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Introduction

Shépa (bshad pa), meaning ‘explanation’ or ‘elucidation’, is an
encyclopedic collection of antiphonal songs practiced by a Tibetan
subgroup known as the Choné people (Co ne pa) residing in Kenlho (Kan
lho; Gannan H ) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture of Gansu Province
in northwest China. It has circulated for centuries in the area straddling
Amdo-Kham and Sichuan-Gansu. This book is based on Shépa in oral
and textual forms collected from 2015 to 2020 in Choné County (Co ne
Rdzong; Zhuoni Xian 5/E£). Most often rendered in lines with seven
syllables and performed by ritual specialists and prestigious elders in
a question-and-answer format (dri ba dris lan), Shépa details Tibetan
cosmology, geography, history, social customs, and cultural-religious
objects, among other themes. It encapsulates the evolution of Tibetan
civilisation through time and serves as a repository of the cultural,
religious, and historical knowledge of the Choné people.

The Choné people are part of the Tibetan ethnic group—one of the
fifty-five ethnic minority groups classified by the Chinese government in
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the 1950s. With a population of over 7 million,’ Tibetans fall under a single
large umbrella term: bod rigs in Tibetan, zangzu in Chinese, or Tibetan
in English. However, considerable diversity exists within the Tibetan
community, based on geographic and ecological location, language,
religion, custom, livelihood, and history. This variation is particularly
pronounced for Tibetan subgroups distributed along the borderland
between cultural Tibet and China proper. Among such subgroups, the
Choné people, who number around 30,000, sustain themselves through
farming, herding, trading, and occasionally logging. The Choné people
are the descendants of several waves of Tibetan migrants who settled
along the Luchu River (Klu chu; Taohe Pkifl) and its tributaries in
the upper Yellow River (Rma chu; Huanghe Bi{f) basin, and speak a
language that is close to Kham Tibetan. Choné villages are adjacent to
those of other peoples, such as the Han, Hui, and Monguor. The history
of the Choné people is profoundly shaped by intricate interactions with
close neighbors and distant political and religious centers.?

Shépa was probably transplanted by Tibetan migrants or perhaps
created by their descendants and today is sung by the Choné people.
Yet, when and how the songs that constitute Shépa took their current
form is still in question and remains a point of considerable debate.
On the one hand, the content and performative styles of Shépa overlap
with other forms of Tibetan oral tradition from northern Amdo to the
southern Himalaya. On the other hand, a general comparison between
Shépa and Tibetan written texts from the tenth century indicates a
long-standing and entangled relationship between this oral tradition
and Tibetan literature. In this introduction, we offer some reflections
on the historical and contemporary context on Shépa, its performance,
and the places and cultures that have nourished it, and we recognise the
individuals who have transmitted Shépa across the generations.

Land and History

Choné is located in the eastern Tibetan Plateau, where the Dolam
Ringmo (Mdo lam ring mo; Qilianshan #£j%111) and the Bayan Har (BAn
yan ha ri; Bayankalashan E2Zil£$7111) mountains stretch southeastward
in parallel, intersecting with the northern Minshan IKLL| and the western
Qinling %% mountains. The altitude drops from over 4,000 meters in
the northwest to around 2,500 meters in the southeast. The Luchu River
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and its tributaries flow over the edge of the Tibetan Plateau, cutting
through towering mountains and across rolling hills, then proceeding
along flat valleys. Under the influence of the East Asian Monsoon system,
the Siberian High, and the low-pressure belt of the Tibetan Plateau,
various ecological zones—such as highland steppe, alpine meadow, and
temperate valley—occupy the grooves of this highly varied terrain. The
average annual sunshine and precipitation create good conditions for
temperate and high-altitude herbaceous vegetation and crops. Yet, the
climatic system, topographic makeup, and elevational gradients cause
occasional blizzards and droughts in the growing season, as well as
destructive hail storms and above-median rainfall during the harvest
season.

The geographic implications of the toponym ‘Choné” have changed
over time. Based on our examination of Tibetan and Chinese sources, the
earliest appearance of the toponym ‘Choné’ in historical records dates
to the early sixteenth century. At this time, the term referred specifically
to the site of Choné Monastery (Co ne dgon chen dga’ ldan bshad sgrub
gling) and to the Tibetan communities managed by the Choné kings (sa
skyong, rgyal po, dpon po) in the Luchu River valley.> Nonetheless, long
before the toponym ‘Choné” was tied to the history of the monastery
and kings, and even before Tibetan imperial powers exerted control over
the Luchu valley, the area was already a military frontier where different
political forces sought to extend their reach and solidify their influence.
Choné was considered the periphery of multiple civilisations and was
occupied by armies of different regimes in China and Inner Asia.

According to Chinese dynastic records, the Luchu valley was
inhabited by various Qiang groups during the Han dynasty (202 BC-220
AD).* It then became the eastern border of the Tuyuhun H:47% (‘A zha)
Kingdom (284-670) founded by a khan of the Xianbei #f%, a nomadic
people originating from the Mongolian Plateau. During the Sui dynasty
(581-619), the valley was partially managed by Liantao Prefecture Ilfi
PEAL of Liangzhou M. Later, it was administered by Longyou Circuit
FEtiiE of the Tang dynasty (618-907). In the mid-seventh century,
the Tibetan Empire (618-842) based in U-Tsang (Dbus gtsang, central
Tibet) conquered the Tuyuhun Kingdom and seized the Luchu valley.®
Following the demise of the Tibetan Empire, the strategic military
outposts along the valley were captured by the Tibetan Tsongkha
Kingdom (Tsong kha or Rgyal sras, Gusiluo Wifil%, 997-1099), and the
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Jurchen Jin (1114-1234) in step with their wars against the Song dynasty
(960-1279).¢ After the Mongols triumphed over the Song, the region
was separately incorporated into Tuosima liifEff (Domé, Mdo smad)
Circuit and Gongchang I & Prefecture of the Yuan Empire (1271-1368).
Local Tibetan leaders were granted official titles and positions such as
chiliarch (gianhu F ) and centurion (baihu EF) by the Yuan court to
rule their own subjects.”

With the establishment of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), border
walls (biangiang %) were gradually constructed across eastern Amdo.
Permanent Chinese garrisons (weisuo 1LffT) were set up on the east
side of the border. Taozhou #kJN/Batsé (Tha'o ju/Sbra mtsher/Ba tse;
Lintan l[{&) and Minzhou IR /Menju (Men ju; Minxian X 2), the two
garrisons in the Luchu valley, were guarded by several hundred forts
manned by Han Chinese and Hui Muslim farmer-soldiers. The Ming
court applied the concept of ‘loose rein’ (jimi #3/&) to maintain peace
with Tibetans on the west side of the border. The Ming court continued
the Yuan strategy of conferring both native official (tusi/tuguan +7]/+
‘E) and monastic official (sengguan {f§F) titles on Tibetan secular and
religious authorities to indirectly manage local affairs. Changti (Spyang
thl, Xiedi 2£#h)—the headman of the Chotsang clan (Co tshang/Gro
tshang tsho ba; Zhuozangcu &%) who was posthumously considered
to be the first Choné king—was granted the title of chiliarch in 1418.
Cooperating with Ming troops to subdue other Tibetan groups who
harassed the frontier garrisons and to defend against the Mongols who
moved to Amdo and disturbed the Ming western border in the sixteenth
century, the Choné kings obtained more distinguished heritable titles
from the Chinese court. By the seventeenth century, the Choné kings
played an increasingly important role in Amdo politics, especially when
they maintained good relations with both the Mongols and the Chinese.?

With the rise of the Choné kings, the toponym ‘Choné’ came to
refer to their realm of control in eastern Amdo. When the Manchus
established the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), the Ming border was
retained as a dividing line between administrations run by regular
Chinese bureaucrats (liuguan {it’E) appointed by the court, and
Tibetan areas ruled by native officials who had been recognised by the
emperors. Among many Tibetan native officials, the Choné kings were
the most influential rulers in Amdo. They served the Qing in various
military campaigns and received prestigious official titles in return.
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They controlled the Luchu valley and expanded the kingdom to the
Drukchu (‘Brug chu; Bailongjiang FI¥7L) River valley to the south
of Choné. When the kingdom reached its peak in the late eighteenth
century, it bordered the areas managed by Labrang Monastery (Dge
ldan bshad sgrub dar rgyas bkra shis g.yas su 'khyil ba’i gling), Qinghai
Mongols, and the Tibetan authorities of northern Sichuan. The toponym
thus covered a region consisting of Choné, Tébo (The bo; Diebu %
#), and parts of Batsé, Menju, and Drukchu (‘Brug chu; Zhouqu
ih/Xigu P4[E).° The Choné kings managed this kingdom throughout
the nineteenth century. Their dominance of the region continued up to
1949."° Nowadays, ‘Choné’ refers to a county in southwestern Gansu
Province (Fig. 1).

In providing this historical context, our goal is to clarify that the
meaning of ‘Choné’ is never static. The changing implications of the
toponym correspond to the transformations of the local political
landscape. For the purpose of this book, we understand and use ‘Choné’
in an ethnocultural sense: Choné is a cultural zone along the Luchu River
between Chépashi (Chas pa’i gshis; ChebagouZ:t2i4) to Tsangpawa
(Gtsang pa ba; Zangbawa jii{ (i), which extends beyond the present
administrative boundary of Choné County. Defining Choné in this way
is particularly relevant for our understanding of Shépa. The majority of
renowned Shépa singers live in Choné County, but the Shépa tradition is
also maintained by Tibetans in Batsé and several villages in Tébo, albeit
with slight local modifications. Most importantly, by understanding
Choné to be a dynamic space which carries a sociocultural meaning
that changes over time—rather than as a specific place bounded by
current administrative boundaries—we are better positioned to make
sense of and appreciate Choné’s rich history. This, in turn, is essential
for understanding the content, transmission, and performance of Shépa
over time—a point to which we will return.

Choné on the Margin of Tibetan Civilisation

Where were the Tibetans of Choné originally from? Who became the
Choné people? While these thorny questions are beyond the scope of
this introduction, readers are reminded that the Choné people are the
descendants of several waves of Tibetan migrants who settled down and
likely mingled with some ‘Tibetanised’ locals in the Luchu valley from the
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seventh century onward. With cultural-religious ties connecting them to
U-Tsang, these migrants brought the evolving Tibetan civilisation to the
area where the Choné Kingdom was founded and likely adapted their
knowledge, norms, and customs time and again to local circumstances.
Such an understanding is crucial for making sense of how Shépa has
been crafted by the Choné people into its current encyclopedic form.

The earliest Tibetan migrants were soldiers dispatched from U-Tsang
to conquer distant lands. They arrived in the Luchu valley in the
seventh and eighth centuries. After incorporating the region inhabited
by Tuyuhun, Tangut, and Qiang peoples, these soldiers expanded the
Tibetan Empire to the Tang western borderland. They fought in the
Tang-Tibetan wars, garrisoned the frontier, and might well have lived
among subdued groups, albeit with an elevated socio-political status."
Following the Tibetan conquest, the Luchu valley was likely a vibrant
space for the exchange of religious ideas and practices between Tibetan
and other ethnocultural groups. Nonetheless, because of the political-
military supremacy of the Tibetan conquers, the elusive Tibetan ‘folk
religion'—or Sipé Bon (srid pa’i bon)—was possibly the dominant
religious tradition in the Luchu valley."?

Following the collapse of the Tibetan Empire, many civilian and
military officials continued to manage the borderland. They became de
facto rulers, organising local Tibetans into federated units and sometimes
large confederations under the banner of offshoots of the Tibetan royal
lineage during the Era of Fragmentation (sil bu’i dus, ninth—eleventh
centuries). The Tsongkha Kingdom was such a confederation established
in Amdo.” In its wars against the Xixia P55 (Mi nyag, 1038-1227) and
the Song, in light of scattered Chinese records, the Tsongkha Kingdom'’s
Lhiindrup (Lhan grub, Longbu [fzi#f), Penpod (Phan po, Pangbai [#5F),
and Barlung (Bar lung, Baling [2/%) federations that comprised more
than 40,000 Tibetan households often joined the battles, and moved
freely between northern Qinghai and southern Gansu, with some
units settled in the Luchu valley."* During this period, in contrast to
U-Tsang where Buddhism was repressed, Amdo witnessed the steady
development of Buddhism as it came to reshape the local religious
landscape.” The existing ‘folk religion” was absorbed and its role in
local society was possibly restrained by Buddhist and Yungdrung Bon
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(g.yung drung bon) practitioners. Nevertheless, folk religious practices
still developed alongside these more institutionalised religions.

In the twelfth century, despite the demise of the Tsongkha Kingdom,
many Tibetan federations were affiliated to its ruling lineage. Chinese
accounts indicate that 11,337 households and tents in Taozhou were
part of this post-Tsongkha confederation that paid flexible allegiance
to the influential empires of that time.' By the thirteenth century,
the confederation dissolved and new political powers took its place.
According to a catalogue (dkar chag, n.d.) cited in the Oceanic Annals
(Mdo smad chos ‘byung), Ngédo (Ngas mdo), Gongso (Gong so), Ara
(A ra), Luchung (Klu chung), and Zhunba (Gzhung ba)—which were
known as the Choné Five Federations (Co ne khag Inga)—patronised
Yerwa Monastery (Yer ba dgon bsam ‘grub gling) of the Kadam (Bka’
gdams) sect in the middle Luchu valley.”” These federations showed
an inclusive attitude toward different religious traditions, placing high
value on the healing skills and magical powers of ritual specialists. Both
Bon and Buddhist institutions thrived along the Luchu valley. In the
upper valley specifically, Luchung was one of the most reputable centers
of Bon in Amdo. Local lineages produced many great Bon masters and
dominated the area up to the seventeenth century. The Choné Five
Federations established several Nyingma assembly halls (‘du khang, lha
khang) in the middle valley, including one on the site of what would
later become Choné Monastery. With the patronage of local Tibetan
rulers and the Song government, several large monasteries were also
constructed along the lower valley.” Being an essential part of local and
transregional politics, Buddhism had a strong presence in this area,
reaching a peak in the Mongol Empire.

