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Statement about
Romanization and
Languages

This book focuses on a series of popular comedic dialogues originally
performed in the Amdo dialect of Tibetan, spoken in the Northeastern
part of the Tibetan Plateau. The performances mix highly localized
(and sometimes earthy) expressive practices, with oral traditions and
eloquent turns of phrase, all sprinkled liberally with literary and honorific
registers of Tibetan. Some performances present ungrammatical speech,
and others insert Chinese language words and phrases within otherwise
Tibetan speech. This has presented some difficulties for how we render
non-Tibetan terms in Tibetan transcription, as well as how we have
approached translation and transliteration. This note introduces some
of the conventions we have used throughout this book.

Presentation of Amdo Dialect

The Tibetan versions are based on transcriptions made from recordings of
the performances, rather than original scripts. Some readers may be aware
that Menla Jyab (the comedian whose work is translated in this volume)
recently published his collected works (Sman bla skyabs 2024), including
a volume containing the eleven scripts presented here. Menla Jyab is
aware of this project and has given permission for us to translate and
publish these texts. He did not, however, provide us with his scripts when
we began the project. As a result, we have chosen to transcribe the texts
directly from the recordings we have accessed online. Our transcriptions
differ from Menla Jyab’s recent publication primarily in terms of
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presentation and spelling of oral Amdo Tibetan (Sman bla skyabs 2024).
Menla rendered many of the colloquial terms and grammatical syllables
into literary Tibetan, aligning them with standard written forms, and
often used his own distinctive spellings for certain colloquial expressions
and words rarely seen in literary texts. In contrast, we transcribed them
as they were spoken during the performances, aiming to reflect how an
Amdo speaker would hear and write them.

We have tried to render the Tibetan of the Amdo dialect as we hear it.
This is likely to be a controversial choice in Tibetan (and Tibetological)
circles, where writing often follows strict conventions of spelling, grammar,
and lexicon, and many Tibetans tend to resist attempts to write oral forms
of Tibetan. In Amdo, attempts to write in “vernacular” (‘4"4%{5‘) date back
at least to the seventeenth-century songs of realization (Nﬂ’?%‘) by Shar
Kalden Gyamtso (ﬂ’i,‘ﬁmﬁqga\@] see Mog \chung phur kho 2010). In these
songs he sometimes used words like re ma (") meaning “quickly,” which
are specific to the oral registers of Tibetan. More recently, many Amdo
Tibetan authors of modern literature have written some words and particles
of Amdo Tibetan speech in the dialogues of their characters, including,
perhaps most famously, Dondrup Gyal (\ﬁ(qg’;l@"ﬂ) who is sometimes
credited as one of the founders of modern Tibetan literature. Despite these
fleeting attempts, writing in vernacular remains much closer to the literary
Tibetan ideal than a true writing in dialect.

Suzukiand Zou (2024, p. 7), writing from the perspective of language
preservation research, argue that it is important to present language as
it is spoken. In an attempt to make language documentation materials
more available to Tibetan communities, they have attempted to write
oral folktales in Tibetan using literary Tibetan orthography as much as
possible, but writing grammatical words and particles as pronounced.
This stems from a novel sort of intervention in Tibetan language, built
on collaborations between foreign and local scholars and based in a
particular set of sociolinguistic discourses about entextualizing language
and communication for documentation purposes.

Our project and its approach parallel that of Suzuki and Zou (though
we were unaware of it until a reviewer brought it to our attention) in many
ways. We are a collaboration of Tibetan and non-Tibetan scholars, working
from a sociolinguistic perspective to study the languages and cultures of
Amdo. Our solution, however, differs significantly from theirs. Because the
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texts that we translate here emphasize and foreground verbal art and play—
including rhyme, assonance, punning, and more—that only make sense in
the Amdo dialect, our treatment thus privileges spelling conventions based
in oral Amdo pronunciations. This practice is not without precedent, but is
done in dialogue with (though not always in agreement with) the spelling
practices employed by Amdo’s authors and intellectuals.

Tibetan authors and intellectuals are also not in agreement about how
best to render Amdo dialect in Tibetan script. For example, for the verb
“to do,” often written as 5ﬁ{ author Don grub rgyal writes ye (N[) in his
1980 comedy script “Studymg leetan” (:‘ﬁ Nﬂ éﬂ’q LID while the Amdo
Oral Dictionary (& N’ﬂq Ry 5“] NE’ﬁ] uses yed Uﬁp 'Brug rgyal mkhar
2007). In other mstances, our choices were more stralghtforward With
the verb “to go,” for example, most sources agree on jio (‘@] ) instead of
the literary dro ( QE]‘ ). Pronouns provide another point of disagreement.
Amdo Tibetans rarely use khyed or khyed rang for the second singular
pronoun (and when they do it is often because they are attempting to
speak more formally or interact with someone who might be from another
region). Instead, Amdo Tibetans usually say something that sounds to
English speakers like cho (/cto/ in the International Phonetic Alphabet).
Authors often write this either as @ or \@ﬂ With the agentive, it is often
pronounced chee and may be written as [S}\l] and the genitive is written as
@Q‘ which Menla Jyab pronounced like choo. Even though each of these
terms have standard literary Tibetan spellings, literary spellings obscure
the way Tibetans in Amdo speak and understand their dialect.!

Lacking consensus, we have done what makes the most sense to
us based on our understandings of the region and its languages. We
do not follow the spellings used by any single author or textbook, but
we consistently use conventions that Amdo Tibetan readers should
understand when they hear it read aloud, and that are consistent with
Tibetan understandings of their written and spoken language. Some
spellings are relatively stable. One example is when authors write myi
(@] ) to express the colloquial Amdo Ver51on of the word for “person,”
often written in literary Tibetan as mi (3\1]) Even though this makes the

1 Amdo dialect textbooks also provide interesting models for spelling Amdo
Tibetan. See, for example, Dpal Idan bkra shis 2016, and Sung and Lha byams
rgyal 2005.
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Tibetan texts a little confusing for Tibetan readers less familiar with the

Amdo dialect, we consider this approach an essential component of

understanding the texts on their own terms and as originally performed.

The following is a partial list comparing literary Tibetan terms with the

spellings we have chosen for oral Amdo.

Literary Tibetan
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Translation

to go (present)

do (present)

do (past)
person/people

you

you + genitive marker
easy

eye

indefinite article

we

plural marker
quotative marker
comparable

children

you + ergative marker
they

no

how

crying
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ER B9 to be able to lift
%‘qi] %R‘ that much

7 A that

ﬁ«,] rﬁ to need /have to
ﬂﬁ'&ﬁl W women/wife

This table may begin to make some of the features of Amdo Tibetan
available to readers of Tibetan, but we have also preserved Amdo
grammatical and pragmatic features, many of which differ significantly
from literary Tibetan. Additionally, for many interjections, aspect and
tense markers, and even some terminologies, there are no equivalents
in literary Tibetan. In these instances, we are again guided by some of
the options presented by Tibetan authors. Examples include the particle
no (?ﬂ) used to create relative clauses, as well as the particle ni (8“)
used in the formation of past aspect verb phrases. Beyond these, there
are several words, interjections, and phrases specific to Amdo Tibetan
speech like the noun laha (N'9]) referring to a particular breed of sheep,
tsaya (B 4|) meaning “good” or “impressive,” as well as the phrase
dokwo, meaning “the so-called” or “that thing which is,” and which we
have seen rendered as qr-'\n]ﬁ‘ as well as ’:1’-'\"]57 and 'q\’ﬂ(q]\ﬂ( Many of
these have no commonly accepted standard spelling even within Amdo,
and we have used our judgement with how to render it in text. The
Introduction also describes many other features of the language used in
performance in hopes of making these texts legible and comprehensible,
without obscuring their embeddedness in the language practices of a
particular place (Amdo) and time (the 1980s and 1990s).

Presentation of Chinese Words

Additionally, in performances in which Mandarin words are used,
Tibetan transliteration of Chinese terms and phrases follows Tsering
Samdrup’s ear and approximation of the sounds. We had considered
using the system in the Chinese-Tibetan Dictionary ({XjE7#), but
decided that since the pronunciations are based on the Lhasa dialect of
Tibetan, these spellings would obstruct the Tibetan reader’s ability to
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approach the text on Amdo Tibetan terms. We also include the Chinese
character in parentheses at the first usage in both the Tibetan and in the
English translation. In the English translations, we mark the Mandarin
word in bold, and include the pinyin before the character. The following
excerpt from “Boasting” may provide an example.

A: [scoffing]| Heh, you really don’t M \1 ENE "T]L\'VQEQ %%E]QN SNfE
understand (bu liaojie T i) my PN S Ay o SR

SRR RANAZARTS A fi &
uncle’s temper (pigi ). When . Zi\] o 2 e qj (E\Ei i
he’s in a bad mood (xinging L2%), he & [ g AR & ARRN PR FEGR
%)ré\‘es, breaks all the furniture (jigju Eé'ﬁ’{%ﬂﬂ AREN Qﬁ"’-@'ﬁ'?] % g

H.) in the home, and then leaves. N S
SHNFHIRET™

Do you think it is okay to borrow
from him?

B: [sighing] Huh, right. Right. It's [| g 35| 35| R G IR G
alot of trouble (mafan M) for a e & 3
small matter (shiging F1H). Yeah? S e

Additionally, in some instances, the Chinese used places the predicate
at the end of a phrase, in accordance with Tibetan (rather than Standard
Mandarin) grammatical rules. In these cases, we have added an asterisk
(*) in front of the Chinese characters in the Tibetan transcription (for
example, *2X1E7T), while using the structure of the Mandarin Chinese
in the translation (722J&). In doing so, we aim to preserve readability
while also letting readers recognize the language play in the original.

Presentation of Tibetan and Chinese Terms
Transliterated in the English

Given that this is a translation, we have generally tried to keep
transliterations of Tibetan words to a minimum. Nevertheless,
transliteration of Tibetan terms has occasionally been unavoidable
(particularly in the Introduction) and this translation presents yet another
complication. There are several ways to transliterate Tibetan, none of
them particularly suited for the Amdo dialect, and we have attempted
an English transliteration based roughly on our own pronunciation
of the words. Systems like the Extended Wylie Transliteration System
are based on the Tibetan writing system. While this could ensure
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intelligibility for people who read Tibetan, the unwieldy consonant
clusters it renders are not exactly ideal for non-specialist readers. Nor
does it seem especially suitable for such a thoroughly colloquial set of
texts meant to be understood and read in Amdo Tibetan terms. We find
other transliteration systems based solely on the Lhasa dialect (most
widely studied and taught outside of China) similarly unsuitable.

As such, we have chosen to transliterate most Tibetan terms in the
Introduction and in translations in a way that approximates Amdo
Tibetan pronunciation. The one major exception is for names of public
figures (authors, etc.) who may be best known by a transliteration in
another system. For example, the name of author Dondrup Gyal might
be pronounced as Dondrupjya in Amdo dialect, but we maintain the
former spelling to ensure legibility for readers. In the Introduction, we
accompany most transliterations with Tibetan script in parentheses.
Within the comedies, transliterations are relatively few in the text
and are limited primarily to names and interjections. For example,
the names of the performers and characters like Menla Jyab, Phagmo,
Phurwa, and Jyamtso, as well as common Amdo Tibetan interjections
like aro, 0lé, ashirego, and ayoshe (for more, see the Introduction), and the
interjection wei which may be from either Chinese (at the beginning of
a sentence) or Tibetan (at the end of a sentence). Where necessary, we
complement these with Tibetan script in parentheses to avoid potential
misunderstandings.

Finally, though we have endeavoured to maintain uniformity
throughout the text, some of these translations have been completed,
edited, and re-organized over the course of several years. As such,
some regrettable inconsistencies may remain and fault for this remains
entirely our own.






Acknowledgements

The translators are grateful, in the first instance, to Menla Jyab for
graciously allowing us to work on these transcripts. For Tim, these texts
basically provided his primary source for studying the Amdo dialect of
Tibetan, and very little of what has happened over the past fifteen years
would have been possible without him/them.

We are grateful to our families for years of support as we have worked
on this and other projects, sometimes apart from those we love. Tim
Thurston is especially grateful to Tsomo and Yangsi who have patiently
waited for him (for too long) to finish working with these comedies.
Tsering Samdrup is extremely thankful for the unwavering support and
encouragement provided by Sonam Wangmo throughout the many
months of working on this project.

At the same time, we also wish to acknowledge and express our
thanks to several people who have helped to make this publication
possible. At the University of Leeds, we are grateful to project mentor
Professor Thea Pitman, for offering guidance about this at different
stages of the process. Tim also wishes to thank Ohio State’s Mark Bender
who—both with his words and his examples—has always encouraged
translation and deep engagement with languages and cultures as a
valuable component of the academic project. We are also grateful to the
editors of Open Books Publishers and especially to Mark Turin, in his role
as editor of the World Oral Literature Series, for his enthusiastic support
of the project and willingness to work with bilingual publication. We
are grateful for the comments of the peer reviewers whose work has
improved our final publication.

We also wish to acknowledge the support of UKRI. A Future Leaders
Fellowship has made this collaboration possible. We are grateful for



xviii Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

grant funding from UKRI (administered through the University of
Leeds Library) to support open access publication.

Finally, some English-only versions of two performances have
previously been published elsewhere. An early translation of “Careful
Village’s Grassland Dispute” was published in full in CHINOPERL:
Journal of Chinese Oral and Performance Literature (Thurston, 2013),
and a translation of “The Dream” has previously appeared in volume
2 of Yeshe: A Journal of Tibetan Arts Literature and Humanities (Tsering
Samdrup, 2022). Our thanks go to the reviewers of these journals for
their constructive comments, as well as to the editors who have allowed
us to republish these translations here.



Foreword

Mark Turin

In 2012, through a dynamic and collaborative partnership with Open
Book Publishers, we launched the World Oral Literature Series to
promote and preserve endangered and underrepresented forms of
verbal art. Since then, the series has grown to include a wide range
of unique texts that illuminate the diversity and creativity of spoken
expression across the world. Each title in the series has presented new
insights into what it means to speak, perform, remember, and create
culture through language. It is with great pleasure and deep admiration
that I welcome this new volume—Careful Village and Other Khashag from
Tibet: The Amdo Comedies of Menla Jyab—into the growing collection of
works that make up the World Oral Literature Series.

This volume is remarkable at many levels. First, it brings together a
selection of comedic dialogues originally composed and performed in
the Amdo dialect of Tibetan by the legendary artist Menla Jyab, and it
makes these performances available to global readers for the first time
through a richly annotated, bilingual edition. The work of translation
and contextualization has been undertaken with extraordinary care by
Timothy Thurston and Tsering Samdrup, two scholars whose combined
linguistic fluency, cultural sensitivity, and ethnographic insights make
them ideal stewards of this important material.

The genre at the heart of this book—khashag—may be unfamiliar
to some readers. These fast-paced, witty dialogues are a cornerstone
of modern Tibetan oral performance, blending satire, verbal artistry,
parody, and pointed social commentary. While sometimes likened to
Han Chinese xiangsheng (crosstalk), khashag is in fact a distinctively
Tibetan form, rooted in local speech genres, performance traditions, and

©2025 Mark Turin, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0452.12
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cultural concerns. These performances reflect and refract contemporary
life in Amdo, offering humorous yet incisive critiques of everything
from marriage customs to administrative corruption. The texts are
deeply embedded in Tibetan oral culture and yet engage fluidly with
new media technologies, circulating online and on air, through radio
broadcasts, cassette tapes, CDs, and now digital platforms.

And vyet, for all their popularity among Tibetan audiences, these
comedies have been largely overlooked in the scholarly literature on Tibet.
In a field that has often prioritized classical texts, religious literature,
and literary modernism, the colloquial, performative, and humorous
dimensions of Tibetan cultural expression remained marginalized.
This volume challenges that oversight head-on. It elevates khashag not
only as a vital genre of Tibetan verbal art but also as a valuable source
of historical, linguistic, and sociopolitical commentary. By rendering
these scripts into English—and, crucially, by presenting the Tibetan
original alongside for comparative analysis—the translators invite us to
take khashag seriously as art and artifact.

The care with which this volume has been assembled is evident
in every detail. The translators have transcribed the performances as
they were spoken, preserving the distinctiveness of the Amdo dialect
rather than smoothing and softening it into literary Tibetan. They have
annotated the texts with linguistic and cultural notes that enhance
accessibility without flattening the complexity of the source material.
And they have introduced the volume with a deeply informed and
engaging discussion of Menla Jyab’s life, the history of the khashag genre,
and the sociolinguistic environment in which these texts were created
and are circulated.

Timothy Thurston and Tsering Samdrup have been collaborators
for many years. Their partnership—marked by mutual respect,
shared purpose, and an abiding commitment to community-engaged
scholarship—shines through on every page. This is not translation
from a distance. It is a form of sociocultural immersion and co-creation,
and a manifestation of care. It is also, I believe, an exemplar of what
collaborative scholarship in the twenty-first century can and should be.

That this work should focus on comedy is significant. In an era when
Tibetan communities—like so many others—are navigating dramatic
political, social, ecological, and technological transformations and
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challenges, humour becomes a vital mode of survival and critique. The
comedies in this volume do not shy away from difficult topics. To the
contrary, they speak of generational tensions, shifting gender roles, state
intrusion, and changing pastoral economies. But they do so with wit,
warmth, and a profound sense of the absurd. They invite laughter not to
trivialize, but to illuminate and endure, restore and reclaim.

It is also worth noting that Careful Village and Other Khashag from
Tibet arrives at a moment when orality and performance are enjoying
renewed attention across disciplines. Scholars in anthropology,
linguistics, literary studies, and performance studies are increasingly
recognizing that spoken genres carry knowledge, memory, and social
commentary in forms thatare noless sophisticated than the written word.
In this regard, the khashag comedies of Menla Jyab stand alongside other
great oral traditions of the world: Nigerian stand-up satire, Indigenous
Australian songlines, or Icelandic rimur poetry. They call out to be
shared and celebrated, and uplifted through careful scholarly attention.

