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Preface

Leaning against the living room window the night before Sangye
Men's wedding, I felt as if I was straddling two worlds, separated by
a thin pane of glass. In the yard, Sangye Men'’s friends formed a circle
and took it in turns to sing and dance, accompanied by a giant stereo
speaker and a rotating rainbow globe light. Their playlist ranged from
Tibetan ballads to Chinese songs, and from the traditional Tibetan lute
(sgra snyan) to nightclub music. When Arabian Night started, a popular
dance song appreciated by younger generations, the guests turned up
the volume as high as it would go, swaying their bodies to the music and
showing their enjoyment.

Right across the window and inside a living room, four elders were
sitting on tsatap (tsha thab/rdza rdo), a raised clay platform where people
eat and sleep, drinking Tibetan spirits (bod rag). The flickering rays of
the rainbow globe danced on their faces. Occasionally looking out of the
window, the elders continued intermittent conversations while singing
Shépa. I wondered whether they were able to catch each other’s words
on account of the loud noise emanating from the speaker next door.

Watching these two worlds co-exist, in that single moment, I
understood the division between the yard and the living room to be
a generational difference that was as transparent as the pane of glass
in the window. Later, as I honed my understanding of how Shépa—an
expansive collection of Tibetan cultural wisdom rendered in song in
Choné—is currently transmitted, I began to think of the division as a
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product of the socio-cultural dilemma facing all Choné people over the
past several decades.

Grandfather Tusktor, one of the Shépa singers with whom I had
privilege of working, always started his account with the phrase ‘back in
those days’. I witnessed how memories came flooding back to him in live
time, how fast such an oral tradition can be lost, and how difficult it is
to transmit Shépa to the next generation. ‘Back in those days’, he would
say, ‘there were no TVs or cell phones. Shépa was always the highlight of
a wedding. We could sing it all night long. Everybody just stayed awake
and listened to the narration. But now, each household has a television.
Nobody wants to listen to Shépa, not to mention engaging in a song
battle’. He laughed dismally and lamented, ‘Nowadays, the night before
the wedding is all about the young people. All young people are keen on
modern music. In many weddings to which I have been invited in recent
years, no one, not a single young person, has come to me and said, “Anyé
(Tib. grandfather), can you narrate parts of Shépa?”’

Dramaticsocial-economicand cultural changes make the preservation
of Shépa extremely difficult. Over the past several years, Choné county
officials and community members have endeavoured to uplift and
revitalise Shépa by registering Shépa as Intangible Cultural Heritage,
selecting Shépa performers to receive government subsidies, organising
Shépa learning sessions and so on. Nevertheless, for many singers like
Grandfather Tusktor, Shépa is considered to be endangered due to a
lack of younger learners, especially people under forty, combined with a
drastic decline of the use of the Tibetan language across the community.

This book, co-authored with members of the local community, offers
a partial response to the growing sense of abandonment of cultural
heritage that is felt across Choné. In the following sections, we present
a collection of Shépa narratives based on oral and textual sources
collected in Choné. We hope that this book may serve as an entry point
for the Choné Tibetan community in support of their goal of Shépa
revitalisation and at the same time uplift their linguistic heritage and
cultural dignity. In addition, we would be delighted if our approach to
engaging with Tibetan oral traditions might in some way contribute to a
wider methodological inquiry on the documentation and preservation
of oral traditions across the Tibetan Plateau and beyond.
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