civilization, just like the snow lotus do give you the fragrance of the
flowers, and will enrich your experience and knowledge with

abundant reward.
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Ngari Landscape