In the face of the erosion of minority languages, challenges to the
established multilingual order (such as Donald Trump’s executive
order designating English as the sole official language of the United
States on 1 March, 2025) and the flattening effects of algorithmic culture,
works like Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet matter profoundly.
They remind us that local speech communities are not passive victims
of change but active producers of meaning. They show us how orality
adapts, resists, and thrives, even under adverse conditions. And they
encourage us to listen—really listen—to voices that might otherwise be
dismissed as marginal or merely satirical.

This volume, like others in our fast-growing series, affirms our belief
that oral genres are vital to cultural continuity and creative innovation
and our commitment to their dissemination. This compelling text
demonstrates that even within settings of profound constraint—
censorship, surveillance, marginalization—humour can be a form of
critique and community. And it confirms what many Tibetan listeners
have known for decades: that Menla Jyab, affectionately known as
“Uncle Menla”, is not just a comedian, but a cultural visionary and
documenter of the social fabric of Tibet.

As readers, we are indeed fortunate to now have these comedies
available in this contemporary and thoughtful edition. And we are
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fortunate, too, to have translators and scholars who are willing to do the
slow, painstaking work of listening, interpreting, and amplifying Tibetan
voices. I commend this volume to you with enthusiasm and gratitude.

Dr Mark Turin

Series Editor, World Oral Literature Series
Vancouver, Canada

July 2025



Translators’ Introduction:
Contextualizing Amdo
Tibetan Comedy in
Post-Mao China

Timothy Thurston and Tsering Samdrup

Two long-haired men stand across from each other on a stage. One is
slight and always keeps his right hand tucked inside a pocket or the
long sleeve of his robe to hide a childhood injury. He is Menla Jyab.
The other, Phagmo Drashi, is slightly taller with a stronger build.
They interact as friends, sometimes telling stories about fantastic
experiences, sometimes imitating the language and behaviours of
different types of people one might meet when travelling among
Tibetan communities: pious elders, local government officials, and
even foreign travellers. Throughout their conversation, they rhyme,
pun, intentionally misconstrue each other’s speech, and parody oral
traditions in a contest of rhetorical skill, each trying to get one over
on the other. Watching and listening to them, an audience hangs
on every word, laughing and applauding at particularly humorous
imitations or uniquely eloquent turns of phrase. In the future, a
potential audience of thousands more do the same in rapt attention
as they huddle around radio and cassette tape players across the
Tibetan Plateau. Some still listen and appreciate these comedies at
their leisure on CDs and smart phones.

©2025 T. Thurston and T. Samdrup, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0452.00
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This is a brief description of a khashag (F9F|Y|): the genre
featured in this volume. Between the early 1980s and 2015, khashag
and their successor genre garchung (Y|N&K']) were arguably some of
the most popular and widely known cultural texts on the Tibetan
Plateau. Look at recent publications and news coverage of modern
Tibetan culture and one could be forgiven for being unaware of
these comedies. Indeed, dominant trends in Tibetan studies leave
the impression that literature and film are the most popular and
noteworthy forms of cultural production in Tibetan communities.
This is not so much an inaccurate portrayal of major trends of Tibetan
cultural production as an incomplete one. Authors and film directors
have indeed shaped the Tibetan intellectual and cultural world and
remain important figures in Tibetan society even (in some cases)
after their passing. But to focus attention too exclusively on these
media is to miss important trends within Tibetan society. Literature
circulates within a fairly small circle in a society where illiteracy
rates remained over 40% throughout the 1980s and 1990s when
the comedies below were written and initially performed (Fischer
2009, p. 16). Film, meanwhile, is a relatively new introduction to the
Tibetan cultural scene. But comedy, music, and traditional practices
have been a central part of Tibetan everyday experience for decades
(atleast), and they have reached and shaped the experiences of many
Tibetans both inside the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and in the
international diaspora community. As such, they are essential to our
understanding of contemporary Tibetan life.

The comedies translated in this volume are deeply embedded in
the language practices and lived experiences of communities in the
northeastern part of the Tibetan Plateau that Tibetans call Amdo
(see below), but they also play with, exaggerate, reimagine, and
subvert lived experiences in nuanced ways that have gone on to
shape the Tibetan world. For example, friends may use well-known
lines from famous comedies to win a point in a conversation, and
people both in Amdo and in the international exile community may
call a companion “Zalejyal” if he marries or dates foreign women,
as that character does in “Careful Village’s Bride” (Chapter 9 of this
volume). As such, we view khashag as valuable texts that act as both
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mirror and as prism: reflecting the issues facing Tibetan society at
the time of their writing, and refracting them with exaggeration and
distortion so as to render these issues both humorous and visible
for broader contemplation. Reaching audiences through emerging
mass media, meanwhile, has circumvented issues of limited literacy
on the one hand, and the spatial and temporal immediacy of live
performance on the other.

Despite the popularity and importance of these texts, their
linguistic and cultural complexity (particularly their use of local
dialect, slang, and reference to local policies and fashion trends)
provide significant obstacles to scholars, and precious few of these
texts have been made available in English. Indeed, to date just
two pieces have been translated into English (Thurston 2013 and
Tsering Samdrup 2023). This volume seeks to fill some of this gap
by providing the first ever bilingual edition of eleven such khashag
from the genre’s premier star: Menla Jyab (ﬁq&ﬁ’ql\!]) Selected
from Menla Jyab’s broader corpus and translated with his consent,’
the texts are arranged chronologically, including his earliest comedy,
“The Artist,” and some of his final khashag, the four performances
about a so-called “Careful Village,” as well as a selection of several
others. We have selected these eleven texts for their readability, for
what they can tell us about both the khashag genre and the prevailing
cultural trends of Amdo in the 1980s and 1990s.

Our contention in translating these scripts and transcripts is
that they provide valuable ways of understanding Tibetan life at a
moment of intense social and cultural changes, when Tibetans were
considering what the future of Tibetan culture looks like after the
upheavals of the Maoist period. In publishing them bilingually
with Tibetan and English in parallel, we argue that there is both
an ethical obligation to present these comedies in their original
language of composition and performance, and an intellectual value
to this exercise as well: this helps to recognize Tibetan conventions
of verbal art and eloquence, and the interplay of these conventions

1 Inhis collected works, Menla Jyab publishes a total of twenty-six khashag scripts
(see Sman bla skyabs 2024).
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can provide insights into oral and written Tibetan. To students of
the Amdo Tibetan dialect, meanwhile, the highly colloquial idioms
will likely provide insights into regional expressive practices beyond
the sort of material frequently taught in textbooks. However,
understanding these temporally and culturally unique comedies
requires first understanding how Tibetans in Amdo apprehend their
language, history, and contemporary experience within the PRC. This
introduction attempts to provide some of this necessary background
to help situate these comedies within the linguistic, cultural, and
political contexts that have made them both humorous and deeply
meaningful to Tibetan audiences.

Amdo: A (Comically) Brief Introduction

Amdo, sometimes called “Dohmal” (N\ﬁ('gﬁp, is one of the three major
ethnolinguistic sub-regions of the Tibetan cultural area.? It makes up
portions of the contemporary Chinese administrative areas of Qinghai,’
Kanlho (’Tﬁg], Ch. Gannan H ) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in
southern Gansu Province, and the northern part of Ngawa (Z'], Ch.
Aba [[Hl) Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture in Sichuan. It
covers a space approximately the size of contemporary France that is
home toroughly 7.5 million people. Of these, estimates of the number of
Amdo dialect speakers ranges from 800,000 on the low end (Tournadre
and Suzuki 2023, p. 529) to as many as 1.8 million (Reynolds 2012, p.
19). Within this region, the areas where Tibetans comprise the greatest
percentage of the population are, in many cases, higher altitude and
less densely populated pastoral regions. Lower altitude agricultural
regions are, by contrast, more diverse, with Tibetan communities and
villages often living in close proximity to if not intermingled with other
ethnic groups including people now recognized as Han (7¥) Chinese,
Hui ([f]), Salar (#H1/K), and Tu (12).

2 Some people would write this as Domé, but we have used Dohmal to approximate
how speakers of the Amdo dialect would pronounce this term.

3 With the exception of Yushu (ﬂ“‘ﬂ"ﬂ, Ch. Yushu FE##) Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture, which is part of the region Tibetans call Kham [R&1N].
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Fig. 1. A map roughly delineating the three cholkha: three regions of Tibet.
Map created by Timothy Thurston.

Amdo Tibetan speech bears many hallmarks of Tibetic languages more
generally, including features of egophoricity, ergativity, and evidentiality
(Tribur 2019). Unlike U-Tsang and Kham, however, Amdo’s dialects
also tend to be atonal and marked with complex consonant clusters
that generally follow Tibetan spellings. Many grammatical and lexical
features of Amdo Tibetan are also distinctive compared to other Tibetic
languages due in no small part to Amdo’s long history of interaction
with other groups. Linguists sometimes use Amdo Sprachbund to
discuss the linguistic relationships between the several languages on
the easternmost edge of the Tibetan Plateau, of which Amdo Tibetan
is a dominant language influencing and sometimes influenced by other
non-Tibetic, even non-Sino-Tibetan, languages in the region (Sandman
and Simon 2016, see also Janhunen 2004 and 2005).

There is also diversity in each region around specific pronunciations,
regional terminologies, and colloquialisms. Indeed, the languages
spoken in Amdo are popularly divided into “pastoral” (QSU] Bl
and “farming” (RQ MA|) versions. Linguists in China further create
an etic distinction between northern and southern varieties of each.
Amdo Tibetan linguist Chamtshang Padma Lhundrup uses the term

“innovative pastoral dialect” ( Qﬂﬂ T}R!Rl 34]) to describe the northern
pastoral dialect spoken in Tsolho (¥&g|, Ch. Hainani#§ ), Malho ( 34%]
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Ch. . Huangnan ? H{1¥ ), Tsoshang (& 3K, Ch. Haibei {i:ﬂ:) and Tsonub

345 37|, Ch. Haixi TP Prefectures and Machen (& 553“ Ch. Magqin
I@{ i) County in Golok ( N“’] "4“] Ch. Guoluo ##%), as well as parts of
Kanlho Prefecture in Gansu Province. He contrasts this with “archaic
pastoral dialect” (q§ﬂ§}ﬁ%§3\1‘) spoken in most of Golok Prefecture
in Qinghai Province, Machu and Luchu Counties in Gansu Province’s
Kanlho Prefecture, as well as parts of Ngawa Prefecture and some
pastoralists areas of Karmdze (ﬁ""’i'a\lgl\l], Ch. Ganzi H{X) Prefecture
in Sichuan Province (Cham thsang pad+ma lhun grub 2009).* Despite
this diversity, speakers from Amdo can generally understand each
other regardless of where in Amdo they are from, though the dialect is
unintelligible to Tibetans from Kham and U-Tsang.

Amdo maintains a strong Tibetan identity in spite of these linguistic
distinctions. Many Tibetan communities in Amdo tell narratives tracing
their origins to Central Tibet (Roche 2011, p. 92; Sangs rgyas rin chen
2010, p. 3; Brag dgon pa dkon mchog bstan pa rab rgyas 1982 [1865],
pp 16-17). Strong monastic centres like Kumbum ( aqﬂa\l |, Ch. Taersi

Y&/K<F) and Labrang (§5X7, Ch. Labuleng fii M%) monasteries (to
name only two) also speak to Amdo’s ongoing religious connections to
the rest of the Tibetan cultural world, while oral traditions like tamhwé
(“]5N'ﬁal]) “proverb,” natam (NFRTHA|) “folktales,” and shépa (R4
H|) “speech-making” traditions demonstrate strong continuities within
the Tibetan world both in terms of the poetic and linguistic conventions
and their content (see, for example, Thurston 2012 and 2019 and Bendi
Tso et al. 2023). The region’s unique traditions, meanwhile, speak also
to considerable exchange with nelghbourmg groups. For example, the
Chinese deities Erlang shen (R = ) and Wenchang (X8, 4&
g|) are Venerated in both the Luroo (a ’i@lp harvest festival in the villages
of Rebgong (R “]:‘ Ch. Tongren [A{~) County and the Drugpe lhatsé
(gﬁ] NQE%”:\] ) festival which draws Han, Hui, and Tibetan devotees
to Trika ([3 M, Ch. Guide 51f#) County.® Folksong traditions in Amdo
also exemplify this complex history of interethnic communication. For
example, Tibetans in the part of northeastern Amdo called Huaree

4 It should be noted, however, that Karmdze’s pastoralist communities identify as
Khampas rather than as Amdowas.
5  See, for example, Buffetrille 2002 for more on this phenomenon in Trika.
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(ﬁ“‘?'?\{\l]) sing Chinese language Hua'er folksongs alongside singers
of other ethnicities, while members of nearby groups may learn
Tibetan language for religious purposes, or for certain song traditions
(see Li and Roche 2017). The presence of Tibetan-speaking Muslim
communities and Tibetan-speaking Mongolians in Henan (&E‘, Ch.
Henan {f[F§) County also suggests histories of interethnic interaction
with Hui, Salar, and Mongolian peoples. This location at the physical
and cultural borders of Tibetan space has helped to make the regions
simultaneously conservative (it is, for example, home to several large
Gelukpa sect monasteries, and the heart of the Tibetan language purism
movement), and a site of tremendous intercultural interaction that has
spurred linguistic and cultural innovation.

The region is also notable for its important role in Tibet’s cultural,
religious and political history. Amdo’s ethnic diversity, and its location
on the cultural frontiers between Han-dominated lowland regions and
the rest of the Tibetan Plateau, perhaps helped to make the region and
its leaders important intermediaries between the Chinese and Tibetan
worlds. Tuttle (2005), for example, recognizes that many religious figures
from the region—including both ethnically Tibetan lamas and Tibetan
Buddhist lamas from the region’s other ethnicities—played an important
role in representing Tibet and its interests to imperial and republican era
Chinese leaders. This continues into the present, with some of Tibet’s
most significant religious and cultural figures hailing from the region,
including the 10* Panchen Lama (1938-89) from contemporary Xunhua
Salar Autonomous County, and the 14" Dalai Lama (b.1935) from what
is now called Ping’an County.

Since at least the beginning of the twentieth century, Amdo has also
been the centre for a remarkable boom in secular cultural production.
Gendun Chophel (ﬁa"'qﬁqgl\l'qaml, 1903-51), often considered one
of the founders of modern Tibetan Literature, hails from Rebgong.
Amdo’s prominence in Tibetan cultural production has continued
into the post-Mao period. A low degree of Tibetan language education
continued throughout the Cultural Revolution, and when policies
relaxed, a number of Tibetan language institutions opened in the early
years of the post-Mao era, supported also by a cohort of clerics who
took up key positions in universities and government (see Willock
2021). These developments ensured that Amdo’s educated youth
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were well-placed to take advantage of the opportunities for cultural
production. Indeed, many of Tibet’s most famous writers of modern
literature and (more recently) filmmakers call Amdo home (Thurston
2017). Authors like Dondrup Gyal (\ﬁ(’qg:l'@"ﬂ, 1953-85), often
credited as one of the founders of modern Tibetan literature, Takbum
Gyal (YIRYNEN|, b.1966), and Tsering Dondrup (FXRRFIA,
b.1961)—all from Amdo—continue to stand as prominent authors of
modern Tibetophone literature. Fllmmakers Pema Tsedan (Rg & =53,
1969-2023) and Zonthar Gyal (36\' 8XgA|, b.1974) also come from
Amdo. Intellectual Shokdung (Gﬂl\l Q= b.1963), whose iconoclastic
writings have made him a controversial figure in Tibetan communities,
also calls Amdo home. Menla Jyab (b.1963), the author of the comedies
translated in this volume, rose to prominence in dialogue with many
of these luminaries.

Since the region’s incorporation into the People’s Republic of China
in the 1950s, Amdo Tibetan communities have experienced incredible
amounts of social change (as have almost all communities on the
Tibetan Plateau and around the PRC). Collectivization in the 1960s and
1970s, followed by privatization in the 1980s, all reshaped the fabric of
Amdo Tibetan life through material and political interventions in the
structures of communities and management of traditional resources.
In the twenty-first century, a campaign to “Open the West” (Ch. xibu
da kaifa PAEFRIFR) and efforts to protect the health of the grassland
ecosystem have seen efforts to settle pastoralists in newly built homes
and apartment buildings on the edges of Tibet’s growing urban
communities (Ptackova 2020). Improving economic conditions in the
post-Mao era have also seen a variety of new technologies enter the
region, including media technologies like radio, television, and most
recently mobile phones, computers, smart devices, etc. Not limited to
media, mass automobile ownership, as well as new technologies for
farming and pastoral management, have all changed everyday practices
in the region. The technological and social developments of this period
also coincide with the emergence of new forms of expressive cultural
production, including a highly popular (but little studied) form of
comic dialogue: khashag.
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About Khashag

The comic scripts translated in this volume belong to a genre of
performance that Tibetans in Amdo call khashag. They are fast-paced
comic conversations (or, more rarely, monologues) that may be
performed by anywhere between one and five or six people. They are
usually scripted and performers either memorize them or read directly
from the script. Although some of these comedies have appeared in print
form (Sman bla skyabs 1985 and 2024, Phur ba 1993) in the 1980s and
1990s, these circulated primarily among Amdo Tibetan communities
in the People’s Republic of China in local stage performances, radio
broadcasts, and audio cassettes.® More recently, audiences and fans
have also been able to listen to favourite performances online, both on
platforms in China and on international platforms like YouTube.

The origins of khashag are a matter of some debate. One Tibetan
language advocate, for example, argues that they are of natively Tibetan
origin, dating back to the nineteenth-century instructional text “Gonpo
Dorje’s Tea Prayer” (Nzﬁaial/\%éaﬁfﬂ%ﬁ‘) written as a dialogue between
a master and his disciple (see Mog chung phur kho 2013). Despite this
argument, most comedians believe that they are performing Tibetan
versions of the Han Chinese xiangsheng (#H75) tradition. In the years
after the 1949 establishment of the PRC, xiangsheng “crosstalk”—which
also trace their origins to the eighteenth century—gained patronage
from key figures of the Chinese political and literary world, including
Mao Zedong and Lao She respectively (see Cai and Dunn 2020). With
their support, xiangsheng were introduced across the country as a way
of teaching the new policies and terminologies of the nascent PRC to
people, including Tibetan communities.

Lhasa-based comedian Suoci (Z{X) describes the arrival of comedic
dialogues in central Tibet prior to the Cultural Revolution as follows.