With the support of the Yuan emperors, the Sakya sect played a
crucial role in reshaping the religious landscape of the Tibetan Plateau
since 1264." Given that Drogon Chogyal Phagpa (1235-1280)—the
leader of the Sakya sect who served as the imperial preceptor (ti shri;
dishi 77l )—often resided in Lintao [fi)k near the end of the Luchu River,
his disciples actively built new monasteries and reformed monasteries
of other sects along the valley. Consequently, the monasteries of the
Choné Five Federations under the Mongol rule followed the Sakya
tradition. The renowned Choné Monastery, by then a small Nyingma
assembly hall named Dritsang Lhakhang (Dri gtsang lha khang), was
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reformed into a Sakya institution by Phagpa’s student in 1295. A century
later, it became one of the largest monasteries in Amdo, housing more
than 3,000 monks.*® Nonetheless, the Sakya influence began to wane
alongside the rapid demise of the Yuan Empire. Bon and other Buddhist
sects promptly built and restored monasteries in Amdo, and received
the patronage of the Ming emperors at the turn of the fifteenth century,
ushering in an era of prosperity for Tibetan Buddhism and Bon religion.”!
Among these traditions, the newly founded Géluk sect played a decisive
role in transforming the religious practices along the Luchu valley with
political and economic support from the Choné kings.

The Choné king Changti and his brother Ngoti (Sngo thl) were
descended from Yéshé Dargyé (Ye shes dar rgyas): a minister appointed
by the forty-first Tibetan emperor Tritsuk Détsen (Khri gtsug Ide btsan/
Khri ral pa can, 802-838) to collect tax in Dzogé (Mdzod dge) in
present-day northwestern Sichuan. Yéshé Dargyé was a leader of the Ga
(Dga’) clan: a royal branch of the Tibetan imperial family that traced its
origin to Ga, the son granted by heaven to the first Tibetan ruler Nyatri
Tsenpo (Gnya’ khri btsan po).*Local accounts suggest that Changti and
Ngoti migrated from Dz&gé to Tébo and eventually arrived in the Luchu
valley around the turn of the fifteenth century. Some groups affiliated
with them joined the migration that was triggered by inter- and intra-
federation feuds in Dz6gé. Moving to the vicinity of Taozhou and
Minzhou, they conquered some units of the Choné Five Federations,
patronised Choné Monastery, and established the dominance of the
Chotsang clan.®

Based on Géluk narratives, Changti’s grandson Rinchen Lhiinpopa
(Rin chen lhun po pa, b. 1409)—a disciple of the first Dalai Lama
Gedun Drupa (Dge ‘dun grub pa, 1391-1474)—converted Choné
Monastery to the Geluk order in 1459, making it one of the greatest
monastic universities along the eastern Tibetan Plateau.”* However, a
closer reading of Tibetan and Chinese sources shows that his reform
was strongly resisted by several thousand Sakya monks, leading to the
division of Choné Monastery into two parts.*® One side was managed
by a Géluk lineage of dharma lords (chos rje) instituted by Rinchen
Lhiinpopa, while the other remained a Sakya institution. It was only
in the seventeenth century—when the Khoshut Mongol ruler Giishi
Khan [E[457F (1582-1654) exerted control over the Tibetan Plateau and
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supported the Géluk sect—that the dharma lords eventually gained
the upper hand in Choné Monastery. Yet, the short-lived Géluk college
(grwa tshang), set up and restored by several dharma lords to promote
systematised monastic education, demonstrated the long-lasting
influence of the Sakya tradition. Meanwhile, the continuous influx of
Mongols into the Tibetan regions forced a considerable number of Amdo
and Kham Tibetans to seek new homes in areas beyond Mongol control.
Like other locations in eastern Amdo, Choné became a destination for
Tibetan refugees fleeing Mongol conquests.”® Oral histories in Choné
indicate that some Tibetans fleeing the Mongols settled along the
upper Luchu valley. Unfortunately, there are very few written records
concerning this movement of Tibetan populations.

In the 1670s, the Choné kings paid allegiance to the Manchu emperor
who patronised the Géluk sect and intended to replace the Khoshut
ruler to manage Tibet. They began to fully support Géluk reforms
across the kingdom. They enthusiastically sponsored the construction
of new temples, halls, and branch or ‘son’ monasteries (bu dgon),
turning Choné Monastery into a ‘mother monastery’ (ma dgon): a
popular pilgrim site and a leading Géluk university.?” In the process,
they launched several wars to convert Bon followers in the Luchu and
Drukchu valleys to Buddhism, which in turn enlarged their realm. With
the kings establishing the so-called ‘108 branch institutions” of Choné
Monastery,” the tradition of institutionalised Bon was completely wiped
out in Choné. Most Nyingma and Sakya institutions were also converted
into Geluk monasteries, leaving only faint traces in the form of monastic
architecture, statues, paintings, and dharma dances (’cham) along the
Luchu valley.

Moreover, the ruling house invited Venerable Drakpa Shédrup (Rje
btsun Grags pa bshad sgrub, 1675-1749), who completed the monastic
training in U-Tsang, to model the Géluk education system and curricula
of Lhasa and establish colleges in Choné. The latter served as the thirty-
fourth and forty-first dharma lord of Choné Monastery. He instituted
the exoteric college (mtshan nyid grwa tshang) at Choné Monastery in
1714 and the esoteric college (dpal Idan stod rgyud grwa tshang) in 1729.
He also compiled various monastic educational materials to supplement
the exoteric and esoteric curricula. In the following decades, the
college system and curricula were duplicated in monasteries across the
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kingdom. At the communal level, the Géluk reform profoundly changed
the everyday life of the king’s subjects, including the practice of their
folk religions and the Shépa tradition. According to the oral account
of Choné Monastery, thorough collations and revisions of Shépa were
undertaken by Drakpa Shédrup and later monastic scholars from the
eighteenth century onward.*

From the mid-nineteenth century, the Luchu valley suffered
several regional wars. The Choné people were at that point the largest
Tibetan group ruled by the Choné kings. Time and again, they were
either conscripted into the king’s militia to suppress insurgents for
the Qing and the Republic of China (1912-1949) or slaughtered by
insurgents. Throughout this period, the Choné people suffered serious
depopulation. Most Tibetan villages on the northern bank of the Luchu
River were destroyed in warfare. To collect tax and recruit militiamen,
the kings leased destroyed, bankrupted or empty households to Chinese
migrants who had narrowly escaped with their lives from social unrest
and natural catastrophes in neighbouring areas. This resulted in a steady
inflow of Chinese migrants into Choné.?' By 1949, the Choné people had
already become a minority within an ever-growing Chinese population.®

Society

Presently, from an administrative perspective, the Choné people live in
over 200 villages in Choné and Batsé counties. Various ethnonyms have
been used to refer to them, based on their location, mode of production,
and cultural characteristics such as hair dress and costume. In general,
neighboring Tibetan nomads (‘brog pa) refer to the Choné people
as ‘farmers’ (rong pa), ‘riverside people’ (chu kha rgyud), or ‘the ones
wearing coral headdresses’ (byu ru spos dmar gyi zhwa can// mgo byu can
ma). Sometimes, due to their ‘hybrid” cultural practices, nomads might
use a derogatory ethnonym such as ‘neither Tibetan nor Chinese’ (rgya
ma bod) or ‘neither sheep nor goat’ (ra ma lug) to refer to the Choné
people. In a similar vein, their immediate Chinese and Hui Muslim
neighbors refer to this community as ‘half barbarians’ (ban fanzi %)
or simply ‘western barbarians’ (xifin P57 ): an archaic term chosen by
Chinese historians to refer to Tibetans since the Tang dynasty. In recent
decades, two ethnonyms have gained increasing popularity: Choné
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Tibetans (jinonai zangzu WLJiEU%), a local government-sanctioned
ethnonym in 2001 due to their distinctive cultural practices, and the
‘one(s) with three braids’ (sangemao =#§=), since Choné women comb
their hair into three long braids. According to locals, this style follows
the hairstyle of /ha, the heaven deity. Some community members also
suggest that their ethnonym sangemao is in fact how the Tibetan term
songtsenmak (srong btsan dmag)—meaning the army of the Tibetan king
Songtsen Gampo (Srong btsan sgam po, d. 650)—renders in Chinese.
The Choné people normally divide themselves into highland farmers
(stod pa rong pa) and riverside farmers (chu ka sde ba), depending on
their proximity to the Luchu River—a geographic barrier which strongly
influences their historical exposure to Chinese language and culture and
impacts the preservation of their Shépa performance to this day.*

Historically, and in keeping with other Amdo Tibetans, tsowa (tsho
ba)—meaning ‘division’ or ‘group’—was the basic social-political-
territorial organisation of the Choné people. This organisation appears
as cu % and zu J#% (cluster/clan) in Chinese records before the fourteenth
century. The bases of a fsowa, which consisted of between several to
around thirty households, were patrilineal descent groups. These
households considered themselves to be descended from one or several
legendary ancestors serving in the Tibetan imperial army. Hence, the
agnatic sibling relationship among householders of a tsowa played a
crucial role in forming the sub-tsho ba organisation—shanyé (sha nye) in
Tibetan and ginfang >%/% in Chinese. Depending on the size of the tsowa,
the number of households that constituted a shanyé varied, ranging from
a few to more than a dozen. Members of a shanyé shared the same bone
(rus pa), bore the same lineage name (rus ming), had the same protector
deity (rigs kyi [ha), and worshipped the same mountain god (yul lha). In
this sense, shanyé are very similar to branches of a clan.*

Since the 1930s, the term village (sde ba; cun #f) has been widely
used by locals and the Chinese government to refer to the basic social-
administrative unit in the Luchu valley, and the term tsowa has been
gradually replaced by “village’. However, the Choné people still regard
consanguineal kinship as the cardinal organisational axis for forming
exclusive groups. The shanyé relation has been retained, albeit with
certain changes responding to local social changes. Generally speaking,
there are two kinds of shanyé: shanyé of blood (mi sha nye) and shanyé of
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land (sa sha nye). Shanyé of land is a byproduct of the process by which
the Choné ruling house reformed the land system in response to Tibetan
depopulation, by enlisting Chinese migrants to maintain its militia and
revenue.® Shanyé of land has weakened the intimate relationships within
tsowa, which used to consist only of shanyé of blood. In some cases, the
Choné people would further differentiate root shanyé (sha nye rtsa) from
regular shanyé. As the term suggests, root shanyé is more closely bound,
with its members assuming more responsibilities to one another. Having
lived on the Sino-Tibetan borderland for centuries, almost all Choné
people have Chinese surnames. A surname also serves as a marker to
distinguish whether one belongs to the same shanyé in any given village.
It is worth noting that a shanyé might include households with different
surnames, and that households bearing the same surname within
a village do not necessarily belong to a same shanyé. For the Choné
people, shanyé has served as the most important social organisational
axis to form intimate circles of support for one another in service of
agricultural production, ceremonies, and moments of crisis.

Religious Practices

Despite its location on the very edge of Tibetan civilisation, the Luchu
valley has been under the continuous cultural and religious influence of
U-Tsang. As outlined above, multiple waves of Tibetan immigration and
religious reforms have made the Luchu valley a kaleidoscopic prism for
understanding religious and cultural practices in this area in particular,
and across the Tibetan Plateau in general. In common with other areas
in the Sino-Tibetan borderland and southern Himalaya, the marginal
location of the Luchu valley has provided a shelter for traditions
that were lost in the religious and cultural center to survive on in the
periphery. The lives of the Choné people have been infused by many
such traditions. In Choné, both non-Buddhist and Buddhist experts are
considered religious practitioners and employed as ritual specialists,
depending on the pragmatic needs of the locals.

Almost every Choné village had an anyé bonpo (a myes bon po)
household belonging to a lay Bon priest or an anyé gompa (a myes sgom
pa) household of a lay Nyingma practitioner, who would be in charge
of performing rituals for individuals and community before the 1950s.



Introduction §ﬁ§]RE]ﬂ§N Fie 13

Nowadays, ever fewer villages have these priests. Both anyé bonpo and
anyé gompa provide villagers with various ritual services, such as making
offerings to the mountain deity, pleasing the household deity, exorcising
evil spirits, curing disease, and so forth. Their knowledge, texts, and
ritual objects, which are integral to their household, are transmitted to
their male heirs who then assume the identity of priests.

Anyé bonpo is particularly important to the Choné people. Because
the Bon priest is considered the protector of the household (Bdag rgyud
du skyes pa’i bon po yis/ rigs su che ba’i lha bdar nas/ khungs su btsan pa’i
smrangs gyer ro/ /), his ritual expertise is often associated with anyé zhidak
(a myes gzhi bdag): a built-in wooden cabinet designed for storing arrows
(mda”) that represent lineage, fortune, and fertility, located beside the
main pillar in the living room of a Choné Tibetan house (Fig. 2). Leu
(le'u/lhe’u), who appear in Shépa, are a type of anyé bonpo. In Choné,
Leu are crucial figures who conduct the protection ritual (srung) during
the marriage ceremony. Over the past decades, ever fewer households of
anyé bonpo have been in a position to transmit their heritage and duties
to the next generation. Based on our current research, there remain only
a handful of anyé bonpo, and no leu, in Choné.

