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Foreword

(The cup may have broken yet the
image lingers on in the mind)

Tibetan Proverb

Not far north from Tholing, the famous temple and monastery in the centre of today’s
Tsamda County (Ngari Prefecture, TAR), on the upper reaches of a tributary of the
Langchen River, there is the small district called Guge (Gu ge). The area was obviously of
some regional-historical significance: it once saw the seats of three of the 13 Joba (“lords™)
who formed the core alliance of the rulers of the Guge Kingdom (10th-16th cent.), several
significant religious sites from the founder period and heyday of this Buddhist Kingdom
were situated here, and — probably historically connected to all these — the area also included
one of the productive goldmines for which Western Tibet was widely known. Notable is the
story of the local Guge deity Me Bau (Mes Ba’u, “Ancestor Calf™), which is associated with
the eponymous mountain situated in the western part of this district. The prominent rock
is described as having been the first to emerge after the retreat of the Great Flood that once
covered the entire Highlands, a local variant of the flood and settlement origin stories as can
be found throughout the Himalayan region. In this prominence, Tsering Gyalpo, to whom
we owe this information, saw a key indication why the area had lent its name to the greater
Guge area, a transfer that apparently happem;d long before the founding date of the Guge
Kingdom, since a greater Guge is already recorded for the imperial period (7th-9th cent.

CE), as the name of one of the five districts of “lower Zhang zhung.”

In a lecture which Tsering gave in Berlin shortly before his death in June 2015, he first
addressed the history of this otherwise unknown lesser Guge, and on this occasion (as
also in private conversations) he also mentioned the personal motives that led him to this
place, which formed the starting point for his extensive historical and ethnographic West
Tibetan studies: he was following the footsteps of his grandfather on his mother’s side,

who came from this lesser Guge district and who eventually married into a family from the
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neighbourhood of the nomadic settlement of Langchu sometime in the 1920s. The fact that
Tsering adopted the penname of “Guge Tsering Gyalpo” is the emotional expression that

underlines this quasi-genealogical connection of his family with the lesser and greater Guge.

Langchu (Glang beu, “Ten Bulls™), Tsering’s birthplace, is located south of the Ngari’s capital
Senge Khabab (Chin. Shiquanhe i {77 ) in present-day Gar County. It is named after Lake
Langchu, where the black tents of the summer place of the pastoral community (divided
into ten tsho ba groups) are located; the houses of the winter place situated on the other
side of the mountain ridge bordering the lake area in the west can be reached via the busy
route that goes past the central, yak-horn-decorated cairn of the representative Langchu god
Me Lhabtsen (Mes Lha btsan) — here reflecting a spatial and seasonal organisation pattern
typical for the nomadic communities in this region around the upper reaches of the Indus (Tib.
Seng ge kha "bab). With his siblings — he was the fourth of altogether nine children — Tsering
spent an untroubled childhood, often for days cattle herding in the far-flung pastures, as he
says, an activity that he also used to describe as an ideal learning ground for life’s skills.
Thus in his CV under the heading “education” we find as the first entry the words: “1961-
1974 — grazing of sheep and goats;” this is followed by the entry “1974-1976: attendance at
primary school in Gar.” He often told us how his teacher recommended his parents to send
him to Lhasa for further education, which they welcomed, because there should be someone
from the family who was literate in Chinese when it came to adequately representing the
family in business negotiations (e.g. selling goats) with the then newly established district

administration.

He actually never got this job. After graduating from school in Lhasa (1976-1981)
his education led him to Beijing, with studies at the Minzu University and the Ethnology
Department of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (1981-1988). Back in Lhasa, he
married his fellow student Pendzom, a native of Gyantse, and got a job in the editorial
department of the Tibetan People’s Political Consultative Conference. In 1994, on the
recommendation of Phuntsok Tsering, the then new president of the Tibetan Academy of
Social Sciences (TASS), Lhasa, Tsering came to the TASS, where for the last 15 years he
served as director of its religious department.

Tsering greatly influenced the research work of this institute, not least through his

intensive academic contacts with Western colleagues and institutions. From 1995 he was

VI
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involved in a number of national and international teaching and research programmes,
with guest professorships at universities in China, and as a research associate at several
prominent academic institutes abroad — in Vienna (1996, 1998, 1999/2000, 2010, 2011),
Virginia (2001), Harvard (2004), Princeton (2006) and most recently in Berlin (Institute for
Advanced Study, 2014-15). Widely known are the books — where he essentially participated
as co-author or collaborator — text- and ethnography-based studies on medieval Central
Tibet (2000, 2005, 2007), and his numerous later studies and co-authored publications (in
Tibetan, several also trilingual Tibetan/Chinese/English) related to the history of Western
Tibet (2006, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2015).