The Eastern Lhasa Propaganda Team’s primary performer and director
was Luosang duojie [Blo bzang rdo rje]. People all loved to call him
Zang mu jiawu [Bzang mo rgyal po], which is the name of a role in the
Tibetan opera Zhuo wa zang mu ['Gro ba bzang mo]. He was a teacher:

6 A smaller audience of Amdo-speaking Tibetans living in exile also exists.
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he studied at the Central Nationalities Institute and later also became
a teacher there. Making use of the Tibetan language’s rich layers of
meaning and the performance principles of traditional Tibetan Xie kai ba
[Q(ﬂﬁqﬁﬂl, “comedy”], he went on to study and make use of the artistic
characteristics of crosstalks from Inner China. He began by translating the
famous crosstalk performer Hou Baolin’s [1917-93] crosstalk: “Drunk,”
adding into this crosstalk a few phenomena found in contemporary
Tibetan life (Suoci 2003, pp. 14-15, cited in Thurston 2013, p. 158).

He then goes on to describe how new composition of Tibetan-language
“crosstalk” comedic dialogues did not begin until after the end of the
Cultural Revolution. Amdo’s comedians generally agree with this
history that places the origins of khashag with state-sponsored troupes
performing Tibetan translations of government-approved Chinese
language comedies during the Maoist period. By the 1980s at least,
artists had begun to write Tibetan language comedies that aimed to
reflect Tibetan materials and issues, as evidenced by Dondrup Gyal’s
script “Studying Tibetan” (Eﬂ'aﬂ'ﬁQ'N], see Don grub rgyal 1997 [1980]
and Thurston 2025).

Xiangsheng and Amdo Tibetan khashag undoubtedly share many
formal properties in the present. They are short, scripted performances,
generally twenty minutes in length or shorter. Khashag are generally
“spoken” (RFq]) on a stage by two or more “speaking partners.” The
performers (frequently male) toss the conversation back and forth
in a fast-paced encounter in which they may tell stories, sing songs,
banter, imitate others, and break into traditional verbal art like wedding
speeches. They may play with traditional forms or certain kinds of
social events, coin new terms, and make reference to recent policies
and events. Many performances begin and end with a reference to the
act of writing, preparing, or performing a khashag, which Moser (1990)
notes is common also in Han xiangsheng performances. In this volume,
the entirety of “The Artist” (Chapter 1), for example, centres on the
qualities a performer must possess; “Elders” Conversations” (Chapter
5) begins with an extended discussion of the qualities of a good khashag
performer, and “Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute” (Chapter 8)
begins with Menla Jyab saying that he had gone to the village in hopes
of finding material for a khashag script.

In addition to self-reflexivity as a framing technique, many
performances also either engage in conversational storytelling or suggest
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a situation and then proceed to act it out. “Menla Kunzang” and the final
four scripts of this volume about “Careful Village” stand out as notable
examples of conversational storytelling, with one speaker telling a story
while his partner asks questions, responds to the different statements,
or provides other prompts to push the story forward. By contrast, “The
Artist,” “Elders” Conversations,” and “The Telephone” (Chapter 7) all
feature sections in which the two speakers describe a situation and then
temporarily act out the speech of different sorts of characters. What
these all share is a tendency to use quoted speech. Voicing the speech
of a variety of Tibetans puts the performers’ vocal talents on display
and allows the speakers to characterize the thoughts and behaviours
of people from a variety of Tibetan backgrounds: young and old, male
and female, nomads and farmers, and even (more rarely) deities and
great figures from Tibetan history (as in “The Dream,” Chapter 3).
Many of these features are also common to Chinese xiangsheng. Also,
like Chinese-language xiangsheng, Tibetan khashag from Amdo seem
to have greater leeway to engage in social critique than many other
forms of cultural production. Although it must be done carefully, the
comic scripts contain many veiled references to the ineffectiveness
and corruption of officials, the misbehaviour of monks, and more, all
discussed in greater detail below.

Despite these formal similarities, however, khashag from Amdo are
also uniquely Tibetan. Performers entertain audiences by drawing on a
range of uniquely Tibetan expressive practices including the extensive
use of double negatives, oaths and curses (Thurston 2018), honorifics
and humilifics (Tsering Samdrup and Suzuki 2019), the creative
re-working of traditional forms like wedding speeches and tamhwé
“proverbs,” and more. Their social critique, meanwhile, takes aim at
issues facing communities across the Tibetan plateau. In many cases,
these critiques link to or mirror the Chinese government’s own political
goals, like promoting the elements of the government’s marriage law or
discussing the values of state education and an ambivalence to religion
and tradition.

This should be unsurprising given the genre’s tight links to government
sponsorship. Lacking professional comedians, most of Amdo’s
comic dialogues were written and performed by people employed by
government troupes and/or those able to get on state broadcast channels,
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1nclud1ng performers like Phurwa (¥¥A]), Gomé Dorje Rinchen (%{ Cl E\E
25%9]), Phuntshogjyal (‘\<1 Fagay) Kangtsa Sherab (fR&XGa=ay)
GiloE]Dabhe (6\1&/‘ Wy %'] ! a:(]i t%e ‘late Jamyang Lodroﬁ](qfiali@ﬁl\l%
E]N‘) Performance also took place overwhelmingly on state-sponsored
stages (schools, broadcast stations, etc.) and there was little record of
any privately sponsored performance before 2014.® Such khashag scripts
intended for performance in state-controlled media are also subject to
government censorship and approval.” But even state censorship does
not completely stop comedians from embedding critiques of government
in their comedies. Although direct critique of central government
policy is out of the question, performers use the complexity and pace of
their performance to articulate critiques that subtly resist government
discourses by obliquely poking fun at the behaviour of government
officials, and by modelling uniquely Tibetan approaches to modern
life through implications that certain Tibetan attitudes and practices
are backward and others are more appropriately modern. Few, if any,
performers, were able to do this as successfully as “Uncle Menla.”

7 In U-Tsang, The Xizang television station airs performances called dgod bro’i gtam
gleng (ﬁzﬁﬁﬁa“}fj&!i}ﬁ[) which appear very similar to Amdo khashag and which
subtitles also translate with the Chinese xiangsheng. We have not completed
research to compare the two, nor have we found any research to this effect. Doing
so is beyond the scope of the current project, but we would welcome studies that
look into this form and/or compare the two.

8  We have seen and heard of some more private performances. Students sometimes
perform comedies at school events, and I have heard anecdotally that some
people would perform in village. However, in these cases, people re-performed
familiar favourites rather than creating new ones for these occasions. The first
private comedy-only show took place in Chungmchu County (G|, Ch. £LJ5
Hongyuan) County in 2014 with sponsorship from two local businessmen.

9  Inaddition to official media, we have also heard anecdotally that Menla Jyab
performed at schools in the 1980s and 1990s, and that local communities staged
comedic performances during Losar (Tibetan New Year) gatherings. We have also
seen students at schools and universities reproduce favorite comedic performances
on school stages. However, these performances are infrequent, and less likely
to have been the way enjoyed these comedies. Local performances, meanwhile,
also frequently reproduce performances already approved for and aired on State
media.
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Uncle Menla

Menla Jyab was born in 1963 in a pastoralist community of Sumdo
Township, Mangra (Ch. Guinan #3F§) County, Qinghai Province.
Growing up during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76, Ch. wenhua da
geming ALK AR c’\?ﬂ'ﬂﬁ‘\"ﬂi\l"\':@%ﬁm) and reaching adulthood in
the early years of the post-1978 period of “reform and opening up” (Ch.
gaige kaifang BUFTFI le\l":léﬂ'\'?ﬁc@ﬁ]) undoubtedly influenced Menla
Jyab. According to his own narrative, he initially attended schools in
a tent on the grassland before eventually matriculating to the famous
Tsolho Natlonahtles Normal School (Ch. #r ERIMTE AL S ‘E &
’iﬂl\l ﬁﬂ =0 &]’4 g]), in the early years after the Cultural Revolution. At
the age of seventeen, he received a job first in a song and dance troupe,
before later moving to a dubbing office in Ziling which was his official
affiliation for the remainder of his career. In 1985, at the age of twenty-
two, he published his first khashag script, “The Artist” (@%"“'N], see
Thurston 2018). Between 1992 and 1994, he attended a training program
in Shanghai Theatre Academy (Ch. F{#XEI%~Ft), during which he
wrote many other comedic dialogues.

Shooting to fame on the back of writing and performing these
khashag dialogues, Menla Jyab travelled across Amdo, performing in
schools and theatres and on the Amdo Tibetan broadcasting station’s
radio broadcasts. For his later performances, Tibetans also purchased
audio cassettes and listened to them at their leisure. But Menla Jyab’s
career and influence is not limited to khashag. He spent many years
working in the dubbing office of Qinghai Ethnic Language Fllm and
Telev1s1on Dubbmg Centre (Ch. H#REERER L SERT S &
’;ﬂ‘\‘ %{1“} 839 C{gai g% §§ % T§N)), and is also famous as a poet, lyricist,
and essayist.

The popularity of these comedic dialogues reached its peak in
the mid-1990s, before tapering off in the early 2000s. Now very few
comedians perform comedic dialogues. As television ownership grew
on the Tibetan plateau, he also began performing a more visual and
physical form of sketch comedy called garchung or shadgar (RGFJ|X]).
Despite the different performance style, audiences initially called
both sketches and dialogues by the single name of khashag perhaps
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due to the continuity of the performers, or the similar subject matter.
But comedians insist on using these other terms in recognition of
the different skills these performances require. Where khashag focus
on the performer’s verbal skills, garchung take advantage of the
affordances provided by the visual medium of television to require
that a performer entertain not simply through their rhetorical skills,
but also through posture, movement, as well as the use of stage space,
props, and set design.

Menla Jyab made a seamless transition to these garchung and has
become, if anything, more famous as a result. So familiar is he in many
Amdo Tibetan communities that people often refer to him simply and
affectionately as “Uncle Menla” ((VR'§{5q]), a term of respect used not
only for relatives but for any older male. It is not an exaggeration to say
that at one point, Menla Jyab was probably among the most recognizable
names and faces in Amdo. Phagmo Drashi—Menla Jyab’s frequent
partner in the khashag performances translated in this book—chose not
to continue performing the more visual sketch comedies with Menla
Jyab, pursuing other intellectual projects in the twenty-first century
instead.!

Menla Jyab is also a controversial figure in some circles. His work
brings him close to the Chinese state and his performances sometimes
promote policy directions specific to society in the 1980s and 1990s.
Additionally, he has, at times, participated in lively debates about the
place of Tibetan traditions in modern life that are now dormant in the
Amdo intellectual community (more on this below). These stances have
led some like Lobsang Yongdan—who goes by the internet handle of
“Donkey Herder” (Eﬁ'g‘)—to accuse him and others like him of being
mouthpieces for Communist party ideology. Despite this, Menla Jyab
remained a popular public figure in Amdo for nearly three decades

10 Most notably, Phagmo Drashi founded and edited the now defunct “New Youth”
(q‘u"?aiq'u"w;'qp website, featuring news, literature, and essays from other
intellectuals.
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(1985 to 2015), due in no small part to his incredible capacity to combine
social critique with humorous language play."

The Language of Menla Jyab

Menla Jyab’s language in performance largely conforms to the
“innovative pastoral speech” spoken in his home region, with heavy
influences from literary forms that index his status as an urban
intellectual. However, as a creative comedian (and the author of these
dialogues), Menla Jyab employs unique methods of dealing with
language. Menla Jyab is especially famous for using a wide range of
Amdo Tibetan expressive practices to keep audiences on their toes
from the opening lines of performances to the final moments of the
dialogues. He overemphasizes specific language practices (for example,
swearing oaths and cursing at a rate that far exceeds everyday speech).
He makes extensive use of assonance, alliteration, and double negatives,
all of which are common in Amdo speech. He uses a number of sayings
and proverbs that take “black words” (%ﬂaﬂ) of everyday speech,
and raises them to a more artistic level (sometimes called gtam J|H3]).
He also invents new instances of traditional language forms, as with
his novel oath “Picasso” in “Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute” (for
more, see Thurston 2013 and 2018). Additionally, as an intellectual
voicing written texts, his speech does include some intentional and
unintentional hypercorrections and literary Tibetan terms and phrases.
He sometimes also uses certain words from other dialects of Tibetan for
comedic purposes:

11 While Menla Jyab’s popularity in Amdo is without doubt, and the popular uptake
of the name Zalejya (see Chapter 9) suggests that there is some audience in the
Tibetan diaspora community, there is less data available to suggest how widely
these texts were consumed in Kham or U-Tsang. Anecdotal evidence suggests
that the audience for his comedies was limited, though the new publication of
his collected works (Sman bla skyabs 2024) may present these texts to a broader
audience.
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. . ~N (2N Y o
A: (in normal voice) So then I also H RN R NSV AR FN AN IR RIA[
sincerely explained, “If I were a QEaa ool EN CRENE
lama, then my monastery would be a % ] q - j i Y o ﬁc‘j
distillery, my monks would not have A ﬁ &R QE’Q}N N qaq‘ Hg| "] % &
. (2N N (2N N AN
perfected the study of the “perfection R‘Mx‘géﬂgil\l'RN‘M'RN'Q'@?\'NR‘%‘NE“

of wisdom” sutra, and they would a.&m‘.qaﬁ.ﬁwaataq.ﬁwa.mql %
have attained perfection only in ~ o~ e o o ne
smoking cigarettes. If there is a lama HFHRITARIISN IR
like this, let alone in the next life, 5?'81N'*'FN"?4§'§N]

would the government'? even accept

him?”

This brief excerpt illustrates some of these principles. For example, the
use of the word tha mag “cigarette” is used primarily in Lhasa dialect.
Menla Jyab, however, can employ it to create alliteration with the bolded
phrase, which repeats the aspirated alveolar stop tha. The lines about
the perfection of wisdom and the smoking of cigarettes, meanwhile,
use similar grammar (only with the first negated) to create a particular
rhythm and parallelism in delivery, and to invert a famous set of
Buddhist teachings to make a novel joke. The effect with the audience is
instant, and they laugh and clap heartily in response to this line.

This is just one example. Without going into further detail about
the phonological or syntactic features of Amdo (discussed briefly in
the note on romanization and transcription), the remainder of this
section demonstrates how Menla Jyab uses this tremendous range
of Tibetan expressive features for comedic purposes. These include
the use of revolutionary-influenced neologisms, metaphors, tamhwé
“proverbs” and “formulaic” idioms, Amdo-specific interjections and
fillers, honorifics and humilifics, oaths and cursing, and code-switching.
These are just a few of the noteworthy features of Amdo language used
in Menla Jyab’s performances. Although few of these features have
received attention in linguistic studies of Amdo," all of them appear in
the performances below and therefore bear some comment.

12 The Tibetan term gongma tshang (ﬁi’&'ﬁ?’]) is traditionally a way of referring to
emperors and their officials. Here, however, it is used to refer to the government as
it is sometimes used today.

13 Exceptions may include Tsering Samdrup and Suzuki 2020 on humilifics; Thurston
2018, Tournadre 2003, Kalsang Yeshe 2008, Haller 2004, Tsering Shakya 1994 and
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Interjections, Fillers, and Discourse Markers

To understand the intricacies of Menla Jyab’s language in his
performances, it is important for us first to understand some special
features of the language. Some of the most conspicuous and pervasive
features are the Amdo-specific interjections and fillers that are used
throughout the dialogues. The list that follows is representative rather
than exhaustive. Examples include:

e O (@) is a response particle.

~ N
e Olé (WA is used to express confirmation or agreement with
someone’s statement.

e Ehch (@!@1‘) is an interjection used for interrupting someone.

o Aro (L’N‘f‘) is used when speaking with someone of equal or
lower social status. At the beginning of a sentence it tries to get
attention from the listener. At the end of a sentence, it calls for
attention to the preceding information.

e Yaya (N'Np is used to confirm the previous sentence from the
other speaker.

o Ashirégo (6\1'21"\('\[5‘) expresses the meaning of regrets and
remorse.

o Ahawo (W’F)Eﬁ) is used to express regret and remorse.

o Ahawonahawo (8\1'5'561 9 E‘), similar to Ahawo, expresses regret
and remorse.

o Wei (E!]) is a telephone greeting borrowed from the Chinese
that is widely used in Tibetan nowadays.

e Alahohoye (W"J'Z}('%'U?ip is often used by women when
disparaging or laughing at someone."

Dak Lhagyal 2019 on neologisms and code-switching; and Pirie 2009 and Serenson
and Erhard 2013a and 2013b on proverbs.

14 It can also be used as an opener or a reply during public verbal arguments at
a wedding between the entourage accompanying the bride and groom to the
wedding with the women from the side of the host family. These verbal arguments
are exchanged over the issue of presenting a gift known as “bridal cloth” (R]'<[)
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These interjections are highly context-dependent, and the same
interjection can sometimes mean different things when spoken in a

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

“Karmically wicked one” (NN'RES'\LT/ ?'T) is used when speaking
to someone close to the speaker. The usage is sometimes
similar to “you poor thing” in English, but other times it is
reflexive, expressing the speaker’s own misfortune rather than
that of the listener. Some speakers even use it as a verbal tic.

Heh (5‘) and ha (5)) are interjections used for expressing disgust
or a dismissive attitude towards a statement or a situation.
“How pitiful” (%R’N'E]) is a phrase expressing the speaker’s
strong sympathy towards something or someone.

Ona (EB“) is a discourse marker for inquiring the reasons for
the preceding statement.

Sha dena shade (5'%'6\'] 5'%]), literally, “that action;” this phrase
expresses extreme surprise or astonishment about a situation.

Un (@3“) is used when someone is surprised, or sometimes
for affirmation.

different way.