Like anyé bonpo, anyé gompa train their sons to become qualified
practitioners to perform rituals for villagers. Normally, anyé gompa are
affiliated with a local Nyingma temple. At least once and up to several
times a year, they gather from different villages at the temple to recite
texts and practice ritual techniques together. Seen in this light, the
tradition of anyé gompa has been better preserved in Choné than that of
anyé bonpo. When a village does not have an anyé bonpo, an anyé gompa
takes over his role. In particular, this may occur on a wedding day. For
the duration of the wedding ceremony, the anyé gompa is addressed as
anyé leu (a myes le’u/lhe’u). He sits next to the anyé zhidak and performs
the protection ritual.

These days, almost all of the critical moments in the lives of Choné
people now involve Geluk monks and lamas, from naming newborn
children to blessing newlyweds to performing funeral rituals. Since the
eighteenth century, the majority of Choné people have become Geluk
followers. Major festivals, fairs, and pilgrimage dates in the local calendar
are arranged according to the religious schedule of Choné Monastery
and its branches.* In recent years, with village ritual specialists ageing
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and passing away, villagers offer their non-Buddhist ritual texts to Geluk
monks and ask them to perform rituals that were once conducted solely
by anyé bonpo and anyé gompa. Monks usually conduct these rituals with
some Buddhist modifications.

Local Understandings and Performances of Shépa
What is Shépa?

In general terms, Shépa is an expansive collection of Tibetan cultural
knowledge composed in oral poetic form. Its kaleidoscopic themes and
performative styles overlap with other Tibetan oral traditions, resulting
in varying definitions of Shépa in both academic and public discourse.
Scholars studying oral performance in Amdo generally understand
Shépa to be ‘poetic recitals™ or ‘speeches’®. Recent studies of Shépa in
other parts of Amdo offer a broader understanding and consider it ‘oral
literature” (ngag thog rtsom rig)* or ‘oral tradition’ (ngag rgyun)*, mostly
involving ceremonial speech (ston bshad/gtam) and comprehensive
explanations of culturally important items such as barley (nas bshad),
bowls (dkar yol gyi bshad pa), and weapons (mda’ bshad and gri bshad),
to name but a few. According to these studies, Shépa is composed in
verse (tshigs bead), prose (tshigs lhug), or a combination of both. In such
a reading, Shépa can be performed and transmitted in various formats,
including as explanation (’chad), recitation (gyer), or as song (len).*!
In some cases, this more expansive understanding of Shépa has also
included performances by women, such as “The Tears of the Bride” (bag
ma’i mig chu mu tig phreng ba).*2

Within Choné, performers and cultural activists have developed
different understandings of Shépa and its constituent elements. Firstly,
besides ‘Shépa’, some community members use the term sipa (srid pa)—
meaning ‘the world’ or ‘the origin'—to refer to this form of oral tradition.
This usage could be related to the Tibetan folk habit of referring to songs
as sipé lu (srid pa’i glu) or sipa chaklu (srid pa chags glu). It might be also
related to the ritual recitation of sipé toyik (srid pa’i tho yig)—translated
as ‘the catalogue of the world'—by the ritual specialist leu in Tibetan
communities. Given that the content of present-day Shépa has already
diverged significantly from early Bon ritual recitations, and that the term
‘Shépa’ is more widely acknowledged in public discourse, we use the
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term ‘Shépa’ in this publication. At the same time, we wish readers to
be aware of this other term by which some members of our community
refer to this oral tradition.

Secondly, there exist disputes and disagreements as to what
constitutes Shépa. One point of view supports a clear demarcation
between Shépa—which is performed antiphonally in question-and-
answer style with relatively fixed verses and content—and other forms
of oral tradition, such as ceremonial speeches: whose lyrics are subject
to change depending on context and which can be performed by one
person alone. In Shépa, a common unit of expression is a line with seven
syllables. Only a few lines of Shépa are documented that have syllable
units of eight or nine. Based on this understanding, ‘Chémar’ (phye
mar, Barley-Butter Offering), ‘Da’ (mda’, Arrow), ‘Khyung’ (khyung,
Garuda), ‘Rubel” (rus sbal, Cosmic Tortoise), ‘Jikten Chakluk’ (’jig rten
chags lugs, World), and “Lonpo Garchen’ (blon po mgar chen, Minister Gar
Tongtsen) are widely recognised by the Choné people as constituting
Shépa. As the longest section of Shépa, ‘Jikten Chakluk’ consists of the
themes ‘Jikpa’ (jig pa, Destruction), ‘Chakpa’ (chags pa, Formation),
‘Nyi Da Kar Sum’ (nyi zla skar gsum, The Sun, the Moon and Stars),
and ‘Nangchii Semchen’ (nang bcud sems can, Sentient Beings). In the
current publication, we also include ‘Tsalu’ (tsha glu, Song of Wife
Taker/Nephew) and ‘Zhanglu’ (zhang glu, Song of Wife Giver/Maternal
Uncle) in our Shépa collection, as these are often sung together with
‘Lonpo Garchen’ at weddings—occasions at which Shépa performance
forms a significant part of the ceremony.

A more inclusive understanding of this oral tradition would suggest
that all oral traditions practiced in Choné might be regarded as Shépa.
Accordingly, Shépa may be understood as an umbrella category
including all local oral performances that have survived to the present.
If we adopt this broader definition, Shépa has over thirty sections that
range from the highly religious—such as ‘Jikten Chakluk’—to the
extremely secular, such as ‘Chulu’ (chu glu, Song of Water), ‘Jalu’ (ja glu,
Song of Tea), and other themes that are performed in a diverse range
of styles. These debates over the composition and meaning of Shépa
speak to subtle yet important differences of opinion about Tibetan oral
traditions in the minds of the Choné people, and serve to encourage
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a sustained engagement with questions about the position of Shépa
relative to other Tibetan oral traditions.

Conventional Performance

Shépa performance is monopolised by senior men who carry cultural
and religious authority and enjoy social prestige. The number of singers,
spatial arrangement, content selection, and length are subject to change
based on the core setting of the performance. Although Shépa can
be sung as a solo by a singer who poses and then answers questions
by himself, the most common performative format is by choir on
ceremonial occasions. In choir performances, either a lead performer
sings with a stronger and higher voice—while other singers offer
vocal accompaniments in the form of asking and answering questions
together—or two groups (A and B) of performers engage with one
another, singing antiphonally.

In a Shépa performance, each stanza, consisting of varied number
of lines, starts or closes with a stock expression, such as ‘Please sing the
song slowly, there is no hurry’ (glu dal bur shog dang brel ba med/), or “This
is the response to the song’ (glu de yi lan la de ‘dra yin/)—to remind the
other performers and listeners that this section of the narration is now
complete. During ceremonies, singers only perform the stanzas that are
related to specific themes and do not perform each section of Shépa in
its entirety. If time permits, singers may engage in song battles and hop
from one section to another, freely and confidently, until their opponents
are defeated. Normally, group A challenges group B with a stanza of
question(s) that requires the latter to choose a stanza of answer(s)
precisely and to deliver their response astutely. With B having answered
the question(s), A proceeds to pose a follow-up question, or B may ask a
question that requires an answer from A. The format resembles a debate
through the medium of song. For example, A might ask a question from
‘Khyung':

In the sky, the forefather descended.
Who was the being that held up the sky?

On the earth, the foremother descended.
Who was the being that pressed down the earth?
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B would first answer the question from ‘Khyung:

Speaking of the being who held up the sky,

It was the great Khyung who lifted up the sky.

The great Khyung, the being who lifted up the sky,
The sky was uplifted effortlessly.

Speaking of the being who weighed down the earth,
It was Riibel who pressed down the earth.

Riibel, the being who pressed down the earth.

The earth was depressed gently.

Given that the theme of Riibel is mentioned, B might then jump to ask a
question from ‘Riibel”:

The great golden Riibel,

When it had come to the surface of the sea,
Did it breathe or not breathe?

Did it have hair or not have hair?

Did it face towards the sky or to the earth?

Did it stretch out or retract itself?

If A cannot answer, he is considered defeated. Since one of the central
aims of a Shépa singer is to defeat their singing opponent(s), singers
will memorise as many stanzas as they can and in the process, develop
their own repertoire. A good combination of singing ability, voice, rich
repertoire, memory, and quick reactions are the essential characteristics
of a strong Shépa performer. Depending on the location and occasion,
as well as on a given singer’s repertoire, each performance of Shépa is
dynamic, different, and full of possibilities. In broad strokes, the Shépa
performance reinscribes social and cultural norms and conveys religious
and historical knowledge, while at the same time educating and
amusing the audience. The performance is the highlight of community
gatherings.

The antiphonal style of performance is often observed during the
sections of the wedding ceremony that take place in the groom’s house.
In the main living room, three clusters of seats (gral) are arranged:
upper seats (yar gral) are reserved for monks, anyé leu, and elders;
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middle seats (bar gral) for maternal uncles and the matchmaker; and the
lower seats (mar gral) are where male villagers may sit. The upper seats
are set on the fsatap while the middle and lower seats are set out on the
wooden floor, facing each other. The latter two groups are encouraged
to engage in song battles with each other and answer the questions that
are posed by the people seated in the upper seats. However, it would
be inappropriate for those seated in the lower area to pose questions
to people in the upper seats. Given that local marriage customs are a
useful lens to observe how cultural objects, ritual specialists, and social
norms mentioned in Shépa play a role in the lives of the Choné people,
we devote a section to discussing this important topic.

Shépa is also sung at great length by a choir over the course of one or
more days around new year in Choné. Male members of a village sing
together or take turns to finish certain parts of Shépa that are selected
for the specific occasion and the theme of the new year celebration.
Taking the village ceremony of ‘horse racing and arrow shooting’ (rta
rqyugs mda’ ‘phen dus chen) during the new year as an example, the
performance takes place at three consecutive sites. The first site is near a
major village stupa (mchod rten) close to the field used for racing horses
and shooting arrows. Stanzas from ‘Da’ are sung on this occasion. The
second site is the house of the village head or the elected leader who
assumes responsibility for the communal service (sngo ra ba). In the
living room, the upper seats are reserved for elders, and the rest are
occupied by male members of the village, according to age and social
status. These men take turns singing parts of ‘Chémar’ and ‘Da’. The
third site is usually an open space in front of the village temple (ma Ni
Iha khang) dedicated to the mountain deity. The seating order follows the
same pattern (Fig. 3). Here, ‘Da’ and village histories are customarily
performed by male villagers.

Traditionally at least, when an individual wished to learn Shépa, he
would bring gifts, visit different villages of renowned singers, and learn
their signature stanzas in a formal way. He would also meet masters
at social gatherings and learn discretely from them, or perhaps simply
sit in the village plaza and initiate a discussion in order to develop his
repertoire. Various memory-aids have been used by singers to facilitate
their learning, which include but are not limited to texts in written
Tibetan and vernacular renderings in Chinese, as well as audio and
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video recordings. Most performers with whom we have worked are
happy to acknowledge from whom, as well as when, where, and how,
they learned certain stanzas. Such a learning process demonstrates the
effort needed to master this tradition. Shépa performers are usually very
generous in sharing their knowledge and skills with the next generation,
including us, without any reservation. In recent years, ‘traditional” ways
to learn and perform Shépa have undergone rapid transformation in the
Choné Tibetan community. The transmission of Shépa is increasingly
privatised and its performance is becoming standardised in response
to the inscription of this oral tradition into the Kenlho Prefectural-level
register of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH, feiwuzhi wenhua yichan 4F
YR SLALIEE 7 ; mngon min shul bzhag rig gnas), in 2016.° The performative
setting and standards for what constitutes a ‘good’ performer are
fast changing, and this process has also been accompanied by a
reconceptualisation of what Shépa was, is, and will be.

Shépa Performance within the Context of Intangible
Cultural Heritage

With Shépa inscribed as ICH at the Kenlho Prefectural level, the county
government implemented a series of policies to motivate various
stakeholders to safeguard the oral tradition, involving Shépa performers
and cultural activists.* The policies include the selection and recognition
of Shépa culture bearers (chuancheng ren f&# \), the ongoing collection
of Shépa texts, the founding of a Shépa troupe, and the promotion of
staged performances of Shépa both within Choné County and beyond.
In addition to bringing public attention to Shépa performances and
raising people’s awareness about the value of this cultural heritage, these
policies have resulted in a new style of Shépa performance on stage.
The form of stage performance depends on place, scenic design,
and audience. For instance, in Choné, the scene of the traditional living
room—particularly the tsatap—is replicated on stage to retain the
essence of a conventional performance. Shépa singers sit around a tea
table (cog tse) holding a chémar and an arrow on the fsatap, and perform
popular stanzas. Additionally, with the support of choreographers from
the Choné Sing and Dance Troupe, a stage performance which combines
Shépa and Agya (a rgya)—a singing dance performed by two pairs
of women in Choné—has been designed to attract audiences both in
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and outside Choné. Wearing fine attire, young and middle-aged men
and women sing Shépa stanzas and Agya lyrics as well as new content
composed to describe recent changes in Choné, delivering a dazzling
performance (Fig. 4). With video recordings of stage performances
circulating on online platforms, these new performative genres have
received wide attention from Shépa experts, enthusiasts, and regular
audience members.