It required an enormous personal effort to realise these international sojourns as did the
projects that resulted from these activities, since they usually were carried out on the back
of his job at the TASS. In an ideal situation the different task areas complemented each
other. In the 1990s the TASS programmes were often designed to survey and inventory the
historic sites in the TAR, priorities that were associated with longer stays in the field. The
“Bon inventory project” of the late 1990s with the visit of more than 90 Bon monastic sites
was one of such larger TASS programmes, in which Tsering was involved (in this case as
assistant to the TASS president Phuntsok Tsering). In this connection Tsering used to try
out the ethnographic methods he adapted for his own purposes. The series of (partly video
recorded) interviews with representatives of the older generation on the history of Lhasa
Zhol, or on certain cultic traditions related to éariy Yarlung and the Lhasa Valley (Gyalpo
2005) represent unique examples of such projects, which, as he noted, were methodically
inspired by his Western colleagues. With these colleagues he also shared an important
awareness: the urgency to follow the remnants of still living oral traditions at historical
sites; in this process he at the same time learned something that the majority of Tibetologists
— this refers to those who know Tibet primarily from texts — do not know: namely that every
day in the field can bring the unexpected discovery of significant relics of the past, even in
the core areas of the TAR which had been and still are affected the most in terms of loss and
changes. The documentation of sites — initially merely in terms of the available technical
means — thus became a priority among the tasks of a Tibet researcher who regularly feel

urged to leave his desk to explore his hometown from its lesser-known historical angles.

From the early 2000 Tsering increasingly dedicated himself to his research on Western Tibet,
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especially the area of the former kingdom of Guge. He often said that his aim was to reveal
as much as possible of the cultural heritage of his West Tibetan hometown to the world
during his lifetime. He believed that, beyond their specific cultural and historical bonds and
national affiliations, these treasures have to be considered as belonging to the whole world.

This was in fact one of his central messages as a Tibet researcher.

There was something quite unusual in Tsering’s approach, which had to do with his known
prudent, gentle and at the same time highly captivating nature. He was a gentle door opener
when it came to establishing contacts in ordertto get access to information and historical
material. In fact the range of his findings has been enormous. A number of these are known
from his publications, but much more material is still unprocessed, and it remains for
his colleagues and successors to make his ethnographic, historic and art-historic heritage
accessible to the scientific public, but also to pursue remaining traces leading to discoveries
that Tsering was unable to record any longer (this relates, among others, to his discovery
of large collections of ancient texts held in West Tibetan monasteries). His last publication
(2015) describes the exceptional discoveries in south-east Tibet where Tsering stayed for
an extended period in 2014, above all the monumental, four-metre-high stone relief of the
Buddha Vairocana with his entourage, a work from the late imperial period. Yet this paper
is actually only a first recognition of sites that are expected to occupy the researchers for a

fairly long period.

During his stay at the Berlin Institute for Advanced Study, Tsering worked on several
projects: a contribution related to the branches of Karma Bka’ brgyud (mainly based on Si tu
pan chen Chos kyi *byung gnas’ detailed Bka’ brgyud gser phreng, 18th cent.) and various
chapters of his planned book on Western Tibet. This was intended to reflect and highlight the
latest results of his ethnographic and (art-)historical surveys to the core areas of the Guge
Kingdom, also including a chapter on the political geography of the older Zhang zhung.
Tsering’s approach was here characterised by a rather critical attitude towards contemporary
Zhang zhung studies in Western, Tibetan and Chinese works. Many of them were pure
fables, he used to say, or more prosaically: “Zhang zhung (like Bon) is a pot into which
everything found in the Highlands that appears to be old and is not instantly explainable is
thrown.” The plan was to more accurately identify Zhang zhung, which the founding father

of the West Tibetan Kingdoms, Skyid lde Nyi ma mgon, came upon on his arrival in the
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western regions as described in one chapter of Gu ge pandita Grags pa rgyal mtshan’s 15th-
century Nvi ma'i rigs kyi rgval rabs dang zla ba'i rigs kvi rgyal rabs.

A particular focus in Tsering’s Guge surveys was related to the cave temples in Tsamda
County, of which he photographically documented many (such as those of Khartse) for the
first time, and also outlined their historical contexts. The common element of these and
other visits was to follow the historical traces of the Great Translator Rinchen Sangpo (Rin
chen bzang po), the pioneering teacher and outstanding founding figure of the 10th-11th-
century Ngari region. This also brought Tsering to Purang; as we know, this area was the
actual starting point in the formation of the West Tibetan kingdoms (Mnga’ ris skor gsum),
where Nyi ma mgon and his group settled down in the early 10th century, arriving from

their first stop in the north, i.e. the site of Ra la mkhar dmar.

In Purang, Tsering’s work (in connection with projects based at the Austrian Academy of
Sciences in Vienna) was mainly concentrated on the Khorchag (*Khor chags) monastery,
the early royal (Rinchen Sangpo) foundation and religious centrepiece of Purang, where a
rich treasure of historical artefacts and also much of the impressive regional festival tradition
has survived. Tsering developed a close relationship with this place. Until the last (while in
Berlin) he was in constant contact with the former head of Khorchag — in connection with
certain questions related to Tsering’s ongoing studies, but also in personal matter, regarding
questions of faith.

Khorchag was to become his last resting-p;‘Iace, with many of the tsha tsha relics placed
in the mountain caves behind the convent walls — facing the monastery and the landscape of

the Peacock River.
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This Tibetan Genealogies anthology brings together contributions by some of Tsering
Gyalpo’s closer colleagues — companions from the environment of his home institute in
Lhasa and other institutions in China, as well as colleagues from the West who were in
regular scientific contact with Tsering or worked with him over a longer period.

“Tibetan Genealogies” was also the title of the Tibet-centred programme at the Berlin

Institute for Advanced Study (Wiko) where the editors worked together with Tsering Gyalpo