An additional characteristic of Menla Jyab’s language is the extensive
use of “pro-drop” sentences, in which pronouns are either omitted or
spoken at the end of the sentence. Historically, Tibetan sentences place
pronouns at the beginning of the sentence, but both Menla Jyab and
Phagmo Drashi tend to re-assert the subject or pronoun at the end of a
sentence. This seems to be an emerging practice in Amdo. Here are two

Pro-drop and Delayed Subject

examples:
What can you gain from studying Rﬁ'N'(%\':l'qgﬂ}'U\Il\l'ai'gwaﬂlw%'n%cl'
negative things? (“Boasting”) E’Q'E‘%"\iﬁ] rs:]

by the bride’s entourage and “water scarf” (§'5%) by the groom’s entourage to
women of the host family at a wedding.
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As well as
Whether I say it or not, she’s on AgR §aage 5| Aqa AN aqa §5 A &
full display, their bride. (“Careful g].a]qq.&.,__ﬂ
Village’s Bride”)

In both instances, the speaker re-asserts the subject of the sentence by
adding the subject at the end (bolded in the Tibetan). While omitting
subjects and pronouns is common to many Asian languages (including
Tibetan), this re-assertion of the subject or pronoun at the end of a
sentence is probably a new phenomenon in Amdo. From anecdotal data,
it seems that educated people with a high degree of proficiency in other
languages—particularly Chinese (Mandarin Chinese is known for being
a pro-drop language)—are more likely to produce such utterances.

Oaths and Cursing

Oath-taking is common for Amdo pastoralists both in formal and informal
settings. Someone may swear an oath to prove their innocence to an
accusation (an accusation of stealing, for example), while individuals or
villages may also swear oaths to end a conflict or to agree to collaborate.
Additionally, two or more people may form a brotherhood through the
swearing of oaths (called a nachal 3§IREA|, in which the term refers both
to the act of becoming sworn brothers, and the status itself). Informally,
people are also accustomed to swearing oaths in their speech to emphasize
the truthfulness of what has been said or just as a habit. Oaths in Amdo
primarily fall into two categories: religious and consanguineous. Religious
oaths appearing in Menla Jyab’s khashag include:

e By the Great Mother (J&]) is a common Tibetan name used
for the Prajiiaparamita “the Perfection of Wisdom” sutra (used
in multiple performances)

e By Kumbum [monastery ] (a'qﬂa\lp (“The Dream”)

e By Shachong [monastery] (5'@:") (“The Dream”)

e By the Kanjur (’:VWQ"'-@R]) (“The Dream™)

e By the Tenjur (qﬁfﬂ"?@?]) (“The Dream”)

e By all the pure virtues (ﬁ’qxﬁﬁ&]q‘) (“The Dream”)
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e By the one and only Mani (N?[ﬁ"\\’i‘) (“The Dream”)

e By the twelve volumes of yum (%3453\"“":1@“@‘\“) (“The
Dream”)

e By all the scriptures that have been written and chanted (%N
=raha ) (“The Dream”)

e By the three jewels (ﬁﬁﬁﬂgﬂ'ﬂﬂa‘]) (“Careful Village’s
Thief”)

Consanguineous oaths in Menla Jyab’s khashag include:

e By the flesh of my parents (“Nqﬁl\lﬂaﬂ) (“Careful Village’s
Thief”)

e By the flesh of father (G\l'é'j/a'ﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Grassland
Dispute”)

e By the flesh of mother (s\raqa'.c]) (“Careful Village’s Bride”)
e By the flesh of [my] son ((%\'ala'ﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e By theblood of [my] children ((E\'NN'éa'lﬂﬂ) (“Careful Village’s
Thief”)

e By all the ancestors (@c’\iié\ggﬁp (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

Menla Jyab’s use of oaths in performances generally represents how
people use them in their daily lives. More than merely imitating
everyday pastoralist expressive practices, Menla Jyab also uses oaths
to formulate particular social critiques. For example, in “The Dream”
(Chapter 3) oath swearing is one of the practices used to exemplify and
criticize Tibetan language practices. In the “Careful Village” series, oaths
are sworn almost exclusively by villagers, with the lone exception of
innovative oath “Picasso,” swearing by the name of famous artist Pablo
Picasso. In doing so, Menla Jyab links oath swearing to rural pastoralists
and not to modern intellectuals.

Menla Jyab also uses a number of cursing phrases common in Amdo
Tibetan speech, especially when imitating the speech of others. All
of these cursing phrases are marked with the future tense marker §|
followed by nominalisers T or q" This suggests that the target of the
curse is “one who should” do the action or one to whom the action
“should happen.” For example:
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“The one who should not have bright future” (@'NN'N'ST!’Q@H'
@x‘i‘) (“Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute”)

“The one who should have a bright future” (@"“3\1'3\1"?5@\‘{‘)
plays on the previous curse; this sudden change in the middle
of the sentence might be the speaker’s attempt to make the
curse less severe by eliminating the negation to make it a wish
rather than a curse. (“Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute”)

”The one who should embarrass oneself [in public]” @U] T
Eai @Q‘) (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

“The one who should have died in an untimely fashion” (g
RINR‘ET) (“All-good Menla”)®

“The one who just does not die” (Q%'&l’-_\'ﬁ) conveys the
speaker’s wish that someone die (“Careful Village’s Bride”)

“The one who should grow wings on [their back]” (ﬂ.ﬂﬂ a al\!
g :Iﬁ“] ﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

Literally, one whose face should be turned back ( ’;E“]N i@:"ﬂ_)
we translate this curse (sometimes pluralized as RE“]N g )
loosely in the following performances to capture the meaning
in the specific context. (“All-good Menla,” “Telephone,”
“Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute,” and “Careful Village’s
Bride”)

Metaphors

15 This term can also be used to refer to someone who has already died. In these

cases, the phrase is not a curse but is used to avoid breaking the taboo against
saying the name of the deceased.

21

Metaphors or figurative ways of speaking are common both in the literary
and in Amdo Tibetan spoken language. Menla Jyab, who is well-versed
in both traditional and modern literature of Tibetan, uses traditional
metaphors both with literary and spoken origins. For example, the
phrase “becoming like an empty sack” (&ﬂgﬁa?ﬁﬂ]ﬂ‘ﬂ) in the “The
Artist” (Chapter 1)—a metaphor of an empty sack for someone who
is very thin—is commonly used in spoken Amdo. Similarly, “to poke
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somebody with needles and awls” in F’qﬂgﬂ"@ﬂﬂgﬂ’qgﬂaﬁ‘
(“Boasting”) originates completely from the spoken words of Amdo
pastoralists and refers to verbally ridiculing or critiquing others. These
oral metaphors are traditional, in that they are commonly used in
pastoralist communities, and therefore recognizable to audiences.
Other metaphors come more from the literary register. For example,
in “The Artist,” Menla Jyab uses the term pho nya (55‘), meaning
“messenger,” which is limited primarily to the written register. These
more literary metaphors often deploy the literary register in novel ways,
often with hilarious consequences. For example, in “Boasting” (Chapter
2), Menla Jyab refers to Tibet as “an ocean of song and dance” (%ﬂ’ig]
@'Nﬂ). In the literary tradition, calling something “an ocean” suggests
tremendous breadth and depth. But using this metaphor to describe
Tibet’s varied song and dance traditions is a novel application. Later
in the same performance, Menla Jyab describes Tibetan regions as “a
Pureland of research” (&Q'Qéﬂ'a\}'a:[na\lﬂ). This phrase, which was
very likely coined by Menla Jyab himself, uses the religious metaphor
of the “Pureland” to again describe the potential value and benefits to
be gained from conducting research in the area. In still other instances,
he uses entirely traditional metaphors in new contexts. For example,
in “The Artist” (Chapter 1), Menla Jyab uses the honorific phrase “go
to the Pureland” ((%\R'R'QRIND, which usually refers to lamas who have
passed away, to describe how a landlord’s lackey might threaten to kill
a poor person in order to extort payments from him. These metaphors
are part of why audiences find Menla Jyab’s performances so engaging,
though we have not always translated them literally in the texts that
follow. Some examples of metaphors in these performances include:

e “The messenger of old age” ("‘4 “] B 6‘) which is more literary
than colloquial since B3 9| “messenger” is not exactly a spoken
word. (“The Artist”)

e “The ocean of songs and dance” (gl‘n]ﬂi'g]'@'adgp is to say that
a group of people or a region is known for having many types
of music and dance. (“Boasting”)

e “A Pureland of research” ((“S\Q'qgﬂ'ﬁ\"'a:'[namp is a phrase very
likely coined by Menla Jyab himself, with its literary Tibetan
nature. (“Boasting”)
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“Becoming like an empty sack” ([sﬂ'“ga'ﬁ'&x’ﬂ'amp; the empty
sack is a metaphor used in spoken Amdo for someone who is
very thin. (“The Artist”)

“Too thin to the point it becomes hard” (,‘ﬁN'aiN'@;'ﬁR'p is a
way of saying that someone is becoming extremely thin in
Amdo. (“The Artist”)

“To poke someone with needles and awls” (A& “ﬁ““ Qq“] “]SU]
’:13“] Nﬁp originates entirely from the spoken words of Amdo
pastoralists, with a meaning verbally ridiculing or critiquing
others. (“Boasting”)

“Explodes one’s heart” (%’:“ﬁ]) describes someone who is
extremely frightened. (“The Artist”)

“Head got damaged” (5\151'\‘551'2“1]) describes  being
discombobulated. (“The Dream”)

“Dropped like a shooting star” (5}]’{'3\150\%?@&") is a metaphor
for a speedy movement. (“All-good Menla”)

“To close one’s eyes” @&q‘ng&p means to die. (“Elder’s
Conversations”)

“To cook porridge” (%’S’;‘\%TND means talking nonsense. (“All-
good Menla”)

“Nine mountain passes away” (Nia‘”ﬁ“\]p refers to
something that is highly unlikely to be done, or an impossible
task. (“Flders’ Conversations™)

“Something that has been dead for a long time/ something
from way, way back” (Qﬁ‘lil%ﬂﬁ\}ﬂﬁ‘?a’@@!q]) (“Boasting”)
is a phrase to describe something from the distant past—

something that is no longer useful or relevant.

“To go to the Pureland” ((%\R'R'QQNP is an honorific phrase
usually used for lamas who have passed away. (“The Artist”)

“A valley-full of something” (Y<IR) suggests that there is
a large amount of something. (“Careful Village’s Grassland
Disputes,” “The Dream”)

23
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“A wheel of gossip” (NFQ'ETQ\[“H"\'@) describes a person
who constantly gossips about other people. The turning of
the wheel spreads the gossip, similar to how the spinning
of prayer wheels spreads the merits of the scriptures inside.
(“Boasting”)

“Setting sun on top of the mountain” (‘”[ﬂa%&]) is an
expression used for describing someone as being old and past
their prime. (“Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute”)

“Making an ugly scene” (@’ﬂqg’ﬂ) is usually used for
someone who did something that is unfavourable to oneself.
(“Careful Village’s Bride”)

“Until eyes had holes” (@ﬂﬂ’\“‘l\l?ﬁ) describes someone who
is desperately hoping for something to happen or waiting for
someone to come. (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

“Destiny” (Eﬁ'“a'ﬁ'mﬂl), literally “the words on one’s
forehead,” describes a predestined situation. (“Careful
Village’s Bride”)

“Thumb-index finger-span length body” (RQ'QN'NEQ"R") is
probably Menla’s purposeful humorous play on the common
Amdo expression of one’s “arm-span length body” RR'EX
Q\ﬁia\l'ﬂl:", likely suggesting that he is describing a very short
person in the performance. (“The Artist”)

“Make someone faint” (ﬁ’;li'\’il”'\";i AR suggests that a person’s
good performance has impressed someone. The phrase is,
sometimes, used like the English expression “killed it.” (“The
Artist”)

“A little box of bullshits, a bag of lies” (NQ’%‘%N‘@R’] “]:CTQE]
HAAD; the first part is probably coined by Menla Jyab himself
with the term “little box” (%134'@’;") adding some literary
flavour, but the second part is a common expression in Amdo
for describing someone as a vicious liar. (“Boasting”)

Literally, “dog-speech” (@'ﬂﬁ&p is a figurative phrase for
false or nonsensical utterances. (“The Artist,” “Please, Dear
Leader,” “The Dream”)
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e “Wild yaks walking single file” (Q§R‘ﬂﬂ’ip figuratively
describes someone having lice on their head. (“Boasting”)

Tamhweé (JF35R)

Tamhwé, literally meaning “exemplary speech” and often translated
simply as “proverbs,” are used to emphasize a speaker’s point and
eloquently insert poetic language into everyday speech. For example, in
“Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute,” the village leader states:

The disputes of men are like boulders ﬁéﬁ%ﬁ:?ﬂl\l%a\ﬁ”
that do not break,

. . Nt N
The disputes of women are like NPTV,
juniper that doesn’t rot.

This tamhwé is commonly used during conflict mediation sessions when
the speaker wishes to describe a conflict as severe and needing to be
resolved, lest it escalate into a long-term feud.

As with metaphors, Menla Jyab sometimes uses proverbs in
unconventional ways, by changing the context and words of existing
proverbs, sometimes even coming up with new proverb-like phrases to
confuse people and to make them laugh. For example,

[Why don't I], the forest crow ﬁﬂN@?Rﬁ§@RE]aﬂﬂNERﬁR
become a garuda and grassland iqx%gaaﬂg‘[&flﬂﬂ%iiﬂ

skunk a tiger?

In this example, Menla Jyab phrases an existing proverb as a rhetorical
question. The proverb is generally used to disparage someone who acts
more important than they are. But in “The Artist,” Menla Jyab uses it for
himself, saying that he will make himself seem more important.

Other proverbs from throughout this volume include:

e “If I tell you to run to the paths of the dead, you will. If I tell

you to hit your father’s head, you will” (@“]Néziainﬁaiéa
PN L

C{ﬂﬁ" @’:1'3?6]'(5\1":1‘?3\151). This is usually used to describe

someone who is obedient to their superiors, and it is used this

way in “Careful Village’s Grassland Dispute.” However, in

“Boasting,” he changes the tamhwé slightly, to read: If you tell
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me to run to the paths of the dead, I would. If you tell me to
hit my father’s head 1 would (@“]1\1 ax 8\' N “Ha\' Eq QYR R%ﬂ
q @':1 EEN CESO Iy 6\1“1’( g7'). Whereas the original uses the
common practice of ellipsis, Menla Jyab makes his meaning
more explicit in the second version by adding the verbs to
each clause.

“People these days, and the colour of yellow amber” (ﬁR DN
Ry "']Q@‘ ﬂN @RN’RQQNﬁﬂ) compares people to yellow
amber. Amber can change colour over time as it oxidizes,
and people are changing these days as well. (“Elders’
Conversations™)

“Though he wouldn’t be able to race horses alone he Would
be able to > 80 be a bandlt w1th the other men” (7 "-lﬁ [ “‘]R g
A< S a!a\' TR| @ "R Bqy ﬂ SIS R 95 8)). This tamhwe
describes the expectations people have for a man when he
comes of age, usually between fifteen to eighteen: to be able
to accompany adult male members of his community and
become involved in banditry. (“Elders” Conversations”)

“A man shouldn’t be called old at thirty” (‘4 & PHFTFY @R
Nﬁ]) is half of a tamhwé. The second half is a mlsogymstlc
clause, “ a woman shouldn’t be called young at thirty” (34 &
NEURCRY ﬂ@ﬁ §R &ﬁ]). In the performance, which is exclusively
about three male characters, Menla Jyab uses only the first half
to obsequiously praise the addressee, who is a leader at thirty-
three. (“Please, Dear Leader™)

“Our fathers’ bones are gold, and our mothers’ bones are
conch” (M'QE!R'%N‘N'QWRIT\'Qq‘ N'nsa'ﬁm'u'r@:&qp, Rus
pa, or “bone,” here refers to family lineage. In Tibetan
matchmaking, great attention is paid to family lineage
with concerns about a lineage’s “purity” (specifically with
reference to histories of body odour, leprosy, etc.). This
tamhwé suggests that the speaker is from a good lineage.

(“Careful Village’s Bride”)

“The axe that destroys what’s without and the hatchet that
destroys what’s within” (@qaﬂa"ﬁi’i] qq‘:}.ﬁn“'@"'@%‘).
(“Boasting”)
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o “[I’ve] seen the other side of the mountain and learned that the
w1ld yak’s head was bare” ('8 U@] AN Eﬂ: ’iﬂ N aiN‘ QSR 34“]
%Uﬁ E-I\.C]l\! = ). This tamhwé suggests that the appearance
of a situation does not match reality. (“All-good Menla”)

e “Making planslike chessona square board, havmg dlscussmns
that tare circular like a drum” “]S' g ‘:1‘5\ q@“] QY @N R
Q‘l"\&! ERYAY)) first compares complex discussion to playing
a chess game, which requires planning and strategizing.
The second part refers to how people sit in a circle for such
discussions. (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e “Whenlopenmymouth,Italkaboutthe origins of the universe.
When I shut my eyes, I know the creatlon and destructlon of
the unlverse” (['Q Klﬂ“’] Q'HQ q ﬁﬁ NC{ EE)U]N ENAINE ’:1£3ﬁ ‘11‘ @U‘ QEW]
ASENE g ﬁﬁ A12Y S QEﬂ N[S,a\' §. This tamhwé is a boastful
statement in which the speaker claims to possess knowledge
of the formation of the universe and the ability to prophesize
its future, specifically when and how the world will eventually
end. (“Boasting”)

e “When I am unhappy, I bind the sun and moon under oath.
When I am angry, I topple Shinjé Chojya from his throne” (R
FNN‘N"—SRN‘B\"BE'ﬁad'ad"’-l\’{ﬂl\l'ﬂ %ﬂ“ﬁ‘“q‘j’;ﬁ“}aa\'élﬁfw
qm:r:]p, Again, this tamhwé is a boastful statement in which
the speaker claims that when they are angry, they possess
the supernatural power to subdue even the sun and moon in
the sky and to dethrone Shinjé Chojya, the Lord of the Dead.
(“Boasting”)

This list is representative rather than exhaustive, but with these
selected explanations, we hope that readers will be able to make
better sense of other tamhwé appearing in the performances that
follow.