At the same time, the inherent complexity of ICH management has
generated new issues in Choné. On the one hand, through uplifting this
oral tradition, Shépa has become a symbolic marker with which Choné
people showcase their culture and identify themselves. As a result, Shépa
has come to be understood as an objectified resource; local companies
carry the names ‘Shépa’ and ‘Agya’ to promote their cultural products
and services. On the other hand, only a limited number of singers were
chosen to serve as cultural bearers and only a few enjoy this newly
formed social status and the stipends provided by the government.
Consequently, competition has emerged, leading to divisions between
singers, villagers, and cultural groups. Shépa is now considered to
be something that can be owned by individuals, villages, or cultural
groups. The idea of Shépa as the collective and lived experience of the
Choné people that goes beyond a single generation is gradually fading.

Akin to other oral traditions that are registered in ICH lists across
the world—such as the Mongolian epic, Tuuli, and the Gesar Epic in the
Tibetan context**—the safeguarding of Shépa faces both epistemological
and methodological challenges. A central concern of all such
undertakings is reconciling the fluid and mutable nature of oral tradition
with practices that prioritise the fixing, textualising, and finalising
ICH for safeguarding purposes.®® It is important to acknowledge and
protect the multiplicity and variation of an oral tradition in its differing
versions, performances, and interpretations. Oral traditions like Shépa
are subject to ongoing changes, finding themselves in a constant state of
addition and subtraction; as new elements are introduced, old elements
reinterpreted, and as the tradition as a whole expands it is revised in
ways that we address in this book.

As we have noted, each Shépa performance is tailored anew for each
audience in each specific context, and audience members themselves
also mediate the form and content of Shépa performance based on their
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own cultural backgrounds and agendas. This inevitably culminates
in different understandings of what Shépa is and how it works,
accentuated further when oral traditions like Shépa are supported by
the fast-growing development of materials and technologies—whether
these be digital, textual or multimedia; resulting in both greater
dissemination and, at the same time, ever greater fracturing. Newer
digital technologies,” which have supported online learning sessions
and an emerging collection of audio and video clips shared through
social media, are impacting how Shépa is understood and consumed. In
our work, we acknowledge the diverse forms that Shépa now takes and
highlight the various contributions made by performers and cultural
activists in preserving Shépa. In so doing, we draw the reader’s attention
to the inescapable reality that no two Shépa performances will ever be
identical and that any textual or digital source—including this book—
must be understood as a partial snapshot of this extraordinary tradition
at a specific moment, and should not be taken as an authoritative,
comprehensive, or immutable account.*®

We believe that the vitality of this oral tradition lies in its variation and
constant development, entailing collaboration, discussion, and sharing
among community members. In underlining the multiplicity and
variability of Shépa, we believe that the preservation of oral traditions
should focus more on negotiating historical and cultural meanings,
maintaining a sense of collective belonging, and also ensuring future-
oriented vitality as the community faces dramatic cultural change and
new social-economic challenges. The value of Shépa therefore exists
not only in official and hierarchical lists developed by government
bodies, nor is it exclusive to extravagant performances staged in
mainland cities. Rather, Shépa occupies a particular site of emotional
and cultural attachment for the Choné people. The social and cultural
meanings of Shépa are situated in the everyday lives of local people,
and are transmitted through their lived and embodied experiences.
Our project is but a starting point—perhaps more of a midway point,
given how much earlier work has already been undertaken—in service
of the preservation of Shépa in Choné. We appreciate the many varied
opinions that individuals hold over the interpretation of Shépa, both
its specific elements and its abstract meanings. We also hope that all
those invested in Shépa will consider how multiplicity and variability,
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rather than standardisation, can assist in the sustainability and vitality
of Shépa, in the long run.

Marriage in Choné: A Synthesis of Shépa Performance
and Tibetan Customs

Marriage customs regarding dowry, bride price, and wedding
venue have changed significantly over recent decades in Choné.
Nevertheless, two aspects of the custom remain largely unchanged.
First, both in arranged marriages and in those freely undertaken
(sometimes referred to as ‘love marriages’), the matchmaker (bar pa)
is indispensable. The matchmaker is usually of the same generation
as the parents of the groom and bride-to-be, and is often addressed
as ‘maternal uncle matchmaker’ (zhang po bar pa) or ‘uncle-in-law
matchmaker’ (tsha bo bar pa), depending on his relationship to the
family in question. The matchmaker is expected to know both families
well and to shoulder many responsibilities, particularly investigating
whether the bone—which is used interchangeably with lineage (rus
rgyud/rqyud pa)—of the groom/bride-to-be’s family is clean. This
brings us to the second element of the marriage custom that remains
unchanged: the importance of the cleanness (gtsang) of the bone.
Unclean bone is often manifested through leprosy or having very
apparently undesirable symptoms such as the loss of eyebrows or
having strong body odour. It is said that if one inherits body odour
from one’s mother, such an odour comes from flesh and only lasts
for two generations. However, if one inherits body odour from one’s
father, the odour manifests through the bone and never vanishes. In
arranged marriages, individuals work hard to select an ideal candidate.
In marriages that are freely undertaken, the respective families as well
as the matchmaker investigate all issues related to bone. In general,
people avoid marrying into a family whose bone is unclean.
Notwithstanding variations in detail from village to village, the
marriage process starts with the family of the groom-to-be making a
formal if largely symbolic ‘inquiry’ (kha btags ‘debs) to the family of the
bride-to-be. The matchmaker and two male root shanyé of the groom-
to-be bring a khata (scarf of blessings), wine, and bread to the family
of the bride-to-be, asking her parents if they are willing to marry their
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daughter to their kinsman. If the khata is accepted, it means that the
answer is positive. This step is followed by two iterations of a ‘wine giving
ceremony’ (rgyus chang), normally held in February and again in August
or September. These ceremonies aim to deepen the bond between the
two families. The last step before the wedding is the ‘great wine giving
ceremony’ (chang che). The groom-to-be’s father, matchmaker, and two
root shanyé come to the bride-to-be’s family, where they finalise details
such as the bride price, the clothes and jewels for the bride, the number
of maternal uncles (zhang po) that will escort the bride, the amount of
money offered to each maternal uncle on the wedding day, and so forth.
In some cases, the matchmaker visits the bride-to-be’s family one more
time before the wedding day to update on progress and inform the
family of any salient changes. Such changes might include amendments
to the bride price or a status report if any items that have been requested
are still unavailable despite efforts made by the family of the groom-
to-be to procure them.

The wedding day is usually during the winter ‘slack” season and
before the lunar new year. On that day, the groom (mag pa), matchmaker,
best man (mag rogs), and assistant (zur las) come to the bride’s village
early in the morning. The best man should be a married man with a
good reputation. He is expected to be good at singing Shépa to help
the groom overcome all the challenges set by the bride’s side, and
most importantly, to request the arrow from the groom'’s in-laws. The
assistant is tasked with carrying the gifts for the bride and her family.
On arriving in the bride’s village, members of the groom’s side are faced
with challenges that have been deliberately created in order to make the
process of bride-taking playful. Three wooden posts are erected by boys,
girls, and grandmothers at the entrance and middle of the village, as well
as by the bride’s house gate. “Tsalu’, and sometimes ‘Chulu’—most often
sung by grandmothers—are performed to pose questions to the groom’s
side at these locations. If the groom’s side cannot provide satisfactory
gifts and appropriate answers, water is tossed on the groomsmen by
members of the bride’s entourage. It is the responsibility of the assistant
to stop the water from landing on the groom and his best man, as they
are supposed to remain tidy and well-groomed throughout the day.
With these challenges overcome and the temporary posts removed, the
groom and his companions may enter the house. On entering, they are
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teased and asked for gifts by the bride’s sisters, girlfriends, and female
cousins who block the bride’s bedroom door until eventually the door
is opened.

Once the groom meets the bride, he goes to the main living room
where he pays respects to the monks, ritual specialists, and elders sitting
on the tsatap. The groom shall not sit, eat, and talk during the whole
sojourn at his in-laws’ house. Before the groom returns home with his
bride, one of the most important rituals in the wedding takes place:
requesting the arrow from the in-laws. The arrow symbolises fertility*’,
and is often stored in anyé zhidak. As elaborated on in the introduction
to ‘Da’, there are three types of arrows. The first is the tsen arrow
(btsan mda’), representing the spirits of deceased ancestors through
a household’s male line. The second is the yang arrow (g.yang mda’),
representing the auspicious element that secures the family’s fortune
and prosperity. The third is known as the shooting arrow (’phen mda’),
most often used during the new year archery contest. When the shooting
arrow is wrapped with a five-coloured silk ribbon, it becomes the arrow
gifted by the bride’s parents to the groom on the wedding day. Usually,
the father of the bride takes the arrow from the anyé zhidak and gives it
to the most senior elder on the tsatap. At this point, Shépa is performed.
The elders pose questions by singing stanzas of ‘Da’. The best man, on
behalf of the groom, answers the questions and eventually obtains the
arrow. While this arrow is gifted to the groom, an elder offers the arrow
saying: ‘this is not an arrow itself but a son (mda’ gcig ma red bu gcig red)’.
Some individuals choose to make this even more auspicious by adding
that the arrows represent three sons:

The eldest son would ascend to the Golden Throne of Ganden Monastery.
The middle son would take the seat of the Chinese king.

The youngest son would stay at home and take care of the family.*

Once the arrow is given to the groom, he returns home as fast as possible
with his best man. They then stand on the roof of the groom’s gate,
waiting for the bride to arrive. In the meantime, the bride leaves her natal
family. A senior paternal male member of her family performs the ritual
to call for fortune (g.yang ‘gugs). Holding the auspicious yang arrow, he
proclaims: ‘May the fortune come! May the fortune come! (g.yang shog,
g.yang shog)’. He then recites a long verse to call forth fortune from every
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place. Hearing this, the bride leaves her bedroom and enters the main
living room where red felt is placed on top of a table in front of the anyé
zhidak, to let her bid farewell to the household deities. Accompanied by
two bridesmaids (bag rogs), each of whom ideally has given birth to
both a boy and a girl and whose parents and in-laws are living, the bride
circumambulates the table thrice clockwise. Normally, one bridesmaid
will be her sister-in-law while the other is a shanyé from her natal family.
The bride and her sisters and aunts sing the wedding lament (bag ngu)
all the way from the bride’s bedroom through the main living room,
the courtyard, out the front gate, and finally to the horse or car that is
waiting to carry her away. Upon leaving her village, the bride prostrates
three times to the mountain deity. It marks her official farewell to the
natal home, the place she was born and raised.

The bride is then escorted by a group of maternal uncles. As a local
saying suggests, ‘a maternal uncle [is] for nine generations’ (zhang mi
rabs dgu’i zhang po). In the past, many generations of maternal uncles
would be traced and invited to escort the bride, with the maternal uncles
of the bride’s parents being the most important members of the escorting
team. Nowadays, the bride’s maternal uncle is the most important. The
bride’s brother is of secondary importance, then followed in ranked
order by male relatives from her shanyé and her uncles-in-law and
brothers-in-law. This hierarchy is reflected in the seating arrangement
in the groom’s house and the varied amounts of money that the bride’s
in-laws offer them. In other words, the seat of honour and the highest
amount of money are reserved for the bride’s maternal uncle. Her uncle-
in-law and brother-in-law are less-than-ideal candidates, unless there is
a shortage of male hands. These days, the escorting team has become
more inclusive and diverse, including the bride’s female siblings,
cousins, and sometimes aunts.

When the bride and her escorts arrive in the groom’s village, they
stop at the village stupa. The bride then circumambulates the stupa three
times. Encircled by maternal uncles, she slowly walks to the groom’s
house. Meanwhile, since local Tibetans believe that the bride would be
followed by vicious spirits or wild ghosts on the way, anyé leu is invited
to perform the purification ritual at the gate of the groom’s house.
With the bride arriving, the groom’s mother and paternal uncle’s wife
bring a sacrificial cake (gtor ma) to the gate. Then, they pour vinegar
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onto burnt hot pebbles (rdo bsregs) while encircling the bride (who is
surrounded by escorts) in both clockwise and anticlockwise directions
respectively, in order to purify her. Afterwards, the escorts are invited to
sit in the main living room. The bride and two bridesmaids are seated
on the fsatap in the second living room. The bride is sat under a pair of
hanging boots (lham) that she herself has made. The boots will not be
taken down and given back to her until her first child is born. In the
main living room, the escorting team is welcomed with a feast. Shépa is
also performed. ‘Zhanglu’, praising maternal uncles, is sung during the
feast. It is worth noting that ‘Chémar” (the head of all songs) and ‘Lénpo
Garchen’ (which highlights the challenging aspects of taking a bride) are
performed throughout the whole wedding ceremony from time to time,
as appropriate. Given that almost every step of the wedding ceremony
must follow an exact timing as reckoned by a monk who has been
consulted months ahead of the wedding, Shépa performances usually
last only several minutes, the longer performance having occurred the
night before the wedding day. As time permits, singers who are villagers
or relatives of the host often engage in song battles.

When the feast is nearing its conclusion, the groom and bride enter
the main living room where the anyé leu performs the protection ritual
for them. After he smears butter on the foreheads of the newlyweds,
the escorts bring the bride back to her natal family. A few days later,
the bride and her father come to the groom’s house. Her father stays
overnight and informs the in-laws of the list of bride’s relatives who
must be visited by the newlyweds in the new year. This marks the end
of the wedding process. In the new year that follows, the groom will
receive the second arrow from his in-laws during his visit. Following
the birth of his first child, the groom will receive a third arrow, which in
most cases is the last arrow from his in-laws, after which he once again
expresses his gratefulness to the anyé zhidak in his in-law’s household.
In some rare cases, some infertile couples may receive an arrow on each
new year visit until a child is born. The arrow is not only a prominent
section of Shépa, but also a cultural object that is indispensable to the
lives of Choné people.