Khahwé (5R))

In Amdo, khahwé are often different from tamhwé, based on the context,
though the two terms can sometimes be used interchangeably. Unlike
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tamhwé, which are usually known by many across regions, khahwé are
locally known expressions that may derive from popular narratives. The
examples here do not have related narratives.

e “Came as the groom and left as a bandit” (N RTRFAFVEA)
al ’:‘61\1]) is a common expression used by Amdo Tibetans for
deceiving someone by pretending to be someone else to enter
the community and then rob it. The phrase, which rhymes
mag pa and jag pa, is similar to the English expression “wolf
in sheep’s clothing.” (“Careful Village’s Grassland Disputes”)

o ”There isa certam order for birth, but not for death” ( aN Ny
aGNl Uﬁ IR Q& N9 Nﬁ‘) recognizes the unpredictability
of someone’s death and is used especially for a young person’s
untimely death. (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

e “From now on, everything is great” (%R@q&éﬂ ﬁa@qﬁqp isa
stock phrase people use when they agree to resolve a problem.
(“Careful Village’s Bride”)

e “Things can’tbe hidden from the lama or from the next rebirth” ( a
NTANRRFRTANK]) means that the speaker will be completely
truthful without hiding anything, since the lama and the next life
will reveal the truth anyway. (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

Formulaic Epithets

Formulaic epithets are one of the poetic features that distinguish oral
literature from plain everyday language. These are usually stable,
trisyllabicnoun phrases thathelp theartist fulfil the metrical requirements
of seven- and eight-syllabled lines common in Amdo oral literature. The
three syllables may follow a number of grammatical patterns. Some, for
example, use a noun-adjective structure, as in sa dogmo (N?{“]gf]), which
is used to describe the earth. Others use an adjective-noun structure, as
with shang khushuk (IXRZT]) ”northern cuckoo.” Still others combine
two nouns like dudtsi chang q@ﬁ%’ &K']) which literally combines the
words “nectar/ambrosia” and chang (a type of liquor) to create a three-
syllable epithet for liquor.

Traditionally, these formulaic epithets may be linked to certain genres
of secular oratory and singing traditions (see, for example, Thurston
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2012 and 2019). Some epithets are specific to individual genres, while
others are common across multiple genres. “Southern turquoise
dragon” (g"‘ﬂqgﬂ) and “northern cuckoo” (SR'[Q@“]), for example,
are common in a variety of versified traditions including tamhwé,
speeches, and folksongs (ﬁNRN'gu). The list below includes some of the
other formulaic epithets used throughout Menla Jyab’s performances.
Translations may be different in the texts presented in this volume to
take context into account:

e Horse (6"1\%’;1]) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e Mule (%ﬁ'@:é"ﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e Donkey (ERE"%IP (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e China (§RFFT) (“Careful Village’s Wedding,” “Careful

Village’s Thief”)
e Uncles (RT(N'[Q‘) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”) referring to

men of an older generation

e Aunts (axl'g'g\ﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”) referring to
women of an older generation

e Ngari (é’ﬁ'&&@i«!p (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

o U-Tsang (RXRYVTRR]) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e Dokham (ﬁﬁ'a\i\{'[“ﬂ‘\“) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e Tibet (ﬁ@‘“\’fﬁp (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e Silk and lambskin robes (ETN'%’@‘) (“Careful Village’s
Wedding”)

e Enemy (ﬁE]'aﬂ'\Nd]) (“Careful Village’s Wedding”)

e India (\éﬁ'@'ﬂﬂ) (“Careful Village’s Thief”)

Honorifics and Humilifics

Honorifics and humilifics are another intriguing component of Menla
Jyab’s performances, for how they both help to create realistic dialogue
and support his cultural critique. Tibetan speakers in Amdo use the
honorific register less frequently than speakers of Lhasa dialects. In
Amdo, the register is often reserved for religious figures, honoured
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guests at weddings, and sometimes for leaders. This practice is reflected
also in Menla Jyab’s comedies. When characters believe that are speaking
to a religious figure or an important leader, they will suddenly switch
to honorific. By way of example, in “Please, Dear Leader” (Chapter 6),
Menla Jyab initially treats a person coldly until he learns that that speaker
works in the government, at which point he switches to honorifics:

aL_A_A A N N
“What thou sayest was not wrong.”  FXEF AN FYRNG FIAFT|

In this sentence, the second person pronoun and the verb “to speak”
(both in bold) are honorifics. Given how infrequently honorifics are used
in Amdo, the exaggerated use of honorifics for officials in this instance
pokes fun at people who place officials on a par with religious leaders.

Additionally, some of Menla Jyab’s comedies also make use of
“humilifics,” which are morphological constructions that speakers use
to refer to themselves and their belongings in a negative or belittling
fashion. For example, in “The Dream,” Menla Jyab uses several humilifics
in quick succession SFRRYRNFRRAFERFAINAGRRAS| “Let’s
go inside our tent and drink some tea.” In this example, Menla Jyab
appends words for “torn” (‘%“]), “evil” (5§), and “mouth” ([]) to the
nouns “tent,” “tea,” and the verb “drink” respectively to transform them
into humilifics. Amdo pastoralists also may use “humilifics” as a way to
lower their status while speaking with others (see Tsering Samdrup and
Suzuki 2019, pp. 247-53).

When Menla Jyab uses honorifics and humilifics, he often does so to
make specific points about the characters he voices and about Tibetan
language practices in Amdo. In “The Dream” (Chapter 3), for example,
he uses humilifics alongside cursing and what he calls “filthy speech”
to criticize these language practices. In the “Careful Village” series,
the villagers use honorifics when speaking to Menla Jyab, which is
simultaneously appropriate given that they believe him to be a lama,
while also indexing their misplaced faith.

Ways of Speaking/Imitating Different People

Menla Jyab often voices the speech of people with different social roles
and regional accents in his performances which leads to the presentation
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of various ways of speaking, from elderly pastoralist men (a common
character for him) and women to civil servants and principals. In most
instance, this involves changing his pitch (higher for a female speaker),
or adding some forceful laughs (for the village leader) in the “Careful
Village” series. In some cases, this also involves making intentional
grammatical mistakes. For instance, in “The Telephone” (Chapter 7), he
portrays a cadre making a phone call:

A: Your hometown is Jentsa. dis) 51 HYNTB & Rﬁ]

B: Wouldn't I know that? R 5 FruRgug ey

A: Weil I'm also from Jentsa. Would M ‘Q] X8y & ﬂ'l J'\ﬁ] @ﬁﬁ]l\lg
you know? a2

B: I don’t, but tell me and I would. [ .E]N'%‘N'i’-'\"-'ﬂ Emﬁﬁgﬁm'gi:ﬂ 3
Who are you? L&_U‘:‘

A: Ah, 1is a cadre... Is a cadre from 7 & :'mm'éﬁ'u'iﬁl qsq'a'ﬁjmméﬁ'
Jentsa. “'iﬁ]

B: As if there aren’t any cadres from  [? U]Gqﬁ"q'GJN'QTL}'&%‘R’B\\IT%B‘N] 'ii]
Jentsa! Wei, do you have something  ~qgor-z08ariiza
to say to me? pﬁ% q] ﬁ ]

Here the cadre does not speak Tibetan fluently. In addition to the cadre’s
humorous lack of fluency, Menla Jyab’s performance also highlights the
cadre’s condescending tone and emphasis on the importance of his civil
servant job.

Similarly, in “Careful Village’s Bride,” a foreign woman'’s linguistic
incompetence is highlighted through her misuse of evidential markers:

I goed and I will returns. NS gr\r\ﬁqéiﬁl

The auxiliaries thal and red are both more appropriate for the third person.
A grammatical sentence would instead use the egophoric auxiliaries
song and yin (R’Qﬁ'ﬁﬁ" @T\R&(IR%&%) The woman’s mistakes are a
source of great amusement for Tibetan audiences, and have made this
into one of the most commonly quoted lines from Menla’s body of
comedic work.
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Loanwords

In the twenty-first century, communities in Amdo have taken part in
a widespread purism movement, discouraging the mixing of Tibetan
and Chinese, focusing particularly on the use of loanwords (See
Thurston 2018¢, Tsering Samdrup and Hiroyuki Suzuki 2022, Lhagyal
Dak 2019). When Menla Jyab performed these khashags in the 1980s
and 90s, this purism movement had not yet begun. At that time, Menla
Jyab was among the first group of intellectuals critiquing the excessive
use of Chinese loanwords in the speech of Tibetans as exemplified by
characters in “The Telephone” (Chapter 7) and “Boasting” (Chapter 2).

Importantly, at this time Menla Jyab was not against all loanwords. In
many of his performances he uses loanwords as natural parts of language.
Throughout the sketches he uses loanwords for new technologies and
ob]ects, like “car” ([3]$) “billiards” (& 55“] HEK), and “motorcycle” 5,51
El] (EFE). Instead of critiquing the entire practice, Menla Jyab’s critique
focuses on the excessive use of loanwords. In these instances, he and
Phagmo Drashi frequently make this explicit with direct comments on
the practice, as in “Boasting,” where Menla Jyab and Phagmo Drashi
role-play two characters who use excessive Chinese loanwords (too
many to list here) in their speech and, as Menla comments, “gradually
it became Chinese.”

Additionally, Menla Jyab also occasionally uses English loanwords in
the speech of his characters. One female character in “The Telephone”
uses, “Okay” and “Byebye,” which is followed by a comment from
Phagmo Drashi that “although she says ‘ok” with her mouth, she has no
ka and kha in her chest,” with ka and kha being the first two consonants
of the Tibetan syllabary, and standing in for the entirety of the Tibetan
language. Across the entire corpus, then, the critique against excessive
use of loanwords is clear.

Revolutionary-influenced Neologisms

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949,
and in the wake of Amdo’s incorporation into the new country in
the 1950s, many new terms were introduced to the Tibetan language
to communicate the new government policies and ideologies. As a
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performer on state-sponsored media in post-Mao China, Menla Jyab
cannot avoid using some politically tinged neologisms in his work.'® In
some cases, this is likely a product of the times in which he was writing
and performing them. For example, throughout the performances, he
references Cultural Revolution-era slogans and reform era policies.
Earlier performances also sometimes use the word “comrade” (ENQG“,
translating the Chinese word tongzhi [F]i%) to address others. Before
long, the term disappears from Menla’s comedies, mirroring how the
term ceases to be used in China more generally. Sometimes he uses
loanwords that have become an inextricable part of Tibetan language
in China. For example, the Chinese Shuji $3ic. “party secretary” (“The
Telephone”) is quite common among Tibetan speakers, and it would
be impossible to create dialogues on certain topics without using it."”
Finally, some neologisms are entirely of Menla Jyab’s own creation.
Examples of the neologisms in Menla Jyab’s include:

e Film (ﬁ]ﬂ ’:1’53“ #%) (“The Elders’ Conversations”)
e Comrade ( ﬁ agg| I_J;u) (“The Artist”)
e Processing factory (A’ §§q\3’§ HILJ™) used as metaphor for

brain (“The Elders’ Conversations”)

e Import Company (ai’;qaqzl’;%] #/AH]) (“The Elders’
Conversations”)

e Export Company (@Mﬁf:@aay HHAR) (“The Elders’
Conversations”)

e Culture and arts gala (iﬂ%"”ﬁﬁggﬂ‘\“ XEM22) (“Please,
Dear Leader”)

o Serve the People (WENRNRERNRAFNG My ARJES)
(“Please, Dear Leader”)

e Colluding of dogs and wolves (@'@R’Raiﬂﬁﬂd] IRWAET)
(“Careful Village’s Thief”)

16 A neologism here means a term with a recent origin, especially the ones that came
into the Tibetan language after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China
in 1949.

17  Though some written works use the literary Tibetan translation éﬁ'c%], it has never
won favour among writers in Amdo, let alone the broader population.
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e United as one (%T':Il\lﬂﬂl\!ﬂ%ﬂ%@q B&5—10) (“Careful
Village’s Thief”)

e Work more, get paid more; work less, get paid less; work no
more, not get paid (ARANARERIWN| RN GRER| srans
ERE| £95%1%, HEV, FLFM) a propaganda phrase
from the era of People’s Commune (AR 1958 to
1984) in China (Careful Village’s Thief)

e Capitalism (3\1%"2?'%““\1] HWAFEN) (“Careful Village’s

Thief”)

e Proletariat (Qﬁ?‘&ﬁ'ﬂm'iml Tr=Bg) (“Careful Village's
Thief”)

e Manual labourers (YVGIN=NEN| (KF155E#) (“Careful
Village’s Thief”)

e Mental worker/intellectuals ({{Hﬂﬂ‘“?"\‘%‘”“‘ i 155 8 )
(“Careful Village’s Thief”)

Sarcastic Toponyms and Names

Menla Jyab often subtly points to social problems he sees facing
Tibetan communities in Amdo with creative but sarcastic names for the
characters and communities in his performances.

For instance:

e “Careful Village” (RINN'@R'Q":I p, the name is used in the series
of performances, probably one of his most famous pieces. The
message in this title is that Tibetans are timid or too careful
when dealing with their surroundings and that that is a source
of many of the problems that Tibetans are facing.

e “Old-Brain Village” (aﬁ'%:ﬁ":lp (“Elders’ Conversations”),
Menla Jyab uses this name probably to criticise the conservative
stands people may take.

o “Headless-Tailless Village” (&&(]&lﬁﬂ@ﬂi&!ﬁq]) (“The
Dream”), suggesting that it is a disorderly and leaderless
village.
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o “Tell-Everything Village” (¥Rq55729589)) (“The
Dream”), this suggests that the villagers talk behind each
other’s backs and that gossip travels fast in this village.

e “Primitive Village” (Ngﬂﬁq‘) (“The Dream”) suggests the
community’s backwardness.

e “Black-Nose Black-Tongue Village” (§§ﬂ%3ﬂ§ﬂ) (“The
Dream”) suggests inauspiciousness.

In addition to such sarcastic placenames, Menla Jyab sometimes comes
up with creative names for fictional characters.

e “Uncle complaint mouth” ( ‘NE%“]%FD

o “Fake” (XE §')):in “Careful Village’s Thief,” this is the name
of a lama. But the name is composed of the components used
to spell the word “fake.”

e Granny Lugujyi (W}J%ﬂaﬁ])
o Zalejya (3";1'@"“])

Reading Uncle Menla’s Cultural Critique

Menla Jyab’s language play and ability to voice believable characters
alone, however, is not enough to account for his tremendous popularity
and staying power. Instead, Tibetan fans of Menla Jyab’s comedies praise
his work primarily because each performance engages in a form of
cultural critique targeting a range of “social ills.” Menla Jyab’s expansive
and biting critique is evident across the translations in this volume.

The volume opens with “The Artist,” Menla Jyab’s first khashag
script. In this comedy, Menla Jyab references the ways that an artist
must learn to perform. Probably relying on his own experience dubbing
popular television and radio shows into Tibetan, he references a number
of different character types that would be recognizable to audiences at
the time. For example, he imitates the laughter of a hero who has just
subdued his enemy, and the laughter of the enemy begging for his life.
He imitates the laughter of revolutionary enemies like a landlord and
his lackey discussing how to oppress the masses, and more. Later in
the performance he also sings songs that play on revolutionary lyrics. A
tremendous display of his talent at voicing different types of characters



36 Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

and their speech styles, this comedy announces Menla Jyab’s presence
in the world of Tibetan cultural production.

The second performance, “Boasting” begins with the intriguing
premise that there is value in researching negative things about Tibetan
society, even the practice of competitive “boasting” (VIF[H|). Such
boasting is not normally considered worthy of academic study, but Menla
asks the audience to consider it form a different perspective. He proceeds to
compete with his partner with increasingly outlandish boasts. Menla Jyab
and Phagmo Drashi sometimes make claims about their own academic
prowess and sometimes denigrate their partner’s bad habits or imitate
their hygiene habits. In the end, they move from boasting to the language
practices in their villages. This final point is ultimately the target of Menla
Jyab’s satirical critique, as the performers mix Chinese and Tibetan and
ultimately leave the audience feeling that they should not mix language
in this fashion. This remains a key theme throughout Menla Jyab’s career.

Language practices again take centre stage in the next comedy,
“The Dream,” in which Menla Jyab imagines how the great kings and
ministers of Tibet’s past might respond if they saw Tibetan society today.
Through putative conversations with the minister Gar Tongtsen (3%]%
?R Qgﬁ] ) and others, Menla Jyab concludes that they would not be
impressed, particularly with the language practices of many Tibetans.
Later, he comes to understand their point when he visits several villages
where people swear, curse, or denigrate their own belongings using
humilific language. These are then taken to illustrate the assertions of
the luminaries from Tibet’s history: the Tibetan people and the Tibetan
language are not as great as they once were, and things must change.

In “All-good Menla,” Menla Jyab continues with his unique brand of
highly imaginative and fantastic storytelling, with a narrative in which—
after a fight with his wife—he first ascended to the heavens and then into
hell, and even took a trip to America. It all begins with Menla Jyab insisting
that he be called “Menla Kunzang,” which literally means “the all-good
Menla” after his wife derisively called him this while quarrelling. The
patently ridiculous story stretches the audience’s suspension of disbelief
near tobreaking, in a fashion that would seem more similar to the American
tall tale than to any traditionally Tibetan form of expression.'® At the same

18 For more on the American tall tale genre, see Mullen 1978, pp. 130-48.
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time, no matter how far he pushes the boundaries, Menla Jyab’s work
is also simultaneously deeply embedded in Tibetan cosmologies and
everyday experience as demonstrated through references to everything
ranging from intimate partner violence common in Tibetan communities
(Rajan 2018), to fashions of the day, and to Shinjé Chojya (uﬁqﬁ%m@mp
the Lord of Death in Tibetan Buddhist cosmologies.

This deep attention to the details and the changes experienced in
Tibetan life is equally evident in the next script, “Elders” Conversations.”
Beginning with a long statement about how a khashag performer must be
a skilled observer of the human condition, the performers then put this
to the test by acting out the how elders converse with their peers and
with members of the younger generation. In doing so, he illustrates the
massive changes rocking Tibetan society in post-Mao Amdo, particularly
in terms of changing generational attitudes and social relations.

The sixth contribution in the volume, “Please, Dear Leader,” is a
three-person khashag performed with his usual partner Phagmo Drashi
and the well-known emcee, Phurwa. Menla Jyab initially treats the two
other speakers with contempt until he learns that they are leaders, upon
which he turns obsequious and fawning to the point where he lets them
call him names. Here, rather than telling stories or placing a specific
traditional language practice on display, Menla satirizes the behaviour
of officials, but more importantly the treatment officials often receive
from ordinary people.

Next, “The Telephone” uses the eponymous technology to show
how new technologies are shaping Tibetan language and culture in new
ways. In the 1980s and 1990s, telephones were still relatively new to
Tibetan communities and many villages might have only one landline
for the entire village. As a result, many Tibetans were, at the time,
unaccustomed to using telephones. Again, acting out the dialogues
of different types of people—patients in hospital, officials, and young
women trying to call off work—the rupture created by the telephone
provided a tremendous opportunity to creatively imagine and model
language practices in the modern moment.

The volume closes with four comedies from the celebrated “Careful
Village” series, in which the comedian describes his travels to a fictional
pastoral community that believes him to be a holy man. He accepts their
mistake and then takes it upon himself to help the village solve their
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problems. In the first performance, he assigns each villager a “karmic
enemy” (RQAUFA|)—a person that someone is destined to defeat—
to suggest that each villager may only fight one specific target. By
“coincidence,” each villager is a close relative to the “karmic enemy”
selected for them. Grassland wars were common in Amdo at this time
(see, for example, Yeh 2003), but in helping the villagers to realize their
kinship ties as Tibetans, he urges them to rethink the fight. At the same
time, in relying on him, a fake lama, to solve the problem, he satirizes
the village’s misplaced faith. In place of religion, he proposes education.

In “Careful Village’s Bride,” a stubborn young man’s desire to marry
a foreign woman causes an uproar in the village. The villagers describe
how the young man Zalejyal and the foreign woman initially meet over
a language exchange and then describe the woman’s brazen behaviour—
public displays of affection and directly describing her affections for the
man. They can’t understand why no Tibetan woman is good enough. Again,
their trusted “lama,” Menla Jyab, helps them resolve the issue by siding
with the boy and his family in a strong defence of free choice marriage.

In “Careful Village’s Wedding,” Menla Jyab orates a wedding speech.
Although superficially similar to a traditional wedding speech, Menla
Jyab has added a number of changes to its content in order to modernize
it, in the name of intelligibility and closeness to real life. In the process,
he discusses modern technologies, the behaviour of monks and officials,
and the quality of Tibetan education (among many other topics).

“Careful Village’s Thief” is the final performance of the series and of
this volume. In this performance, the village again asks the comedian’s
help, this time to fend off a rash of thievery besetting the village. The
village had previously asked another “lama” named Ra dzu na ma for
help, but his religious remedy had been both expensive and ineffective.
Menla Jyab, however, does his best to help by convincing most of the
villagers to confess their own prior misdeeds (some hilarious for how
minor they are and how embarrassed the villagers seem). In the end, the
audience learns that the previous lama, whose name literally spells out
the Tibetan word for “fake” (rdzun ma E§'|), had stolen money from
the village (and presumably others) and had been arrested.

Reading across these performances, one may notice that pastoralists
and religious clerics are regular targets of Menla’s satirical critique at this
time. Menla Jyab’s portrayal of intergenerational encounters between
pastoralists and educated young intellectuals put tradition, religion, and
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language practices on display and on trial. Education (modern and secular
education, that is) and free-choice marriage are favourite topics as well. In
this way, Menla Jyab’s satirical critiques generally promote a modernity
based in a pointed critique of many traditional attitudes, behaviors, and
beliefs (Thurston 2018). This work generally aligns with the approaches of
the “New Thought” (’:INN'E('“]N’?ND movement—a movement with which
Menla Jyab and speaking partner Phagmo Drashi were both aligned in
the late 1990s and early 2000s—that were beginning to spread in Amdo’s
intellectual circles around this time (see Hartley 2002, Wu Qi 2012, and
Peacock 2020). Many of these social critiques—including free choice
marriage, technological advancement, secular education, and a mistrust of
religion—also parallel discourses of modernity promoted by the State.
Nevertheless, there are also important places in which Menla Jyab’s
critique distinguishes his own voice from the State’s, particularly in the
realm of language practice. The reference to Tibetan kings and ministers
in “The Dream” (Chapter 3) for example, harkens back to key figures
within the Tibetan historical imagination to understand perceived Tibetan
backwardness in the present. Other performances, like “Boasting,” focus
on a specific linguistic practice, but use this to point the finger both at some
forms of Tibetan oral tradition, but more importantly (towards the end) to
changing Tibetan verbal practices in the present, specifically the tendency to
mix Tibetanand Chineselanguages. Similarly, “The Telephone” also critiques
the language practices of Tibetans as they navigate modern life. Focusing
on the linguistic breaks brought on by the arrival of new technologies, he
pokes fun at both urban Tibetans and pastoralists, specifically around their
language practices. Doing so, through the medium of Tibetan, moreover,
creates a more complicated critique based on ensuring space for Tibetan
language in the present and for the future, but also in promoting specific
language practices while satirizing others (including certain traditional
expressive practices).” Taken together, the khashag scripts and translations
presented in this volume model a new, and uniquely Tibetan, way of being
modern in contemporary China based especially in new language practices
whilst also poking fun at the ignorance and anti-modern behaviours of
certain segments of Tibetan society (Thurston 2018). This introduction

19  For the purposes of space, we have abbreviated this discussion of Menla Jyab’s
complex and dynamic social criticism. For a fuller discussion of this critique and
these ideas, see Thurston 2018 and Thurston 2025.
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has highlighted some of the key issues, but it should be noted that each
performance is filled with intricate discussions that poke fun at still other
practices in ways far more nuanced than this short introduction can
adequately introduce. We encourage readers to seek these critiques further
as they engage with this volume.

About the Translations

We understand that a translation of a comedic text should ideally be
humorous in the target language as well as the source language. And
yet, as described above, Menla Jyab’s humour rests in no small part on
his unparalleled ability to create dialogues that are both realistic and
ridiculous. He creates and voices a variety of different male and female
characters that people might recognize from their own communities
and places them in situations that seem to be exaggerated versions
of situations people might face in their own lives. In reacting to these
situations, Menla’s characters deploy the range of expressive practices in
Tibetan language: sometimes playing with words, sometimes parodying
traditional expressive forms, sometimes making up his own unique
phrases, and sometimes applying traditional forms in new contexts.

Foreign readers are not Menla’s target audience, and it is difficult to
convey in text the hilarity of hearing Menla Jyab imitating different types
of speech. Similarly, English readers will likely have difficulty replicating
the novelty of what were, to Tibetan communities at the time, unfamiliar
situations like using a telephone or meeting an American. We have,
however, done our best. We narrow or widen the gap with the original
at different moments in ways that we believe best represent the aesthetic
qualities of the texts and the unique talents of their performers. In some
situations, we have even tried to replicate alliteration and assonance used
throughout. When honorifics are used, we have employed archaic English
language to indicate this change. For example, Amdo’s formal second
person pronoun [é’-'\"] is translated as “thee” or “thou,” and the honorific
form of the verb “to speak” (FYX) is translated as “speakest” or a related
archaic form. In some cases, characters speak ungrammatically—either
inappropriately using honorifics, or using the wrong evidential markers—
and we have indicated these with disfluencies in the English translation
as well as footnotes (where we deem it necessary). We have also added
stage notes in parentheses to indicate the different characters Menla is
voicing on a turn-by-turn basis.
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Where stuck, however, we believe that conveying the content and
the linguistic nuance of the performances takes priority over English-
language humour and have therefore opted in most situations to
prioritize these. Where we feel that the language is particularly
noteworthy or engages heavily with Tibetan and Chinese concepts with
which readers may be unfamiliar, we have provided annotations in the
form of footnotes at the bottom of the pages to clarify. We hope that
together these create a highly approachable and engaging text.
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1. The Artist g%’ "4"4[1

A: Aro, Jyamtso! What is up with the
wrinkles of your forehead reaching
the top of your pate?

B: Oh, why wouldn’t I? That is
called being trapped by aging
wrinkles following the arrival of
the messenger of old age, aro. But
looking at you, you are becoming
like an empty sack. Is your wife
not feeding you or are you worried
you won't be able to feed your
dependents?

A: [scoffing] Ha, I am not you. Even
though I am thin, I have thrown my
thumb-length body into the culture
and arts.?
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1  In this performance, A is performed by Menla Jyab, B (identified in the script as

“Jyamtso”) is voiced by Phagmo Drashi.

2 This is probably a play on the common expression “body of one’s arm-length”
(RR'@N‘Q%&"‘]?'EI’]). Here Menla Jyab takes it to an extreme to indicate that he is

small in stature.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0
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B: [interrupting] Hey! Hey! Let me
ask you: If you've become like empty
intestines for the sake of culture

and arts, then you must be good at
culture and arts, right?

A: Oh, though I am not a performing
artist, when I buck I have more than
enough strength to knock you out.

B: You're pathetic. Do not rush to
boast. Well then, perform something
for me here.

A: Oh, if I relax my body, and put
lyrics into a tune, it is usually easy
for me to sing songs and perform
dances. But ashirego, I am a bit busy
today.

B: [agreeing] Yaya, if you are truly
busy, then I will not ask you about
difficult things like art and culture,
performance and performance styles,
the many types of characters to
voice, and theory. But I have one or
two questions. You will answer my
questions, right?

A: Ah, ask away.

B: Ya, Well then, when performing
plays and films, or any other kind
of playful thing, it is common to
laugh like ha ha ho ho, ... ok then, do
a laugh!
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A: [scoffing] Ha, there are many
types of laughter. You tell me what
sort of person is having what sort
of conversation in what sort of

situation, and I'll do a laugh for each.

B: Ha, that’s fine. Let me tell you, if a
brave young man caught a cowardly

enemy after tracking him down, how
would he laugh?

A: Oh, for that: “Hahaha, Jyamtso,
my archenemy, I will take your head
and make it my chamberpot!”

B: What....what did you say to me?

A:Twas telling you how I'd laugh.
Ya, you ask.

B: What about when this enemy
pleads for forgiveness?

A: H-hero, please spare my life once.
Hehe, don't kill me...hehe, I will give
you whatever you want. He would
say like this.

B: What about when a person shares
an exciting secret with someone?

A: For that: “Aro, Jyamtso! It’s said
that no one knew we stole a chicken,
I have also heard that...... hehe.”

B: You lie! When did I steal a
chicken?

A: Heh, I was just telling how one
would laugh.
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B: [scoffing] Ha, then what if you
have understood something?

A: Oh. One would say, “hehe,
Jyamtso, you are such a thief after all.

17

Ya, well, well

B: If someone saw something funny?

A: “Hahahaha, aro, Jyamtso! Get
over here quick, those two marmots
fighting over there are really funny.
Come quickly. Hahahaha.” That’s
what they would say.

B: Then what about when a
landlord’s lackey tries to give the
landlord a suggestion?

A: “En, hehe, my lord, hehe, this time
when we are collecting taxes...” Then
he would whisper something in the
master’s ear.

B: And if the landlord was very
pleased with the suggestion?

A: He would say, “Enen, hehe, haha,
impressive, Heh, impressive.”

B: Ya, that’s correct. And what if
that lackey looted and plundered,
and did all sorts of terrible things to
a guttersnipe, and the guttersnipe
became desperate?
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A: For that, he would say, “hehehe!
You man-eating beast! Kill me, kill
me, kill me.... hehe” and come at the
lackey.

B: And then the lackey?

A: Uh, the lackey would point to
those behind him with guns on their
shoulders, “Hehe, hit me, if you want
to die.? Hehe, hit me, hehe!” That’s
what he’ll say.

B: Well then, how would a comrade
laugh while watching a play in the
theatre and seeing one hilarious
action after another?

A: For that, they would say,
“hahaha...” and would laugh until
they cried.

B: If they get exhausted from all the
laughing?

A: They would say “hahaha...
Ayoshe!”

B: Well then, if a drunkard is
laughing to himself while stumbling
along?

A:I'm not drunk, hehe, I'm not
drunk, hehe... I'll fight you. I'll
fight... urk [retching sound]!

B: [dismissively] Heh, that’s enough.
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3 The lackey literally says “if you want to go to a Pureland,” suggesting he will die

and reincarnate.
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A: What's up?

B: Well then, what if someone needs
to quickly change a word when they
realize they’ve misspoken.

A: This person would say “A ha ha!
I was kidding just now. My wife...”
and then he would change topics.

B: Oh, that’s it! That’s it! Aro,
speaking of that, how do women
laugh?

A: Uh, tell me what they do when
laughing, and I'll tell you.

B: If two women were tickling each
other.

A: Alahohoye! Heh, that’s enough,
that’s enough. Heh, that’s enough.
Un, un.

B: Aro, what was wrong with her?

A: Oh, she was saying she was in
pain.

B: Oh, she wants to cry then. Today

if your wife and children were here,
they would fear that you have a heart
problem and have heart attacks.

A: If they fear, it’s probably because
they were amazed that I had such
acting skill.
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B: Well, I don’t know if you have
skills, but it’s certain that you are
unhinged.

A:You don’'t know. Appearing
unhinged is the inherent
characteristic of an artist.

B: Oh, that’s possible. What artist
can’t lift a satchel?*

A: Though I'm not a pundit of
performing arts, when compared
with you why wouldn't I, a crow
of the forest become a garuda, and
a skunk on the grassland become a
tiger.

B: Yayaya. I'm not arguing with you.
Let’s say that you are an artist. I still
have a question for you: since you're
an artist, aren’t you fluent with folk

music, modern music, and dancing?

A: Of course I am.

B: Well then, you'll sing, right?
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4  This appears to be playing on the similar pronunciations of the first syllable in the

words “artist” (@)%’“4'“] pronounced jyutselpa) and “sack” (ga‘/] pronounced jyemo

and translated here as “satchel”).

5  This plays on a sort of proverbial phrase, comparing the speaker first to the less

auspicious animals “crow” and “skunk,” and then to greater animals in the same

category (bird and mammal respectively) of garuda and tiger. Thus the speaker

becomes great in comparison to his partner. Traditionally, it is used to sarcastically

scold someone who tries to make themselves seem more important around

inferiors.
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A: Aha,® both the turquoise dragon
of the south and I, and the northern
cuckoo too, who told you that we
three keep silent?

B: Ok, ok! Enough, enough. Then
sing a song.

A: Singing songs is easy. You listen
and I'll sing for you. [clearing throat]
Un, un.
I am not giving you breakfast,
I am not giving you lunch,
I am not giving you dinner
without having food and drink.
you starve to death!
It’s your fault. Soyalaso.” It’s all your
fault.

B: [scoffing] Heh! What was that?
I've never heard a “song” like that
before!

A: [dismissively| Aha! Not only don't
you know how to sing, you also don’t
know how to listen. Ok, I'll sing you
another. Listen.

B: Ok.

A:If T kill Jyamtso it must be tonight.®
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6  Ahais used here to make a strong assertion, meaning something along the lines of,

“of course.”

7 Soyalaso is a commonly used set of vocables in Tibetan songs. It is also frequently

used to index Tibetanness in Chinese language songs.

8  This plays with the lyrics of a Revolutionary song, “Sailing the Seas Depends on
the Helmsman” (@Ng"\mgﬁa}%ﬁﬁﬁfﬂ‘“qgﬁﬁ?ﬁ ), where the character’s name

Jyamtso literally translates as “seas.”
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B: Ok! Enough. enough. Don’t you
have anything else to tell and sing
about beyond me dying and killing
me?

A:You have a lot to say. Whatever, I
will sing one more song.

I am a soldier, fully armed.

If the enemy approaches, I'll
dislocate his cheek.’

B: [interrupting] Ok, enough. I
don’t know what that was. How
about you sing me something easy
to understand in everyday life
instead.

A: Tell me what kind of song you'd
like.

B: Uh, you'd know how to sing a
lullaby, right?

A: Oh, the song to make children
stop crying and sleep, that one?

B: Olé olé, I mean that.
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9  Again, he is playing with a revolutionary song, very likely this one: https://baike.
baidu.com/item/%E6%88%91%E6%98%AF%E4%B8%80%E4%B8%AA%E5%8

5%B5/4644
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A: Oh, when children cry, you can sing
like this and then they will fall asleep.

Ah Ah! Don't cry, dear, go to sleep.
Go to sleep and I'll give you a
horse.

And I'll give you a saddle atop
the horse.

And I'll give you reins covered
with silk

Baby, don't cry, go to sleep

When the daughter-in-law comes,
I'll give you a conch shell*

Give you a conch shell with silk
decorations

When the merchant comes, I'll
give you a mdzo."!

Give you a mdzo with a load on
its back.

Baby, protected by heaven

Don’t cry and sleep quickly

Oh, baby, don’t cry and sleep!

I'll butcher a mottled billy goat
and give it to you.

And give you its kidneys rolled
in fat

Catch stars in sky and give them
to you

Pluck flowers on the ground and
give them to you

If you still cry, then I'll punch you
I'll twist your neck if you cry more
This karma of mine!"? You still
want to cry? Cry more, cry
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Wagma S%& usually is used for a bride but may also be used by parents-in-law

to refer to their daughter-in-law. This seems to be sung from the perspective of

a child’s grandparents, saying that when the child’s mother comes, she will give

these things to the child.
A yak-cow hybrid.

This is a common way of sighing and complaining in Amdo.
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B: [as if in pain] Ow! My head can’t R %‘T\":l“ﬂ"":lv'ﬁ‘ﬁ“ 515‘33\1&/]5"’\
take that much hitting, aro. 531':1'51'5"/ w\;’]
A: [as if suddenly realizing] Oh, but 7] Gﬁ@qu Uﬁ\!&ﬁ%&\ﬁﬁ]

you are not the child.

A and B: Ha ha ha M F999]






2. Boasting ARG

A: Since this snowy land of Tibet

is not only an ocean of songs and
dance, but also a Pureland of
research, if you live here you should
research both the positive and the
negative things. And in particular,
we must research about the negative
things.

B: I haven’t heard that before, aro.

A: There are many benefits to
researching negative things.

B: I don’t buy it.

A: You can gain a lot from studying
negative things.

B: What can you gain from studying
negative things?