In sum, the marriage synthesises Shépa performance and local
customs in Choné. Bone, lineage, kinship, and fortune are key notions
for the Choné people in particular, but for the wider Tibetan community
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in general.”' These notions are embedded in the social organisations of
the Choné people. They are closely associated with the everyday life of
the Choné people and the cultural objects elaborated in Shépa. Choné
marriage customs provide a lens through which we can directly observe
how Shépa has bridged these abstract notions and cultural objects, and
how its performative tradition brought local customs to life.

Shépa in Relation to Tibetan Orature and Literature

In the above sections, we have introduced the land, history, society,
religion, and Shépa performance of the Choné people. In the following
section, we situate Shépa in its historical, religious, and social-cultural
context, and elaborate on the wider connections between Shépa and
Tibetan orature and literature. For Tibetans, oral tradition is an invaluable
element of the collective cultural repertoire—sustaining Tibetan beliefs
and worldviews, and imparting social, religious, and cultural knowledge
and values.”” Oral tradition nurtures Tibetan literature in profound and
multifaceted ways.® As one of many practices that constitute Tibetan
oral tradition, Shépa shares overlapping themes and styles with other
oral practices while at the same time maintaining its own distinctiveness.
By situating Shépa within the wider and dynamic context of Tibetan
orature and literature, we seek to deepen our collective understanding
of the development of Tibetan oral and literary traditions, and their
interconnectedness. In so doing, we aspire to provide a broader basis
for understanding and appreciating Shépa.

Shépa and Tibetan Orature
The Form of Shépa in Relation to Other Tibetan Oral Traditions

Analysing Shépa’s use of reduplication and onomatopoeia is a productive
point of departure in order to understand its form. Reduplicative
onomatopoeia is a salient feature of Tibetan poetic expressions. The
earliest written records of Tibetan songs, namely lu (glu), in Dunhuang
texts, clearly show such usage. Both academic and public discourse tend
to understand [u as ‘the earliest, most indigenous, most secular, and
most orally and musically oriented of the genres’ that have not been
overly influenced by Indian prosody (snyan ngag; Skt. kavya) > the poetic
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convention that has dominated Tibetan poetic composition since the
thirteenth century.” For example, we see reduplicative onomatopoeia in
si-li-li and spu-ru-ru as documented in the song by the sister of Songtsen
Gampo to Minister Mang Chung (Rmang chung, n.d.) in the OId Tibetan
Chronicle (Btsan po rim byon gyi lo rgyus) founded in Dunhuang.* The use
of reduplicative onomatopoeia is an aspect that Shépa certainly inherits
from ancient [u and other genres that developed subsequently, such as
spiritual songs (mgur).” These ornamental reduplications do not always
carry lexical meaning but rather convey vivid imagery, speaking to oral
and secular aspects of Shépa, as in the following example:

The lingua franca of the Kingdom Ling is sa-la-la [horse racing].
The lingua franca of Hor is da-ra-ra [arrow shooting].

The lingua franca of the wedding ceremony is da-da-da [song
singing]

Together with the use of reduplication and onomatopoeia, the extensive
use of parallelism and repetition in Shépa are poetic conventions that
can be traced back to the ancient [u*® and are similarly observed in other
genres of Tibetan oral tradition, such as the Gesar Epic,” ceremonial
speeches,” and spiritual songs.®! Parallel structure works as a mnemonic
technique, assisting in the learning and transmission of oral literature as
well as helping to situate objects of praise within hierarchies that reflect
Tibetan ways of understanding the self, the community, the natural
environment, and the wider cosmological system.®? For example,
by matching three major components of chémar with key elements of
Buddhist cosmology, this stanza elegantly synthesises a Buddhist
worldview:

The Mount Meru-like chémar,

What does it resemble?

The shining mirror-like tray,

What does it resemble?

The rectangular wooden box,

What does it resemble?

The Mount Meru-like chémar,

Resembles Mount Meru.
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The shining mirror-like tray,
Resembles the sun and the moon.
The rectangular wooden box,

Resembles the Four Continents.

Simile (dpe rgyan) and hyperbole (sgro btags)—additional and
distinctive features of Tibetan oral tradition that help to enact a sense
of auspiciousness, importance, and solemness®*—can also be observed
in Shépa verses. For example, everyday elements such as butter and
juniper branches are hyperbolised and come to stand for the three
great protectors and all living beings, in order to make the ceremony
more auspicious. Animals such as bears and yaks are used to describe
people whose characteristics are masculinity and integrity. The practice
of fletching arrows is hyperbolised to generate a sense of power and
magnificence, as in the following stanza:

When the first feather is placed,

It is like a golden temple being raised.

When the second feather is placed,

It is like a vulture landing in a pasture.

When the third feather is placed,

It is like an eagle swooping down onto its prey.
When the fourth feather is placed,

It is like the Four Great Kings descending.

Along with these features, which are widely observed across many
Tibetan oral traditions, the question-and-answer format* of Shépa also
resembles pre-Buddhist Tibetan cultural practices in the use of deu
(lde’u), translated as ‘riddles” or ‘enigmatic songs’. For the purpose of
educating people (rig sgo ‘byed byed),*® deu are composed in a question-
and-answer format and cover various important subjects, such as the
origin of the world, genealogy, and culturally-specific knowledge.%
Scholars argue that Bon religious personnel (bon), bards who recount
histories (sgrung), and singers who perform riddles and genealogies
(Ide’u) ruled the pre-Buddhist society (chab srid bon sgrung Ide’u gsum
gyis bskyangs), playing an important role in maintaining the political
and social order.” In contrast to religious personnel who impart ‘the
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way of god’ (lha chos), bards and singers are believed to have passed
down ‘the way of men’ (mi chos), characterised by the oral transmission
of the expansive cultural norms and social values through the vehicle of
poetic language.®® Based on the fourteenth century text Five Chronicles
(Bka’ thang sde Inga), nine basic topics were included in ‘the way of men’,
correlating with the body parts of a lion:

The lion’s right leg represents the formation of the physical world.
The left leg represents the origin of mankind.

The back represents the geography of the world.

The right hand symbolizes the genealogy of rulers.

The left hand symbolizes the genealogy of the human race.

The middle finger symbolizes the formation of Buddhism.

The neck represents lay people.

The head represents the lineage of one’s parents.

The tail represents songs of joy.*

By briefly outlining these topics, we trust that it has become clear
that Shépa embodies ‘the way of men’ manifested through beautiful
songs. However, Shépa is not the only tradition that engages with
such an expansive knowledge system that embraces cultural legacies
and transmits history and social norms. To better understand this
interconnection, it is productive to compare the content of Shépa with
other Tibetan oral traditions, such as, sipé toyik (srid pa’i tho yig) in Tébo,
and molla (mol ba) in Dingri and Mustang, as well as [u and tam (gtam)
in the greater Tibetan cultural region.

The Content of Shépa in Relation to Other Tibetan Oral Traditions

Sipé toyik in Tébo of Amdo, translated as ‘the Catalogue of the World’,
is the ritual recitation of Sipé Bon specialists, leu, and senior laymen in
the funeral rituals of those who passed away having reached the age
of sixty or more.” Sipé toyik is recited antiphonally by individuals who
come from the same village of the deceased as well as by relatives from
other villages. A recent compilation of sipé toyik shows that it contains
four major sections, including a panegyric, aspects of Bon and Buddhist
cosmologies, the geography of the world and Tibet, and the local history
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of Tébo.”! Although sipé toyik is composed in lines with varied numbers
of syllables in a manner that is more flexible, part of its content overlaps
with Shépa, such as how the world rests on the cosmic tortoise. Similar
to Shépa, the origin story and history in sipé toyik reflect a pan-Tibetan
account of the self, lineage, and community, preserved in Tébo.

Other ritual recitations that function as rites of passage are molla,
translated as ‘speeches’—in Dingri, Mustang, and nearby areas.
Composed in lines of varied syllables, molla in Mustang are often recited
by monks in order to increase one’s longevity or to seek a good rebirth
for a recently deceased member of the community.” In Dingri, molla are
composed mostly in lines of nine syllables and recited by a male layman
or mopon (mol dpon), at weddings and in other ceremonies.” Despite
these differences, molla in both areas cover a similar range of subjects. In
Mustang in particular, molla engage with topics as diverse as cosmology,
geography, and the genealogy of ancient Tibetan monarchs and local
rulers™—parts of which are similar and even identical to elements of
Shépa, such as the world being centered around Mount Meru and the
descent of Tibetan monarchs. Additionally, as in Shépa, the themes and
content of molla are not always consistent and may sometimes even be
contradictory. For example, molla in Dingri value social equality yet at
the same time celebrate elitism.” Similarly, in Shépa, Riibel is narrated
as a tortoise-shaped deity of miraculous birth, in ‘Khyung’, but is
later referred to as the being who engages in all four modes of birth,
in ‘Riibel’. We should not interpret these inconsistencies as mistakes,
but rather understand them to be inherent to Tibetan religious and
cultural histories, marked by the amalgamation of folk religion, Bon,
and Buddhism.

In a wider frame, ceremonial recitations such as molla and sipé toyik
fall under the category of tam, translated as ‘speeches’, a genre which
has long existed in the Tibetan world. According to a Tibetan saying,
‘tam existed before Yungdrung Bon and Buddhism came into being’
(G.yung drung gi bon ma dar gong la/ sangs rgyas kyi chos ma dar gong
la/ ’jig rten pa’i gtam dar//). Tam are often considered to be one of ‘the
nine skills” (pho rtsal sna dgu) that a noble man should master. The
content of tam covers various subjects, including creation myths, local
histories, clan genealogies, geography, celebratory speeches, and so
forth. The selected subject depends on the performative context. The
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characteristics of tam suggest that tam and other similar traditions, like
Shépa, should be thought of as living cultural repertoires that provide
an overall knowledge schema predating and influenced by Buddhism,
rather than simply as a genre of Tibetan orature.

Last but not least, Shépa shares a great similarity with lu, which
are predominantly understood and translated as folk songs but
conceptualised as a knowledge system or encyclopedia in some Tibetan
communities. In Ladakh, contemporary ‘door songs’ (sgo glu), which
are part of the wedding ritual, serve as a compelling example of such a
knowledge system. When performing door songs, girls block a door and
challenge boys with questions on a wide range of subjects, including
Buddhistand Bon elements and secular knowledge, to make the ceremony
more challenging and enjoyable.” In the Baima 5 (Dwags po khog)
community to the south of Choné on the Gansu-Sichuan borderland,” [u
contain information on the creation myth, the movement of planets, the
environment, social norms, and Sipé Bon. Locals understand /u more as
an encyclopedia (baike quanshu EIFI2H5)7 than as simply folk songs.
Similarly to Shépa, lu are performed in a question-and-answer format
by singers (glu ba) who enjoy significant social status at weddings,
rituals, and other social gatherings. In addition, in their folk songs and
stories, Bon (g.yung drung Bon), Buddhism (sangs rgyas chos), and lu (a
lags glu) often appear as three brothers who cure various diseases.”” In
Tébo, similarly, Bon, Buddhism, and Iu (srid pa’i glu) are often arranged
in parallel in local folk songs,® suggesting that lu represents a system
of cultural or religious knowledge—containing kaleidoscopic themes
similar to Shépa.*

By situating Shépa within the wider context of Tibetan orature and
examining Shépa in relation to other practices, we note the shared
formats and overlapping content among these various oral traditions.
Employing figures of speech such as reduplicative onomatopoeia, simile,
hyperbole, and parallelisms, Tibetan oral traditions impart cultural and
social norms in vivid and poetic ways. A number of practices, including
Shépa, focus on Tibetan religious and secular history and draw
connections between the past and present, serving to reinforce linguistic,
cultural, and religious identities. All this speaks to the connectivity and
adaptability of different genres of Tibetan oral tradition. The connectivity
and adaptability that we outline above suggest that an examination of
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the content of various Tibetan oral traditions within specific temporal
and geographic contexts, rather than a fixation on what name or title
they carry, will likely generate a productive discussion. The meaning of
each kind of Tibetan oral tradition may change across time and spatial
contexts. For instance, lu are understood to be folk songs within the
wider Tibetan cultural sphere, but as an encyclopedia in the Baima
community, or as a knowledge system in Tébo, depending on the context.
In Choné, Shépa are understood to be verses comprising of a relatively
fixed number of syllables on sacred topics in a question-and-answer
format, performed only by men. Yet, in other parts of Amdo, Shépa may
be verse, prose, or a combination of both with a flexible syllable structure
performed around culturally important items and on special occasions,
practiced in diverse formats by both men and women. Moreover, it is
relevant to note that a single practice may be referred to with different
titles. Sipé toyik is regarded as a form of tam by locals in Tébo, where
it is known as tampoché (gtam po che), meaning ‘Great Speeches’. Molla
can also be thought of as tam and the term is used interchangeably with
‘narrative’ ("bel gtam), ‘discourse’ (mol gtam), or ‘speeches’ (mol tshig).®

In sum, Shépa shows a strong connection to other Tibetan oral
traditions. By comparing them, we can develop a comprehensive
understanding of the family of Tibetan oral traditions, of which Shépa
is a member. Akin to related practices in other Tibetan areas, Shépa
may be understood as a cultural treasury for not only Choné locals
but also for Tibetan society writ large. Shépa contains a pre-Buddhist
conceptualisation of the world, a Buddhist cosmology, various cultural
objects on which Tibetans rest their worries and wishes, as well as
considerable native knowledge which has been modified by Buddhism
through the Tibetan literary tradition.

Shépa and Tibetan Literature

Buddhist literature has undoubtedly contributed significantly to
the content of Shépa. Following the orthographic standardisation of
the Tibetan language in the ninth century, Tibetan Buddhism swiftly
expanded across the land of snows during the ‘later spread of the
dharma’ (bstan pa phyi dar). From the late tenth century onward, a large
quantity of Buddhist scriptures and commentaries were translated into
Tibetan, coinciding with the rise of several institutionalised Buddhist
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sects. In this process, Tibetan Buddhist scholars started to compose
texts to systematically explain the Buddha's teachings and the relation
between Tibet and Buddhism to practitioners and laymen alike.®
Contributing to this tradition, Sakya teachers composed ‘manuals’ (yig
cha) to facilitate the training of monastic and lay practitioners in the
early thirteenth century. The Sakya Pandita Kiinga Gyeltsen (1182-1251)
composed The Gateway to Knowledge (Mkhas pa’i tshul la ‘jug pa’i sgo zhes
bya ba’i bstan bcos bzhugs so), one of the earliest manuals, to teach young
monks. His successor and nephew, Phagpa, compiled The Explanation
of Knowledge (Shes bya rab gsal) for Mongol Prince Cinggim (Tib. Jin
jim, 1243-1285) in 1278 to make sense of complex Buddhist concepts,
especially cosmology.® Key material that they consulted to compile the
manuals was Indian master Vasubandhu’s (Dbyig gnyen) The Treasury
of Abhidharma (Chos mmngon pa mdzod, Skt. Abhidharmakosa-bhisya,
or Abhidharmakosa for short), which details a series of fundamental
Buddhist thoughts and has been translated into Tibetan multiple times
since the ninth century.®

In Choné, oral accounts suggest that local monastic scholars,
particularly Drakpa Shédrup, composed ‘Jikten Chakluk’ according
to the Abhidharmakoda. Structuring the Buddha’s teachings in a
taxonomically coherent way,®* the Abhidharmakosa is a key text of
Abhidharma literature, being one of the three baskets of Buddhism.¥”
Consisting of eight chapters, it is one of the greatest theoretical bases for
the Buddhist traditions in Tibet, China, and East Asia.® In the Tibetan
monastic context, the Abhidharmakosa is one of five central texts for the
Geluk monastic education. It is also the final treaty which advanced
monks must study in their almost twenty-year long training in exoteric
texts.¥ However, a comparison of the Abhidharmakosa and ‘Jikten
Chakluk’ indicates that the latter was likely a rhythmical adaptation
from an elaborate revision of the concise verses and commentaries in the
Abhidharmakosa. The manual of Phagpa was ideal for such an adaptation
and has indeed had a direct impact on Shépa.

Reading ‘Jikten Chakluk” and The Explanation of Knowledge side by
side, it seems that their contents and rhetorical styles are similar. The
Buddhist length measurement discussed in these texts is a fine example
of their relatedness (see Table 1). We speculate that the elements of Shépa
that concern Buddhist cosmology, particularly the external world (phyi
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snod 'jig rten) and sentient beings (nang bcud sems can), were tailored into
a question-and-answer format according to Phagpa’s manual. Despite
local oral accounts suggesting that the Geluk scholar Drakpa Shédrup
compiled ‘Jikten Chakluk’ in the early eighteenth century, it is possible
that local Sakya monks might have already developed some contents of
this section before the Geluk domination over the Luchu valley.

Table 1: Length Measurement in ‘Jikten Chakluk’, Shes bya rab gsal and

Abhidharmakosa®™
Shépa Shes bya rab Abhidharmakosa
‘Jikten Chakluk’ gsal

Both earshot and | Rgyang grags ‘Byung ba de dag | Gzugs ming dus mtha’
league, dpag tshad bshad | gi shin tu ba'i rdul yig dang/
Are composed of rgyu na/Rdul mthar thug pa ni
atoms. phra rab bsags nas | phra rab kyi rdul

yong ba yin/ the zhig tu med

pa’i phyir cha med
pa nyid do/

Seven atoms Phra rab rdul De bdun ni rdul | Skad cig phra rab rdul
form, bdun bsags pa la/ | phran no/ dang ni/ Rdul phran
One molecule. Rdul phmn‘ gcig la dang ni de bzhin du/

bzhag pa yin/
Seven molecules | De bdun la ni De bdun ni lcags | Lcags chu ri bong lug
make one iron  |lcags rdul gcig/ | rdul lo/ dang glang/
particle.
Seven iron Lcags rdul bdun | De bdun ni chu
particles make  |nichu rdul gcig/ |rdullo/
one water
particle.
Seven water Chu rdul bdun la | De bdun ni ru
particles make  |ri bong gcig/ bong gi rdul lo/
one rabbit
particle.
Seven rabbit Rdul de bdun la | De bdun ni lug
particles make  |lug rdul gcig/ rdul lo/
one sheep
particle.
Seven sheep Lug rdul bdun ni | De bdun ni glang
particles make |glang rdul gcig/  |rdul lo/
one ox particle.
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Shépa Shes bya rab Abhidharmakosa
‘Jikten Chakluk’ gsal
Seven ox De bdun la ni nyi | De bdun ni nyi Nyi zer rdul dang
particles make | rdul gcig/ zer gyi rdul lo/ sro ma dang/ De
one particle of las byung dang de
sun dust. bzhin nas/ Sor tshigs
Seven particles | De bdun la ni sro | De bdun ni sro zhes bya gong bdun
of sun dust ma gcig ma’i tshad do/ bsgyur/
make one louse
egg particle.
Seven louse Sroma bdunni | De bdun ni shig gi
egg particles shig gcig yin/ tshad do/
make one louse
particle.
Seven louse Shig bdun tshogs | De bdun ni nas
particles make |la nas gcig yin/ | kyi tshad do/
one barley
particle.
Seven barley Nas bdun la ni sor | De dag "dus pa
particles make  |tshigs gcig/ las/ Snod kyi 'jig
one knuckle. rten dang lus grob
bo/ Nas bdun la
ni sor mo gcig gi
tshad do/
Twenty-four Sor tshigs nyi shu | Sor mo nyi shu
knuckles, rtsa bzhi la/ bzhi la ni khru
Make one cubit. | Brtsis nas khru gang ngo/ sor mo nyi shu bzhi la
gang bzhag ni khru/
yin/
Four cubits Khru bzhi la ni Khru bzhi la ni Khru bzhi la ni gzhu
make one arm | gzhu ‘dom gang/ |’'dom gang ngo/  |gang ngo/
span.
Five hundred Gzhu ‘dom Inga | 'Dom Inga brgya | De dag Inga brgya
arm spans make |brgya rgyang la ni rgyang grags |rnams la ni/
one earshot. grags geig/ geig go/
Eight earshots | Rgyang grags Rgyang grags Rgyang grags de la
make one brgyad la dpag brgyad la ni dpag | dgon par ‘dod/ De
league. tshad gcig/ tshad gcig go brgyad dpag tshad ces
'Dis 'jig rten dang | bya’o/

lus kyi tshad rnam
par gzhal lo/
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In addition, ‘Jikten Chakluk’ contains cosmological knowledge derived
from the Condensed Wheel of Time Tantra (Dpal dus kyi 'khor lo’i rgyud,
Skt. Srilaghu-kalacakra-tantra). This esoteric treatise widely known as
the Kalacakra-tantra has been translated into Tibetan more than fourteen
times since the eleventh century.”” The Kdilacakra practice thrived in
Sakya, Geluk, and several other Tibetan Buddhist sects from the late
fourteenth century. It is possible that it was introduced to Choné on a
larger scale after the foundation of the first esoteric college in the Luchu
valley during the early eighteenth century.” Again, Drakpa Shédrup
was believed to be the one who tailored the Kalacakra-tantra’s content
about the external world and its dimensions for a lay audience in Choné.
Nonetheless, we may not rule out the possibility that Sakya scholars
and Shépa performers incorporated such content into ‘Jikten Chakluk’
before the institutionalised transmission of this tantra in Choné.”
Beyond Buddhist-centered knowledge, it is also evident that Shépa
has been influenced by Tibetan historical texts that were written down
or rediscovered as ‘hidden treasures’ (gter ma) before the fifteenth
century. Specifically, the account of the Tibetan royal lineage, the origin
of the Tibetan people, and the spread of dharma to Tibet, in ‘Jikten
Chakluk’ and ‘Lénpo Garchen’, are similar to those in rediscovered texts
such as Pillar Testament (Bka’ chems ka khol ma, 11* c.), The Collection of
Teachings and Practices Focused on Avalokiteshvara (Ma Ni bka’ "bum, 12
c.), and The Five Chronicles (Bka’ thang sde Inga, 14" c.). These accounts
are widely cited in classical Tibetan history books, such as A History of
Buddhism in India and Tibet (Bu ston chos 'byung, 1322), The Mirror of the
Royal Genealogies (Rgyal rabs gsal ba’i me long, 14* c.), Red Annals (Deb
ther dmar po, 14" c.), A General History on China and Tibet (Rgya bod yig
tshang chen mo, 1434), The New Red Annals (Deb ther dmar po gsar ma,
1538), and A Scholar’s Feast (Mkhas pa’i dga’ ston, 16% c.). Whether these
written accounts were inspired by contemporary orature, such as Shépa,
or the other way around is essentially a ‘chicken and egg’ problem.
Moreover, Shépa may have a literary counterpart entitled A 15"
Century Tibetan Compendium of Knowledge (Bshad mdzod yid bzhin nor
bu), or Shédzo for short. Shédzé is an encyclopedia-like text compiled
by Déndam Mawé Senggé (Don dam smra ba’i seng ge, n.d.) for
members of a ruling lineage in southeastern cultural Tibet in the late
fifteenth century. It not only translates obscure Buddhist concepts into
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layman’s language but also offers contextual information about a range
of subjects to secular and literate elites. In terms of its readership, Shédzo
is considered a type of compendium that is distinct from The Gateway to
Knowledge.** However, historically low literacy rates in Tibetan secular
communities lead us speculate that the division between religious
and secular audience of the compendia should be not be thought of as
very rigid. In the same way that Shédzo was possibly read by religious
practitioners, Shépa has been appreciated by local lamas and monks.

In addition to Buddhist cosmology and philosophy, Shédzé covers a
wide range of topics, including Tibetan mythology, royal genealogies,
geography, and language; as well as astrology, Bon, medicine, speech,
and song (see Table 2). It is marked by a question-and-answer format.
It is written in poetic form with less-rigid syllable structure, strongly
influenced by parallelism, and systematically classified by topic. Shédzd is
also deeply interwoven with both Tibetan orature and Tibetan literature.
As shown below, many themes that emerge in Shédzo are similar to those
present in Shépa and readers may quickly locate counterpart sections
in Shépa, albeit with minor differences. It is clear that Shépa and Shédzi
have a strong connection.

Table 2: A Comparison of Topics in Shédzé and Shépa

Shédzo Shépa
The Physical World Phyi snod ’jig rten
A Brief Account of the Origins of the Cosmos
The Various Universes of the Cosmos
The Worlds of Our Universe
Our Wolds and the Arrangement of the Discs Dkyi "khor
Mount Meru Ri yi rgyal po
The Seven Golden Mountains Gser gyi ri bdun
The Seven Corresponding Seas Rol ba’i mtsho bdun
The Vast Outer Ocean Phyi’i rqya mtsho chen po
The Encircling Iron Mountains Phyi lcags ri nag po

The Four Continents and the Eight Subcontinents

Gling bzhi dang gling phran

The Sun, Moon, Planets and Stars Nyi zla skar gsum
The City of Paradise of the Gods

The Palaces and Parks of the Upper Heavens

The Theory of Origination and Destruction 'Jig pa

The Measurement of Space and Time Nyi ma ring thung

Dpag tshad kyi brtsi tshul




Introduction \ﬁdﬁ%ﬁ?&\]ﬂ'}a’ Fie 39

Shédzo Shépa
The Sentient Creatures Nang bcud sems can
The Six Spheres of Rebirth Sems can 'gro ba rigs drug
The Eighteen Hells
The Sphere of the Pretas
The Sphere of the Animals
The Sphere of the Titans
The Sphere of Men of the Four Continents Gling bzhi po
Man in Jambudvipa and His Fall Sngon bskal pa dang po’i mi
The Origins of the Tibetans Bod kyi mi yi pha ma
The Sphere of the Gods Khams gsum
The Royal Lineages Blon po mgar chen
The Royal Lineage of Tibet Rgyal po sum cu rtsa gnyis

The Royal Lineage to Sron-rtsan-sgam-po

The Royal Dynastic Period

The Tribal Structure of the World

The Geography of the World

The Geography of Jambudvipa Lho ‘dzam bu gling
Buddhism: Its Origins and Concepts Khams la beo brgyad
Buddhism in Tibet Bod sangs rgyas bstan pa
Astrology Skar ma skar chen nyer

brgyad

Khyim beu gnyis

Sme ba dgu

Spar kha brgyad
Astrology in China Lo "khor beu gnyis
The Great Golden Cosmic Tortoise Ma hA gser gyi rus sbal
How The Five Elements Appeared 'Byung ba Inga
The Bon Religion
Medicine

Esoteric Practices of the Mantrayana

Philology and Linguistics

The Importance of Rhetoric and Public Speaking
The Oral Expression of Happiness

From the eighteenth century onward, we see the intellectual engagement
of local Géluk scholars in modifying and compiling Shépa. Many
singers state that Drakpa Shédrup collated and revised Shépa. After
comparing Shépa with his writings on the astrology and divination, as
shown in Table 3, we can identify considerable similarities. Whether this
is because Drakpa Shédrup documented the content of Shépa as it was
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performed at the time, or whether he composed new content for local
performers based on other written works, or even whether scholars
subsequently added sections from his work to Shépa, cannot be known
without further research.