A: That is, when we truthfully tell
the negative behaviours, even a fool’s
brain can turn on.

aE =R i g s FIRES
q@ﬂ'@}'r%\:[nawﬂ%:r]'&lq'ﬁa'gm\r
51 gm‘q‘%’ql\l'q%'q'qs:':q'ﬂ%m'
JGAE SRR CRTEEC R
x‘aq‘u‘ﬁ"ﬁx‘x‘%m‘ng'Qﬁ'ﬁir/]'a\ﬁ'
24

ETR‘N‘@R'] ts\r\i]

Rﬁ“ﬂg\ﬂragﬂ'NN'Eﬂ'mzﬂ'u'aq:a"
2

ax&qéuﬁ]
Rq'u'(%:rqgnlwmrqgwqgm’ﬁq-
535
':Eﬁ'w@:rngw«rgwagw%zq%u}-
g3

N Ry
iy Ry
AR ARG R

1  Inthe recordings, A is performed by Menla Jyab.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0
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B: Oh, now I understand. You are
going to make fun of the ones who
lie and boast.

A: Ol¢, it goes without saying. My
goal is to poke boasters and liars
with needles and awls, and to make
people who are guilty of it jump at
every word I say.

B: Okay, that’s right. That’s right.
Well then, I agree to boasting and
lying.

A: Okay, if you agree then let’s begin.

B: Huh? Wh..who should begin?
A: You should start.

B: Really? Shall we boast first or lie
first?

A: It’s one and the same. Boast and
we will be lying anyways.

B: That'’s right. That’s right. Um, I
will boast then.

A: Do it, do it!

A: Well, be quick!

B: Umm, I-, I'm not boasting, boy, but
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2. Boasting

A: What do you mean “not
boasting”? I told you to boast!

B: Uh. [with self-reproach] Heh. I
have never boasted before, so I don’t
know how to boast.

A: Boast! Boast! Don’t be polite. I
know you are excellent at boasting.

B: Yep, that’s true, but I'm no match
for you. You are famous for boasting.

A: How can I compete with you? You
are a box of boasts, and a bag of lies.

B: I can’t compete with you. You are
one who was scolded by people up
there and cursed by people down
there.

A: Even so, how could I compete
with you? You are a rumour mill,
and a driver of feuds.

B: I can’t compete with you, you are
an axe that destroys what’s without
and a hatchet that destroys what’s
within.?

A: 1 can’t compete with you. You
are an evil spirit to your village, and
a disaster-causing demon to your
family.
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2 “Without” means “external to the community,” and “within” refers to one’s family

and the community.
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B: Even so, I'm still no match for you,
aro! You are a burden to the country
and a yoke on the people.

A: How can I compete with you? You
are your family’s leader, and a hero
to your mother.?

B: [dismissively] Hehe. I'm not
competing with you, aro. You are the
only one with learning, you even
know how to write your own name!
You do!

A: How can I compete with you? As
far as letters you completely... you've
got the Tibetan alphabet down pat.

B: I can’t compete with you. You
write and write and add extras to the
thirty letters.

A: Huh! How can I compete with you
though. When you write the letter ka
(") you write it with four legs!*

B: I'm not competing with you, aro!
When you write Tibetan, you don’t
even need a tseg (7)!°
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3 This is probably a sarcastic statement suggesting that “B” abuses his family.

The syllable ka has three vertical lines. Adding a fourth suggests that the speaker’s

writing is poor.

5  This is the dot that separates syllables. The implication is that he cannot even write

multisyllable words.



2. Boasting

A: How can I compete with you? You
can cut the leg off of da (5) and put it
under tha (8).°

B: I am not competing with you, aro!
You can write zha (§) backwards.

A: How can I compete with you? You
can turn nya (9) on its end and make
it lie down.”

B: Hehe, ala, I can’t compete with
you, aro. You know that two plus one
is three.

A: How can I compete with you? You
know that one take away zero is zero!

B: I'm no match for you. You know
zero times zero makes two!

A: How can I compete with you? You
know that five divided by two is four.

B: I'm no match for you, you are the
bravest one out there.

A: Haha, if we're discussing bravery,
how can I compete with you? You are
the one who drops his gun when you
see an enemy.
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6  The Tibetan da (5]) has a long line trailing down the right of side of the glyph. Tha
(8)), the syllable that immediately precedes it in the Tibetan syllabary, by contrast

does has no such “leg.” The speaker is thus suggesting his partner’s illiteracy by

being unable even to write these two basic glyphs correctly.

7 Here the speaker plays on the similar pronunciations of the consonant nya (5))

and the verb nyal (§4]) “to lie down” or “to sleep.”
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B: I'm also not brave like you, aro!
You are the one who cries for his
mommy when he sees a nanny

[goat].

A: How can I compete with you? You
are the one who brings your pops
when you go for a poo.

B: Huh? I can’t compete with you.
You know where your dad keeps his
tobacco bag and where your mother
keeps her money.®

A: T can’t compete with you aro. You
cannot be stopped by the walls and
locks of your neighbors.

B: I'm no match for you, aro. You
see the money in someone’s pocket
before you even see their face.

A: How can I compete with you?
Your hands arrive before your body
does.’

B: Uh, I can’t compete with you; you
are the most beautiful person.

A: How can I compete with you? You
are the cleanest person.

B: I can’t compete with you; you
are the one who wears a flower-
patterned shirt.
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8  This suggests that “A” steals from his parents.

9  Suggesting that “B” is always asking for or stealing money.



2. Boasting

A: How can I compete with you? You
are the one who wears bell-bottoms.

B: I can’t compete with you; you are
the one who wears flat caps.'

A: How can I compete with you? You

are one who wears pointy red shoes."

B: I can’t compete with you, aro; you
are the owner of stinky feet and
companion with the smell of alcohol.

A: How can I compete with you? You
are sworn-brothers with pigs and
bedfellows with lice.

B: [with husky laughter] Hehe. I
can’t compete with you. When you're
at home, you're a fool, and when you
go out, you're a bandit.

A: How can I compete with you?
From the outside, you look like a
foreign woman, and on the inside,
you are a goat of your own country.'

B: I can’t compete with you. You, uh,
you... Wait. Wait. You and I. What
were you saying about me, that
from the outside I look like a foreign
woman and from the inside I am a
local goat?
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10 This style of hat, like a Yorkshire flat cap, was fashionable in Amdo in the 1980s

and 1990s.

11  These hats and shoes were popular with Tibetans at this time. The pointy red

shoes with heels were worn by both men and women at this time.

12 Meaning that the person only appears modern.
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A: Oh, I will tell you. That is, in

the past, you looked like it when
you wore the hat tilted, dangling

a cigarette from your mouth,
swaggering, boasting, lying, tricking,
robbing, drinking, and stealing.

B: Um, that’s... That’s a dead issue.

A: Hehe. That’s right. That’s right.
We were boasting and forgot to lie.

B: We wouldn’t forget. Now boast on.

Now lie on.

A: Who's first?

B: Let’s start with you this time.
A: Start with me?

B: Uh-huh.

A: Ok. What's difficult about
boasting and lying? When I open my
mouth, I talk about the origins of

the universe. When I shut my eyes, I
know the creation and destruction of
the universe. Do you think it would
be difficult for me to boast and lie?

B: [dismissively] Huh, you're
nothing special compared to me.

A: Ah?
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2. Boasting

B: When I am unhappy, I bind the
sun and moon under oath. When I
am angry, I topple Yama from his
throne.

A:It’s as if you're not human.

B: If you boast, you have to do it like
that.

A: Yep! Boast like that yourself!
B: Olé. If you tell me run to the paths

of the death, I would. If you tell me
to hit my father’s head, I would.”

A: Aro, aro! There’s no boast like that.

Wei!

B: If there isn't, I'll boast again:
there’s no one so learned as me.

A: How so?

B: I'm fluent in the Sum, Htag, and
Dag.**

A: You can’t compete with me!
B: Yeah?

A:Tam not only fluent in them, I am
fluent in poetry, history, and debate.
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13 This plays with a well-known tamhwé and suggests that the speaker is obedient.

14  This refers to three major grammatical treatises for the Tibetan language: the

sumchupa (YFH)), the htagjug (FINET)) and the dagyig (ﬁ“]'&!“]). These three

are often said together.
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B: Right. I am fluent in the five
greater and lesser sciences.” Between
us, I'm better.

A:T'm better! Not only am I perfect at
all of Tibetan culture, but I have also
mastered Chinese script.

B: Maybe so, but I'm stronger. Not
only do I have perfect Chinese, I've
mastered foreign scripts, too.

A:Tam stronger. I, uh, what
country’s script do you know?

B: I know Indian script.

A: You can’t compete with me. I
know Burma’s script. Ya, you torma-
like one!'®

B: Hey, you can’t compete with me!
I know French script. Ah! Lutor like
one."”

A: You aren’t competing with me.
I know English script. How’s that,
boy?

B: Hoya! I know it even without
studying it.
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15 In Tibetan tradition, there are five greater and five lesser sciences. Five greater
sciences are craftsmanship (Tib. aF "\“" H)), logic (Tib. T/’ 5“]5! "\“] =), grammar
(le y ’i“] H|), medicine (Tib. “]N x ’i“] H|), Dharma or “inner science” (Tib. §&' ﬁai
3(“] H|), and five lesser sciences are synonyms (Tib. &Qai qéﬁ‘) mathematics and
astrology (Tib. 5}{?%’“‘]) drama (Tib. al\l T1¥)), poetry (Tib. §5'59]), composition

(Tib. Q':! g?])

16 A torma is a cake, usually made of barley flour and used in rituals. Here the

speaker rhymes Burma and forma.

17 Lutor is a type of forma specifically offered to the nagas.



2. Boasting

A: s that even possible?

B: And then, I started university at
fifteen!

A: [dismissively] Heh, I graduated
from university at fifteen!

B: By the age of ten I had gone to
school overseas!

A: 1 graduated from all schools at age
five, and perfected all scripts.

B: I served the people and made
contributions to the country at the
age of three.

A: My hair became grey as soon as I
was born.

B: That’s not possible. I am not only
great at learning, I'm also excellent
at sports!

A: I’'m excellent in that too!

B: I can run 400 to 500 kilometers in
one hour.

A: 1 can run 1000 kilometers in half
an hour!

B: You can’t compete with me! I can
get out of the country in five minutes.

A:You don’t compare to me! I can
run around the earth in a single
minute!
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70 Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

B: I don’t believe you.
A:T'm boasting.

B: Uh, I can carry 500 pounds of
grain.

A: You can’t beat me. I can lift 600
pounds of gold with one hand.

B: You can’t compete with me. I can
carry 1 pound of wool on my back
and walk.

A: Oh, by the Yum if you can’t do
that.’®

B: Uh, ala.

A:Inmy area, it’s ok if I don’t wash
my clothes for three years. How’s
that?

B: That’s nothing. In my area, it’s ok
if we don’t wash our faces for three
months.

A: That’s nothing. In my area, we
don’t wear clothes except for at
weddings, and we don’t wash our
faces except at New Year.

B: In my area, having lice is
considered an omen that you'll get
rich.
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18 The “Yum” is short for yumdumpa and refers to the prajnaparamita “perfection of

wisdom.” In Amdo, the text is mentioned as an oath. By negating the oath, the

speaker is affirming the previous statement.



2. Boasting

A: Well then, in my area, they say it’s
a sign of your merit if you're oily.”

B: Oh, well, in my area, some
comrades have wild yaks walking
single file on their heads.?

A: Well then, in my area, some
comrades shine.

B: Huh? What's wrong with that?
A: Oh, that is, their clothes are oily,

the golden sun shines on it, and it
radiates a conch-coloured light.

B: [dismissive] Heh. Yes. Yes. My
place has people like that, too.

A: Uh. In my area, people speak a
mix of Tibetan and Chinese.

B: We also speak like that in my area.

A: How do people in your area
speak?

B: Uh, how should I say it?
A:Thave an idea.

B: Yeah?
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19  Referring to skin and hair that is dirty and oily, and that this gets on your clothes

as well.

20 Here the “wild yaks” are lice, and they walk in a line like yaks climbing a narrow

mountain path.
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A: Uh, let’s say two old
acquaintances have just met up, one
from my area and one from your
area.

B: That's fine.

A: They have met now.
B: Sure.

A: Yeah, come on.

B: Ah! Ok! I haven't seen you for ages
bei?, wei!

A: Don't talk nonsense (hu ). I
only contact with (dajizodao 728

J&) and deal with my side hustle
(gaofuye ERINL) these days. Who
says I can find the time (shijian I [i])
to just stand there??

B: Really? If you say so aro, now that
you are running a side hustle, are
you becoming the father of renminbi

(AR)?»

A: Take pity on me, getting reminbi
is not easy (jiandan fjER.).

B: Really? What's up?
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21 Beiis a feature of the dialect of Chinese spoken in Qinghai.
22 Readers of both Chinese and Tibetan will notice that the verbs da and gao in the
borrowed phrases “dajinodao” and “gaofuye” respectively have been placed at the

end to fit with conventions of Tibetan grammar.

23 Renminbi (literally “people’s money”) is one commonly used term for the Chinese

currency. Becoming the “father” of renminbi would suggest that he is becoming

wealthy.



2. Boasting

A: This morning, uh, my tractor
(shou fu F+%) broke (huai 35) down
and in the afternoon I went to have it
welded (han J8).

B: Your tractor’s faults (maobing &
Ji) really aren’t small (buxiaoT~/]),
huh?

A: Small faults (xiao maobing /NEJF)
are ok.

B: Yup.

A: If big faults (da maobing KEH)
occur (chu i), what solution (banfa
M%) do you have other than just
lying down.

B: Truly, if a big fault occurred, your
income (shouru W) would really
be interrupted (danwu BLIR), aro!

A: That broken tractor of mine needs
major repairs (daxiu K1&), but now I
don’t have the means (tiaojian &1F).

B: [dismissively| Ayaya, your
maternal uncle (jiujiu5s 8) is like
alandlord (dizhu #13). [He] is a
box (xiangzi #iF) of renminbi. Why
don’t you borrow some?
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74 Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

A: [scoffing] Heh, you really don’t
understand (bu liaojie = T f#t) my
uncle’s temper (pigi F’<). When
he’s in a bad mood (xinging L¥%), he
comes, breaks all the furniture (jiaju
% H) in the home, and then leaves.
Do you think it is okay to borrow
from him?

B: [sighing] Hubh, right. right. It’s
a lot of trouble (mafan Ff) for a
small matter (shiging %1% ). Yeah?

A: Ah, karmically wicked one, all of
society (zhengge shehuif&ME<Y) is
like that.

B: Uh...

A: Our family relations (jiating
quanxi ZRJERF), uh... uh... are
really difficult to talk about
(hennanshuo fRHMEVL).

B: That's the truth (shihuaSZ15)!

A: The longer we went on the more
Chinese it became.

B: Ol¢, truly.

A: Oh, that is understandable. I don’t
have any objections.

B: Then, to what do you have
objections?
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2. Boasting

A: These days, some intellectuals
who claim to be serving the people,
doing the work for the ethnicity,
who are the role models for future
generations...

B: [agreeing] Uh-huh.

A: ...they throw the affairs of the
nationality into the bottom of a
sombre well, and communicate
unnecessary things in unintelligible
speech. I not only get angry but want
to bite them.

B: Hehe, how do they speak, aro?

A: Alas, it is like this.

B: Yes.

A: [hiccup sounds]

B: What was that?

A:Isn’t it me coming to your home
drunk again?

B: Oh, right. right.

A: [hiccups] Ayo’e, you didn’t open
the door quickly. What terrible thing
(duibugi gi shiging X ANEES H1H) did
I'do to you?

B: What?

A: What?

B: Oh, it’s you.
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76 Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

A: What?

B: I'm really sorry (duibugi AAig)!
Come in, come in!

A: [agreeing] Uh-huh.

B: Come in and drink some tea.
Ah, karmically wicked one, you
came here after setting off (za F) a
grenade (shouliudan FHH), 2 ba?®

A:1fThave “cash” (gian ) money,
why not drink the nectar liquor,® eh
little brother (laodi £ )?

B: [inquiringly ] Huh?

A: Tonight, we two bottles of people
threw back one liquor.

B: What did you say?

A: Oh no, I am saying I single
handedly drank two bottles of grain
alcohol (liangshi baijiu ¥R & HiH).7

B: [surprised ] Ah, ah! Wow! Is your
alcohol tolerance (jiuliangilifz) sky-
high these days?
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24 A euphemism for finishing an entire bottle of liquor.

25 Bais a particle appended at the end of sentences, and is believed by many to have

been borrowed from Chinese.

26 Here, he uses the alliteration and rhyme for the Chinese gian “cash” and the

Tibetan chang “liquor.”

27 Baijiu is the clear, distilled liquor frequently drunk throughout China.



2. Boasting

A: It is not bad. But It’s nothing (cha
de yuan le Z1$1ZT ) compared (bitt)
with Drakpa’s.?®

B: Ok, fair enough.

A: [dismissively | Huh, Drakpa is
also nothing special (1#3k).”

B: [confirming] Uh-huh.

A: He cooks a pound of noodles
right after throwing back a pound of
liquor.

B: Aro aro, what is the meaning
(yisi BJ8) of “cooking a pound of
noodles”?

A: [sighing dismissively] Aiya, fool,

you are truly a fool, I'm saying that
when he’s drunk, he throws it back

up.
B: Oh that'’s right. That’s right.
A: Well, “little brother.”

B: Yes?

A: Um, if you have liquor, put it in
front of me. Be quick!
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28 This may refer to a specific person, but it also may be used to create assonance in

the phrase here.

29 3K literally means, “something that can be chewed for a long time without

losing taste.” With the negation {% in front, it metaphorically refers to something

not worth considering. Thus, Menla Jyab suggests that Drakpa’s tolerance is not

great.
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B: [sighing] Aiya. Unfortunately, by
your flesh if I even know what liquor
looks like.*

A: Hehe, forget it (suanleba 5T

). You, you're an alcohol (jiu i)
drinker yourself. I dont believe you
can endure not drinking it. [hiccups]

B: Aiya, if there’s even a whiff (weidao
IKJE) of liquor in my house, then
you can say I didn’t want to pour you

some.

A: Well then, don't play (kai wanxiao
FFBLER), bring some quick.

B: Hubh, [I] truly don’t have any,
otherwise I would offer you some.
Um, let me tell you.

A: Yeah?

B: Don’t drink any more tonight.
A: [agreeing] Uh-huh.

B: Go get some sleep.

A: [hiccup]

B: You have to go to work (shang ban
|-¥E) again tomorrow.
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30 The speaker is suggesting that he has no liquor at home.



2. Boasting

A: [unhappily] Do you care (guanxin
KD about my work?* If you want
to pour me some then do it. If you
don't, then I'll be off (zou la EM)!