Table 3: The Eight Trigrams and Nine Magic Squares in Shépa and the
Collected Works of Drakpa Shédrup®

Shépa’

Drakpa Shédrup

Li is fire, khon is earth
and da is metal.

Li me khon sa dwa Icags
dang/

Spar kha li me kon sa
dang/

Khen is sky, kham
is water, and gin is
mountain.

Khen gnam kham chu gin
ri dang/

dwa Icags khen gnam kham
chu dang/

Zin is wood and zon is

Zin shing zon rlung de dag

Gin ri zin shing zon rlung

their element is metal.

wind. kyang/ ngo/

This is the composition | Spar kha brgyad po chags |’On kyang phyogs kyi spar
of the Eight Trigrams. tshul yin/ kha ni/

As for the reckoning of | Sme ba dgu bo brtsi tshul | Sme ba’i chad lugs bstan
the Nine Magic Squares, |ni/ pa ni/

The first, sixth and Gcig dkar drug dkar Gcig dkar drug dkar
eighth are white, and brgyad dkar Icags/ brgyad dkar Icags/

The second is black and
the third is blue, and
their element is water.

Gnyis nag gsum mthing
chu yin la/

Gnyis nag sum mthung
chu yin la/

The fourth—whose
element is wood—is
green; the fifth is yellow
and its element is earth.

Bzhi ljang shing ste Inga
ser sa/

Bzhi ljang shing ste Inga
ser sa/

The seventh is red and
the ninth is violet, and
their element is fire.

Bdun dmar dgu mu men
me yin/

Bdun dmar dgu dmar me
yinno/

Nevertheless, it is evident that Lozang Tendzin (Blo bzang bstan ‘dzin,
n.d.), a local monk from Pelyiil (Dpal yul/Bod yul; Boyu f#i#), was
involved in transliterating, editing, and enriching Shépa. He obtained
the degree of Geshe Lharampa (dge bshes lha rams pa) in Lhasa, and
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then served as the 113" dharma lord of Choné Monastery. In the late
nineteenth century, he compiled The Collection of Shépa (Bshad pa’i tho yig).
His text became the principal material used by Choné County officials
to produce mimeographed versions of Shépa in the 1980s. According
to local knowledge holders, his successor, the 114" dharma lord Dorél
Ponlop Ngakwang Tapkhé (Rdo rol dpon slob ngag dbang thabs
mkhas, n.d.), transcribed The Collection of Shépa, perhaps expanding it
with sections on Mount Meru and the Spread of Buddhism in Tibet.
These Geluk scholars consulted Buddhist texts to revise Shépa, likely
to promote the dharma in local Tibetan communities. To this day, their
texts still exert an enormous influence on the content and transmission
of Shépa.

The involvement of monastic scholars in compiling Shépa and
bridging orature and literature continues to the present. Several Shépa
performers have confirmed that they learned stanzas of ‘Jikten Chakluk’
from local monks who were invited to explain the meaning of some of
the content. When narrations are disputed, performers may ask a monk
to offer a verdict and draw on a textual source for verification if one
is available. In 2019, an online Shépa course was offered to performers
by a disrobed monk who is an active collector and compiler of Shépa
texts. During the course, he read and explained stanzas concerning
Buddhist cosmology to support community members in gaining a
deeper understanding.

In sum, Shépa has been influenced by Buddhist classics, manuals,
and history texts. On closer inspection, Shépa and literary sources
mirror one another considerably in terms of how they approach the
formation of the world, early Tibetan history, the spread of Buddhism,
the invitation of Princess Wencheng (Rgya bza’; Wencheng gongzhu 3
3, 623-680), and so on. We find it futile to focus on the sequence in
which these contents emerged; instead, we pay attention to their close
interplay within and across Tibetan orature and literature.

Shépa: Fusing Tibetan Orature and Literature

Shépa blurs the boundaries between orality and textuality, resisting strict
demarcation. We have discussed how certain elements of pre-Buddhist
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oral traditions such as deu have endured in Shépa, and how the Tibetan
literary tradition has woven its narratives into Shépa. In this way, we
seek to offer a new perspective for examining the interplay between
oral and literary traditions in cultural Tibet, which until now has been
mostly overshadowed by studies of how oral traditions—working as
repertoires—shape and energise Tibetan literary production.”” This
interplay is not a new phenomenon but has in fact long existed in cultural
Tibet and beyond.*® Such tendencies are also observed among performers
of the Gesar Epic (don sgrung/thos sgrung), who rely on both textual and
audio recordings as learning sources,” as well as among performers in
the Yi community who rely on written texts for the transmission of their
own epic, The Nuosu Book of Origins.'® We demonstrate that Tibetan oral
traditions in general, and Shépa in this specific case, fuse orature and
literature.

The dynamism of the oral tradition and the richness of the Tibetan
literary imagination enrich one other, enlivening Shépa through various
aspects and with different rationales. By way of example, in Tibetan
historical narratives, the marriage between Princess Wencheng and
Songtsen Gampo is more often understood as a symbol of the Buddhist
‘civilising project’” within the Tibetan Empire. Wedding speeches in
other Tibetan areas, such as Trika, also depict this union as a model
marriage.'” Nonetheless, this story in Choné, as demonstrated through
‘Lonpo Garchen’, is less focused on the wedding itself and the Buddhist
aspect of this marriage. Instead, the central focus of this story in Shépa
is on matchmaking and praising the wisdom and bravery of Minister
Gar Tongsten (d. 667). It is this mutability that shines a light on different
aspects of age-old stories. These dynamic processes contribute to the
vitality of Shépa in particular, and to Tibetan oral traditions in general.

The Wider Implications and Relevance of Shépa

Shépa can be appreciated in many distinct ways: both as a composition
of Tibetan poetry delivered in accessible language, or as a repertoire of
Tibetan culture in which myths of creation, legends, religious traditions,
rituals, and local customs are documented and described. In engaging
with sites such as the Machen Pomra and Otang Lake, Shépa also
highlights Tibetan conceptions of geography and sacred space, offering
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cultural and religious knowledge that are inscribed onto the Tibetan
landscape. We may also appreciate Shépa as a means to understand
elements of early Indian and Chinese culture that were adopted by
Tibetans. In Shépa narration, east China (smad rgya nag), the Land of
Divination, is always presented hand-in-hand with west India (stod rgya
gar), the Land of Dharma.'* Indian astrology (skar rtsis) and Buddhism
have left heavy imprints on Shépa. The Chinese astrological knowledge
system (nag rtsis)—comprising of Five Elements (khams Inga; wuxing
#i1T), Bight Trigrams (spar kha brgyad; bagua J\¥}), and Nine Magic
Squares (sme ba dgu; jiugong JL'E)—as well as Chinese figures who
are often regarded as masters of divination such as Princess Wencheng
and Confucius (Lha kong tse ‘phrul gyi rgyal po; Kongzi fL.F, 551-479
BCE), are also celebrated in Shépa.

Shépa can be read as an access point for shared cultural elements
that carry relevance across the wider Himalayan region. For example,
the bat (pha wang), with its nine specialties, carries ritual and cultural
significance in Tibetan culture and is often regarded as very capable in
dealing with a range of problems.'® Narratives about how the bat solves
crises are found not only in Shépa—where the bat plays a key role in
locating and rescuing the red Khyung trapped by the dii (bdud), a class
of pre-Buddhist deities translated as ‘demons’—but are also present
in other Tibetan sources, such as the Nyen Collection (Gnyan 'bum), in
which the bat helps ease tensions between human beings and the nyen
(gnyan) after prominent priests fail in this endeavour. In this collection
of stories, the bat is the principal character who searches for and locates
the male deity (pho [ha) after he goes missing.'** Similarly, in Yunnan,
the Naxi ethnic community look to the bat for crisis-solving. According
to the pictographic manuscript The White Bat’s Search for Sacred Books, the
Naxi people believe it was the bat who finally secured the sacred book
from the female priest, after the eagle and sparrow failed in their quest.'®
Through Shépa, we could observe cultural tropes that are shared across
the Himalayan region.

The most celebrated and perhaps most salient element of Shépa
is that it has endured the great transformations that occurred within
Tibetan culture, transmitting and carrying forward elements of
Tibetan civilisation, reflecting Tibetan political and religious history,
and speaking to the shared culture, beliefs, and experiences that tie
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geographically distinct Tibetan communities together. The accretion of
Tibetan civilisation is layered into Shépa, making it an amalgamation of
Sipé Bon, Yungdrung Bon and Buddhist knowledge systems. Specifically,
Sipé Bon, with its animistic features, have remained present in Shépa.
The belief that the physical world is inhabited by various spirits, such
as za (gza’), tsen (btsan), and teurang (the’u rang), all of whom need to
be propitiated, is addressed in ‘Tsalu” when the groom comes to take
the bride. In 'Khyung’, the bird-shaped deity was born from an egg of
thirteen substances kneaded by Yémon Gyelpo (Ye smon rgyal po)—
the King of Primordial Wishes; the Black-Headed Man (Smon mi dbu
nag)—mankind; and Yeshen Wangdzok (Ye gshen dbang rdzogs)—the
earliest Bon priest. The egg resembles three classes of spirits (lha, gnyan
and lu) which reside in the three realms (srid pa gsum) of the world,
namely: the sky, earth, and intermediate space:

The incredibly mysterious egg,
Looking at it from above, what was the egg?
Looking at it from below, what was the egg?

Looking it from the front, what was the egg?

Looking at it from above, it was lha.
Looking at it below, it was nyen.
Looking it from the front, it was lu.

This was an incredibly mysterious egg.

This worldview is a powerful confirmation of Sipé Bon cosmology.
The same worldview is also preserved in ‘Riibel’. Yet, a transition from
the tripartite worldview of Sipé Bon to the dualistic worldview of
institutionalised Bon also appears in Shépa.!” Khyung and Riibel, the
tortoise-shaped deity, are delineated along dualistic lines, separating
heaven from earth:

In the sky, the forefather descended.

Who was the being that held up the sky?

On the earth, the foremother descended.

Who was the being that pressed down the earth?

Speaking of the being who held up the sky,
It was the great Khyung who lifted up the sky.
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The great Khyung, the being who lifted up the sky,
The sky was uplifted effortlessly.

Speaking of the being who weighed down the earth,
It was Riibel who pressed down the earth.

Riibel, the being who pressed down the earth.

The earth was depressed gently.

With the spread of Buddhism to the Plateau, a Buddhist worldview
was introduced to the Tibetan cultural world. Buddhism interacted
with local Tibetan beliefs, leading to the amalgamation of folk religion,
Bon, and Buddhism. As scholars have indicated, there are many
points of active interaction between these once quite different belief
systems.'”” Such aspects are clearly manifested in oral traditions such
as Shépa, particularly in ‘Riibel: the understanding that Riibel’s body
parts are compatible with three major classes of spirits residing in the
world’s three realms reflects the worldview presented in Tibetan folk
religion. Only later were Buddhist elements such as Mafijusri ("Jam dpal
dbyangs), method (thabs), wisdom (shes rab), and others included in
the narration. For instance, MafijustT became identified as the divinity
who tamed the cosmic tortoise. Mafijuéri shot the Riibel with the golden
arrow and pierced it with the flaming sword. The tortoise-shaped deity
was turned upside down and its shell became the foundation of the
world.'®

Notably, in the tradition of Yungdrung Bon, the wisdom deity Sherab
Mawe Senge (Shes rab smra ba’i seng ge) emanated a golden tortoise as
the foundation of the world.!® In an earlier Bon work, The Multicolored
Apportions Collection (Kun "bum khra bo, 13" c.), a deity named Kiinbum
Goje (Kun 'bum go 'byed) created the golden tortoise that holds the
world."? In all these narratives, including Shépa, the cosmic tortoise is
widely understood to be the basis of the world. We note that divinities
of different religious traditions have played similar roles in emanating
and taming the tortoise. This similarity showcases the process of mutual
incorporation among Tibetan religions and reflects the conscious
collection of Tibetan knowledge systems and the preservation of ancient
continuities. In this way, we can begin to understand how Tibetan history
unfolded and how Shépa stands as a narrative that has captured shifts in
religious and cultural paradigms across the Tibetan Plateau over time.
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While acknowledging that Shépa reflects shared culture and
beliefs across geographically distinct Tibetan communities, we
must also highlight that Shépa speaks to the vernacularisation of
Tibetan civilisation, contributing to a sense of the specificity of local
communities. For instance, the vernacularisation of the notion of lineage
and continuity of the patrilineal household is manifested through anyé
zhidak in Shépa. While anyé zhidak is normally integrated into the prayer
room in neighbouring Tibetan communities, in the Choné Tibetan
household, it is found in a separate location and continues to be a key
element of house architecture where it is reserved for the ritual specialist
to conduct rituals related to the rites of passage of family members. In
addition, Khyung is a culturally and religiously important creature for
Tibetans. In Choné and Tébo, a straw-knitted Khyung (dgra lha mgon
po bya rdang) is presented during the offering ritual for the mountain

111

deity."! Khyung is also adopted into the daily lives of Tibetans,
evidenced by local narratives in Choné and Gyarong which suggest that
the style of headdresses and cloaks are patterned after this mythical
bird. While there are many other examples, the central point here is
that these vernacularisations reflect the ways in which each community
mediates Tibetan civilisation through their own specific and local lens.
Oral traditions like Shépa offer a prism through which we may discern
the parameters of Tibetan culture without glossing over its richness and

complexity.

Documentation, Transliteration, Transcription,
Textual Collection, and Translation

The Shépa recordings and texts on which we draw in this manuscript
were collected between 2015 and 2020, along the upper and middle
Luchu River where the Tibetan language and culture are better
preserved. Our documentation of Shépa was initiated by Marnyi Gyatso
in 2015. Fragmented sections were recorded by Marnyi Gyatso together
with Grandfather Quan Gyatso and Grandfather Meng Tusktor in the
summers of 2016 and 2017. The majority of the recordings were made
by Bendi Tso in the course of 2019. In the process of documentation, we
were fortunate to receive the help of Guru Tsering and Fan Xueyong,
as well as many monastic scholars and local historians who—having
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committed their time and knowledge to collect Shépa texts—generously
shared their collections and insights with us. Taken together, these oral
and textual materials form our corpus.

In Choné, Grandfather Meng Tusktor was one of the best-known
performers who sang most Shépa sections in their entirety. In Grandfather
Meng Tusktor’s village, Bendi Tso documented his narratives by video
in April 2019. There was no audience during the sowing season,
which ensured that this documentation work could proceed without
disturbance. Meng Tusktor gave our work his wholehearted support,
enormous patience, and deep care. He always brought his 90-page
transliteration of Shépa in Chinese to the recording site, in a format
that is only intelligible to him, in case he forgot a few lines. Years of
performance ensured that he had memorised almost every stanza and
he only consulted his text occasionally. As singing took a significant
amount of time and effort, given his health and age (being in his late
70s), we respectfully requested him to render his songs into narratives
after we had recorded ‘Chémar’.

Grandfather Meng Tusktor made narrative plans in accordance
with his own condition and experience, deciding when to pause and
take rest, what to narrate next, and thinking through what needed to
be explained before and after each segment. A short segment would
often take around ten minutes to narrate, which would be followed
by his interpretation and sometimes anecdotes related to his learning
and performance of that segment. Bendi Tso took notes throughout
the process, reviewed them at night and asked questions the following
morning before resuming the documentation. For this reason, we
transliterated the narratives of Grandfather Meng Tusktor into Tibetan
and used these as our primary text, which we indicate with the acronym
MT in footnotes. After completing the documentation, Bendi Tso
invited Grandfather Zhang Gyatso, a wonderful Shépa singer, to listen
the recordings. He shared sections he had memorised along with his
experiences of performing Shépa with us. He provided many stanzas
that are not found in Grandfather Meng Tusktor’s narrative. We label his
stanzas with ZG in our footnotes.

Considering the frequent use of colloquial and everyday language
in Shépa performances, a feature which we have chosen to highlight
and uplift in this work, we give priority to the oral narration rather
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than to written texts. Most of the transliterations were completed
by Naljor Tsering, with the assistance of Bendi Tso. Naljor Tsering
was also responsible for the initial collation. In contrast to previous
documentation work undertaken by monks and local scholars, while
still following the rules of written Tibetan, we have chosen to align our
transliteration closely with the language as spoken in Choné, rather than
with the standardised written form of Amdo Tibetan. To transliterate
local verbal art and convert it into written form, for instance, we use
the colloquial register ‘na’ rather than the written register ‘dam” for ‘or’;
colloquial ‘ga ru’ rather than written ‘gang na’ for ‘where’; colloquial ‘ci
‘dra’ rather than written ‘ci tsam’ for ‘how many’; and ‘ci zhig’ rather than
‘chi zig’ for ‘what’, and so on. In addition, certain Chinese loanwords
that are in everyday use are transliterated phonetically and appended
with an endnote explaining their meaning.

While our stated goal is to prioritise the oral narratives which feature
local, vernacular language, at the same time we also list the many
relatively complete texts which we collected during our collaborative
work in Choné. Our intention is not to create a ‘master text’ that holds
as much standardised content as possible,''? but rather to showcase
the many variations of Shépa in both oral and textual transmission—
ranging from verbal and rhetorical styles to alternations in meaning. In
the process, we uplift and acknowledge the efforts of all those who have
committed themselves to preserving and diversifying this oral tradition
and come before us. By 2020, with the generous support of local singers
and scholars, we had collected many handwritten, mimeographed, and
printed Shépa texts. These written texts can be roughly classified into five
clusters and we list their original Tibetan titles in Wylie transliteration
without correction:

1. The most influential text is known locally as The Collection of
Shépa, which has had an enormous and lasting impact on the
textualisation of Shépa in Choné. It was compiled by Lozang
Tendzin in the 1890s and was preserved by monks at Choné
Monastery. In the early 1980s, three officials in Choné County
mimeographed this text. The reproduction of this text includes
‘Lonpo Garchen’ (blon po sgang chen), ‘Khyung' (khyung),
‘Riibel’ (rus sbal), ‘Da’ (mda”), and ‘Jikten Chakluk’ (’jig rten
chags glu). We have not seen the original texts, except for the
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mimeographed ‘Lonpo Garchen’, and we label this collection
with CS in our footnotes.

Another of the earliest texts we were able to collect is written
in cursive Tibetan (dbu med) on traditional long folios. This
edition was preserved by the natal family of the 114" dharma
lord of Choné Monastery, Dorol Pénlop Ngakwang Tapkhé, in
the 1900s. It consists of ‘Khyung’ (khyung), ‘Riibel” (rus sbal),
and ‘Jikten Chakluk’ (’jig rten chags tshul). We were informed
that a great-grandson of Dor6l Pénlop’s family copied out
the text and complemented it with ‘Lonpo Garchen’ (blon po
sgang chen), ‘Chakshé Dashé’ (Icags bshad mda’ bshad, Iron and
Arrow), and ‘Ri Gyelbo Rirap’ (ri rgyal bo ri rab, Mount Meru).
However, we were only able to collect ‘Khyung’, ‘Riibel’, and
‘Jikten Chakluk’, and we label this edition as DP.

Guru Tsering generously provided another set of Shépa texts.
These comprise of ‘Chémar Choktsi’ (phye mar cog tsi, Barley-
Butter Offering and Table), and ‘Da’ (mda’ yi bshad pa), all of
which were edited or transcribed by an unknown person. We
label them as UN. In addition, this set of texts also include
‘Da’ (mda’ yi glu bshad pa) as transliterated or transcribed by
Tsering, ‘Jikten Chakluk’ (’jig rten chags glu), and ‘Khyung
and Riibel” (khyung dang rus sbal) by Lhamo Tsering, and a
printed version of ‘Jikten Chakluk” (’jig rten chags glu) by an
unknown singer or compiler. We label these as TR, LT, and PT
respectively.

We also collected a set of handwritten texts. The texts titled
‘Ri Gyelbo Rirap, Jikten Chakluk’ (#i rqyal bo ri rab, 'jig rten
chags glu), ‘Tam’ (gtam), ‘Choné Pénp6 Logyt” (co ne dpon
po’i lo rgyus, The History of Choné Kings), and ‘Sipa Chaklu’
(srid pa chags glu, The Sipa Song) are transcribed by Namkha
Doéndrup, and are labelled as ND. The handwritten texts also
include ‘Jikten Chaksum’ (’jig rten chags gsum, The Formation
of the World) from Choné Monastery, which we label as CM.

The last text we draw on is the book titled Sheba &,
co-edited by local historians Fan Xueyong and Yang Shihong.'®
It includes ‘Chémar’ (phye mar), ‘Sipé Chakrap’ (srid pa’i chags
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rabs, The Origin of the World), The Formation of the World
(jig rten chags lugs), ‘Jikten Chakluk’ ('jig rten 'jig lugs), ‘Jikten
Chaktsuil” (jig rten chags tshul, The Creation of the World),
‘Rigyel Lhiinpo” (ri rgyal lhun po, Mount Meru), ‘Khyung’
(khyung chen bshad pa), ‘Ribel’ (rus sbal bshad pa), ‘Lénpo
Garchen’ (blon po mgar chen), ‘Da’ (mda’ bshad pa), ‘Choné
Ponp6 Logyi” (co ne dpon po’i lo rgyus), and ‘Tam’ (gtam). The
authors edited the texts that they collected and standardised
them in line with the Amdo variety of the Tibetan language.
We label stanzas of this book with FY in our footnotes.

Other than these texts, we also collected many fragmented editions of
Shépa. On inspection, these are generally similar to the five clusters
outlined above, and most are adaptations of the compilations by Lozang
Tendzin or Ngakwang Tapkhé. We understand these adaptations to have
occurred when local singers used these texts to revise or complement
their own narrations and documentation projects. These editions—
which have influenced one another and resulted in many trivial
modifications—certainly warrant further analysis. Through careful
and comparative work, we anticipate being able to trace the trajectory
of Shépa transmission and better understand knowledge production
within Choné.

In this book, while we prioritise oral narrations, we also list all
collected texts in our footnotes and do not correct mistakes in spelling
or grammar. Our goal is that community members and scholars will be
in a position to engage with these texts in service of their future studies
without significant editorial intervention by us. The verses which we
have translated are bolded in the footnotes. Most translated verses
derive from oral narrations. When a verse from the written texts could
complete the oral narration or make it significantly clearer, we translate
the verse and indicate this selection by bolding it in the footnote. When
a verse is missing or incomplete, we compose a verse and bold it in the
footnote, marking our editorial intervention with ED.

This book is the product of close teamwork and intense collaboration.
Marnyi Gyatso assumed primary responsibility for examining the
written texts of Shépa, providing the Chinese translations using seven
characters for each verse—employing classical Chinese exclamatory
particles to form rhyming patterns. Bendi Tso, having completed the
second round of collation, contributed the English translations and
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wrote introductions to each individual section. She and Marnyi Gyatso
also composed the book’s introduction. In the whole process, Naljor
Tsering provided his expertise in Bon religion and rituals. Marnyi
Gyatso contributed his knowledge of Chinese and Tibetan history. Mark
Turin offered his experience in the documentation and preservation of
oral traditions more generally, and assumed responsibility for English
editing and representational consistency across the volume. The
introductions were respectively translated into Chinese and Tibetan by
Marnyi Gyatso and Naljor Tsering.

Chinese and English translations are offered immediately following
the Tibetan text, allowing readers to cross-check or cross-read if they
have the requisite language competencies. We avoid being too literal in
our translations in order to keep close to the original Tibetan meaning.
Auspicious numbers, such as 108, are translated literally, and we ask
readers to bear in mind that artistic language is a key element in Tibetan
oral traditions. It is our hope that the section introductions and endnotes
will help to contextualise the narration, providing some ethnographic
and cultural context about the topics in question. Tibetan terms are
transcribed phonetically in the Latin alphabet using the Tibetan and
Himalayan Library’s (THL) Simplified Phonetic Transcription of
Standard Tibetan, with Wylie transliterations provided in parentheses
for English readers. Exceptions are made for terms which have a
common vernacular transliterated form, meaning that we write molla
rather than the more literal molba.

Book Outline

This book is structured in eight sections. The first section is ‘Khyung’
and delineates how the world and Khyung were born. The narrative
proceeds to elaborate on Khyung’s appearance, food, power, forms, and
so forth. The narrative then turns to illustrate how the red Khyung was
captured by the demon and rescued by the wise bat. The second section
is ‘Riibel” and is often performed together with ‘Khyung’. It starts with
an account of the life of Riibel in the sea, followed by how Riibel was
tamed by Mafijuéri. It concludes with how Riibel’s body parts embody
the divinatory schemes. The third section is ‘Jikten Chakluk’ and depicts
the destruction and formation of the world, detailing how the external
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world and sentient beings came into being. This section concludes with
the origin and history of the Tibetan people.

The following two sections focus on the significant social norms and
cultural objects of the Choné people. The fourth section is ‘Chémar’,
the most performed and best-preserved section of Shépa. As its lyrics
demonstrate, the song of ‘Chémar” is the head of all songs; without
narrating ‘Chémar’, one cannot start to narrate Shépa. This section offers
a detailed description of Chémar and the table holding it. The fifth
section is ‘Da’, which illuminates how the arrow is made, from cutting
bamboo to each step involved in crafting it. This section further outlines
the representational meanings of all components of the arrow.

The last three sections highlight wedding elements, and are often
sung together in cultural Choné. The sixth section is ‘Lonpo Garchen’
and begins with an introduction to King Songtsen Gampo, Princess
Wencheng, and Minister Gar Tongtsen—illustrating how the minster
journeyed to Tang China, triumphed over the envoys of other rulers in
competitions to woo Princess Wencheng, and then escaped from China
to Tibet. The seventh and eighth sections are “Tsalu’ and ‘Zhanglu” and
detail the process of taking and giving a bride, respectively.

In documenting and translating Shépa, we stand on the shoulders
of many generations of Shépa performers and compilers. From past to
present, they have kept Shépa alive through generously sharing their
knowledge and skills with both amateurs and dedicated apprentices.
Their experience teaches us that communication and cooperation are
central to the vitality of Shépa. Following in their steps, our hope is that
this book will help to connect Shépa with the Choné people, with all
Tibetans and with the wider world.
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