B: Hey! Don’t be angry.

A: Cut the bullshit (shao feihua /D JE
1%), you!

B: Hey, [in frustration] honestly!
A: Forget about it (suanla’Hi).
B: Well then, then, beat it (gun %).

A: [no longer pretending to be
drunk] So is this good behaviour?
Is the speech pleasant? Does anyone
understand it?

B: OI¢, if it continues like this, won't
our Tibetan language become a
hybrid language (zazhong hua 7<Ff
1#) in the end.

A: [Catching B in his hypocrisy ]
Ohoho! You weren’t careful and you
spoke it too.

B: Hey! aro, aro, we forgot to boast.
A: Oh, true. True. True. Now let’s

boast. Let’s boast. Let’s boast. I'm a
tall person.

B: I'm also tall.
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31 Literally, in my getting on and getting off work (shang ban and xia ban).
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A: My body is three armspans tall.

B: My body is six armspans. I'm the
taller of us.

A:T'm taller. My body is nine
armspans.

B: I'm taller. My body is twenty
armspans.

A:T'm taller. My body is fifty
armspans.

B: I'm taller. My body is one hundred
armspans.

A:T'm taller. My body is incalculable

with armspans. My head is above the
clouds.

B: Hmph, even so I'm taller.
A: Really?
B: My head is among the stars.

A:T'm taller. The earth is turning
under my feet.*?

B: Um, I am taller.
A: Really?
B: My head reaches the sky and feet

on the earth. The sun and moon are
under my armpits, how is that, aro?
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32 Here he is suggesting he is so huge that the earth is like a ball under his feet.



2. Boasting

A:l..
B: I'm the taller of us.
A:T'm bigger.

B: Really?

B: Yes?
A:T'm bigger.
B: Ok.

A: My upper lip reached sky, lower
lip touches the earth, and teeth are
in the middle. I am bigger, am I not?
Hehe!

B: Then where is your face,
karmically wicked one?

A: Huh? [dismissively ] Heh, we
boasters and liars don’t need face at

all.

B: You don’t need face? If you don’t
need face, then what do you need?

A:Ineed alcohol! Hiccup!

B: Oh, haha!
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3. The Dream 5\4'0\164‘1

A: Dear members of the audience!
Firstly, look at my face.

B: You're not that beautiful.
A: In particular, look at my eyes.

B: [as if suddenly realizing] Oh, your
eyes are probably different sizes.

A: Then, aro, please lookest at my
ears!

B: Oh, your nose is very long, indeed.

A: What nose? Ear! Ear! Ear! I said
ear!” Only people with congested
noses care about noses.

B: Oh! There is nothing special about
your eyes and ears. What is there to
look at?
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1 Ais performed by Menla Jyab and B is performed by Phagmo Drashi. This

performance makes extensive use of humilific and honorific registers. To see these

marked explicitly, see https://yeshe.org/the-dream/

2 Ear and Nose are homophones in the dialect spoken by Phagmo Drashi (B), hence

the misunderstanding.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0

https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0452.03
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A: [disagreeing| Hang! hang! Why
would the Three Ancestral [Dharma ]
Kings of Tibet award me a Nobel
Prize if my eyes and ears are not
unique?®

B: Hey, you karmically wicked
one! When did you meet the Three
Ancestral Kings of Tibet?

A: Um, the night that I flew into the
sky.

B: The night you flew into the sky?

A: Ol¢, the night I requested some
time off and flew into the sky.

B: Which night was that?

A: [pityingly] Ah, you don't
understand anything, do you? On
the auspicious New Year’s Eve
night, I went sightseeing in the sky
after asking permission to drink the
nectar-liquor from the strict chief of
the household, Namtsokyi.*

B: I do not understand what you are
saying.

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet
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3 The three ancestral klngs of Tibet are Songtsen Gampo (ﬂi ':15'81 Hav N]) Tri
Songdetsen ([3 ﬂ: % ’1!53“) and Tri Tsukdetsen ([3 “]§“'| E ’:ISBH) They are credited
as the three kings who brought Buddhism to Tibet.

4 Here Menla Jyab imitates traditional oratory, opening each line with a set of three

syllable formulae.
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A: Oh, If I tell you clearly, on New
Year’s Eve night last year, I drank
some alcohol and spilt a bowl of
noodles after my wife fed me a bowl
of noodles.

B: Ew, you vomited?

A: At the time, the earth and sky
were spinning in my eyes, and after a
while, I flew into the sky, aro.

B: Oh? How did you fly?

A: Uh, I was curled up in bed caring
for my son, and suddenly, wings
grew on me, and I was flown out.?

B: Hahaha, that’s amazing]!

A: Uh, chased by the wind, slashed
by the rain, dust swirling, hit with
the heat, I suffered tremendously
before reaching the sky.

B: [sarcastically] Sure, um, if you say
S0.
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5  There is unusual grammar here, with the phrase wud ta (35'8%]) usually reserved

for third-person phrases. When used for oneself it gives the sense that someone is

not in control of the action.
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A:In any case, ever since I was a
child who did not know how to eat
tsampa T have thought of viewing the
mat of the eight-petaled-lotus-earth
from the eight-spoked-wheel-sky.®

B: Is that believable?

A:1didn’t want to abandon my wife
and son, but since I have already
grown wings, flown into the sky, and
overcome all those suffering, I should
take a look at the external container
world, right?’

B: Hmph, utter bullshit! Oh, what
shape is this world?

A: Uh, have you ever been to
Tsongonpo Lake?®

B: Yes, I have.
A: Well, it is like that.

B: Really?
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6  These are two epithets for the earth and sky in Tibetan oral literature, eight-
spoked-wheel-sky (E]aial'qfiﬂi'a/l'%’ql\!ﬂ@ﬁp and the eight- petaled-lotus-earth ('
NFA[TRFA|), very likely originating from India/Buddhism.

7 There is a Tibetan categorisation of the world that divides the universe into “the
world of the external vessel” (@gﬁﬁqgu}%aﬂ) and “the inner contents of sentient
beings” (q:’m%ﬁ‘@'&&&%éﬂ) ; here, it is talking about the former.

8  Tsongonpo, is the Tibetan name for Koknor (in Mongolian) or Qinghai Lake (5

i) in Chinese, one of the highest salt lakes in the world, and a major geographic

feature of Amdo.
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A: As the Tsonyang Mahadeva'’s head ’\']

protrudes from Tsongonpo Lake.’

B: [dissatisfied | Heh.

A: Mount Sumeru is also erected
in the middle of the ocean like a
millrind."

B: [unimpressed] Heh, Such an ugly
metaphor.!

A: [scoffing] Heh, do not look down
on Mount Sumeru, boy!

B: You shut up. Why would I look
down on Mount Sumeru?

A: Then I'looked carefully and saw,
in the east of Mount Sumeru, the
continent of Pairvavideha, with its
two minor continents, shaped like a
scythe.

B: Scythe? Say it’s the shape of a
crescent.
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9  Tsonyang Mahadewa (5\1%%:3\1"2'%"3]) is an island in the heart of Tsongonpo Lake.
10  Unlike the commonly found four-armed iron support, Tibetans use a wooden peg

in the centre of the bed-stone of the hand mill, which is usually known as the te

(’é‘) “navel.”

11 Here and in ensuing turns of speech, Menla Jyab begins with descriptions of

Tibetan cosmology that will be familiar across the region because of their inclusion

in secular oratory, but ends with hyperlocal metaphors. When Phagmo Drashi

corrects him, he suggests the conventional simile for Tibetan poetry.
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A: Um, It’s okay. In the south, the
continent of Jambudvipa, with its
two minor continents, is shaped like
the teeth of a wakshel.*?

B: Say it’s the shape of the teeth of a
saw.

A: In the west, the continent of
Aparagodaniya, with its two minor
continents, round like the bread
cooked in ash.'

B: [dismissively] Heh!

A: In the north, the continent of
Uttarakuru, with its two minor
continents, is square-shaped like a
napkin.

B: Hey! Enough, enough. You

are going to ruin it with all these
metaphors. How about you give us
an account of our snowy Tibetan
regions instead.

A: [as if beginning an oration] Oh,
white stupa-like snow mountains
surround this snowy Tibetan Pureland
of ours; it is a place where the rivers
with eight qualities run melodiously;™
a place where the silk-like grasslands
glitter; a place where the three types of
livestock—white, black, and multi-
coloured—prosper speedily.”®
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12 A wooden tool with teeth used for softening sheepskin in Amdo.
13 This is a type of bread, common in Amdo. The bread is thin and circular in shape and
cooked in smouldering ash. The ash and burned parts are scraped off before consuming.

14 The eight qualities of water are sweet, cool, pleasant, light, clear, pure, not harmful

to the throat, and beneficial for the stomach.

15 Herders in Amdo often use this phrase in oral literature to refer to all of their livestock.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uttarakuru
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B: So you are going to do a thorough
praise.

A: Olé. It is a place where all the
people are strongly religious; a place
where even lice receive life-release
practices;'® a place where both young
and the old are with great endurance;
a place where even if you jumped
over their heads, they would have

no complaints; a place where even a
one-year-old is compassionate; a place
where there are many honorifics in
the speech... Oh, it should be said
that our snowy Tibetan land is where
archaic terms are not changed in

the written texts; old black yak hair
tents over our heads are not changed;
the primitive old traditions are not
changed; where the syllable Om are
not changed in our minds."”

B: Lakso! Lakso!"® This is what
probably should be said.

A: While I was fascinated by the
beautiful mountains and rivers and
lovely folk cultures, suddenly a
robust swirling wind came, and I was
turned like a spindle wheel, aro!
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16  Tsétar (%'2’\]), translated here as “life-release” refers to the practice of freeing

animals to gain merit. Pastoralists, for example, will promise not to kill certain

livestock from their herds. Menla Jyab uses providing life-release for lice

sarcastically, as an absurdly extreme version of the practice.

17 This whole turn is a critique of how pious, patient, but also cowed he believes

Tibetans to be.

18 This is a common affirmation phrase that the orator receives from the audience

while delivering a speech in Amdo.
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B: Then you fell back to the ground,
didn’t you?

A: At some point, everything
disappeared from my sight, and
there was something on my head.

I touched it, and it was something
velvety. It might have been a cloud
or a khatak, and probably was my
blanket. I was utterly baffled, aro.

B: You were probably lost.
A: T gave it some thought, and things
were really bad. If I had left my wife,

lost my son, and wandered off, I'd be
finished.

B: Well, then what should you do?

A: At that point, suddenly, a star fell
in front of me.

B: A star?
A: Uh, not a star. It might have been

the kettle from our home or your
household’s white tent.

B: You are going to tell lies again.

A: Oh, it was a UFO, so he came to
pick me up.

B: Who?

A: Uncle Tongtsen.
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B: Who is “Uncle Tongtsen”?

A: You do not know Gar Tongtsen,
the chief minister of the Tibetan king
Songtsen Gampo?

B: You are going to lie again.

A: [accidentally agreeing] Olé...
[realizing his mistake] No! King
Songtsen Gampo was very fond

of him since Gar Tongtsen went to
receive the ladies of China and Nepal
and escorted sacred statues in the
past. So, he was sent to collect me
today.”

B: Really? What quoth he?

A: He immediately recognized me
and said, aro, “Hello, buddy!”

B: “Buddy”?

A: It would take too long to talk in
detail about how about the sorts of
things Gar Tongtsen and I discussed,
Tibetan ancestors welcomed me, how
the Three Ancestral Kings offered me
beer and all the things I heard and saw
on this trip. So if were to speak briefly
about the things I heard and saw.
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19 Later Tibetan historical accounts mention the critical role Gar Tongtsen played in
bringing the two princesses Gyaza Kongcho (Q'QEQ'ﬁR'\E’]) and Balza Tritsun (R
’:13"-('[%":@8“) from China and Nepal respectively to Tibet as wives for the King
Songtsen Gampo in the seventh century. Histories also recount that these two

princesses brought two statues of the Buddha, and people believe they are housed

in Jokhang and Ramoche temples in Lhasa to this day, attracting thousands of

pilgrims annually.
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B: [scoffing] Hmph, again you're
going to tell a bunch of lies.

A: People like us are sleeping here,
but our Tibetan ancestors are already
in a world of science, aro!

B: How do you know that?

A: They have computers, and the
internet is widely available.

B: [disbelieving ] Huh?

A: Motorcycles are their rides; they
live in skyscrapers, gates are electric
and automatic, doors have electric
doorbells, and they watch electric
television and listen to symphonies.
And for the home goods, there are
electric beds, electric food storage,
electric stoves, electric pots, and
electric food.

B: You... What did you say? Electric
food?

A: No, no, no! Except for food,
everything is electric.

B: [disapprovingly ] Ang ang, you are
telling some funny lies.
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3. The Dream

A: Uh, then the Three Ancestral
Kings threw a banquet for me.

All the Tibetan ancestors danced,
Thonmi Sambotha performed a
poetry recitation,® Sakya Pandita
Kunga Gyeltsen played the piano,*
and Uncle Thangdong Gyalpo
performed a disco dance.”

B: Um, if you say so...

A: The derkha® in front of me was
also fabulous.

B: The derkha?

A: Olé.

B: What was there to be eaten?

A: Um, there was meat, butter, and
cakes. There was churned tea and

sweet tea. There was barley liquor
and wine. There was modern beer,

candies, and sunflower seeds (guazi

JRTF).

B: [dismissive] Huh! Those are just
things that you like.
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20 Tibetans credit Thonmi Sambhota with creating the Tibetan script during the

seventh-century reign of Songtsen Gampo.

93

21 Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyeltsen (1182-1251) is a famous Buddhist scholar known

for his writings on philosophy, music, and poetry.

22 Thangdong Gyalpo is a fourteenth-century architect and artist known for

founding Tibetan opera performances and iron suspension bridges.

23 Derkha is food such as meat, fruits, candies, bread, sunflower seeds, and peanuts

in display put into plates and bowels during the festivals such as New Year and

weddings in Amdo.
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A: This time I found that our
ancestors are not only great but are
probably boasters as well, aro!

B: Really?

A: They all told me about how they
ruled Tibet, how they learned from
the good qualities of others, how
they built temples for subduing the
border and further borders,?* how
they invited foreign translators, how
they translated countless texts into
Tibetan, and how they edited and
finalized them, how they established
the legal code, and many more.

B: [unimpressed ] Hang, read the
historical records! That is true!

A: It is not that. They only talked
about those things to give me a hard
time. They say we haven’t surpassed
what they have done, and we have
been left behind in the current era.

B: Hmmm, those are also words of
concern.

A: Uh, the Seven Wise Men also told
me an entire valley of things, aro.”
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24 Tibetan mythology describes the land of Tibetan as a giant demoness. In order to

subdue the demoness and make Tibet a Buddhist land, the King Songtsan Gampo

had 108 temples built at key points of the Tibetan region.
25 “The Seven Wise Men” (N’it‘\!'&"&'qﬁaﬂ) were a group of Tibetan sages credited

with significant technological contributions to Tibetan culture during the Tibetan

Imperial period (618-842AD).
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B: What did they say?

A: They said the gold, silver, copper,
and iron they found are still rusting
away in our time.

B: They are correct.

A: They said the wooden ploughs
from their time are still being
dragged by the yaks in our time.

B: Isn't it correct?

A: Uh, they said that in their time
they made nomadic lives sedentary,
but people are climbing back up the
mountains in our time.?

B: Of course, they are right.

A: Aro, Songtsen Gampo alone had
more than three hundred ministers.
Pity my ears if I let them all say
whatever they want.

B: [disagreeing] Ang, when someone
points out our shortcomings, if what
they said is true, then we should
acknowledge it.
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26 In critiquing those who “climb back up the mountains,” Menla Jyab appears to

stand in support of policies aimed at resettling pastoralists.
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A: Uh, they spoke about how
nowadays, both the peaceful and

wrathful internal conflicts are serious

for Tibetans; for the peaceful, how
anger and envy are making them less
united; for the wrathful, how they
have internal killings due to conflicts
over caterpillar fungus and winter
pastures.” After saying so many
things, they conveyed that they were
disturbed, aro.

B: What did they say?

A: They said, “there are many old
minds, and new concepts are few.
There are many Lamas and leaders
and those passionate about Tibet
are few. Many wear yellow and

red robes, but genuine monks are
few. Moton Phakgo is rich and
superstitious people are poor.”® You
guys degraded the true dharma
we have brought by superstitiously
believing in it.”

B: [agreeing] Ang, how true!

A: However, the Three Ancestral
Kings praised me so much, aro.

B: Oh? How didst they speak it?
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27  Note that for Menla Jyab, “internal killings” is not only meant to include violence

within families or communities but extends to the entire Tibetan population more

generally.

28 Moton Phakgo is a well-known folktale character who pretends to be a fortune-

teller and comes up with prophecies by using a pig head as the prop, hence the
name “pig-head fortune-teller” (;"éai"dﬂ'alzﬁ).
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A: [as one of the kings] Ya, noble son,
your right eye sees the good; your
left eye sees the bad; your right ear
hears the good; your left ear hears
the bad. In addition, your mouth is
perfect for performing khashag, pay
attention with your left on the way
back and you will get some benefit
from it. ndendendendenden®

B: What did they give you?
A: Ha, the Nobel Prize.

B: Bullshit. What did the Nobel Prize
look like?

A: Uh, there was an eight-spoked
wheel on the rim, eight-auspicious
symbols in the middle, and eight-
petaled lotus at the bottom.

B: It was probably a porcelain bowl.
A: Uh, in it, the nectar...

B: Huh?

A: Uh, no, no, no. There was nothing
inside it; there was nothing inside it.

B: You don’t even know how to lie
properly.
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29 Said once, the syllable nde (Q%]) would be perceived as terse or an order. Spoken

many times (as done here), it suggests that they are giving or handing him

something.
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A: Uh, then the Three Ancestral
Kings sent a message to the young

Tibetan boys and girls in the form of

a dunglen song.®
B: Then sing it!

A: Ye, the lady with the feminine
body and boy’s hair:

When you go away; it is
unattractive, and

When you come back, you upset
people.

I feel relieved when you are gone.

Ye, the young man with a liquor
bottle in his hands:

When you go away; it is shameful,

and

When you come back, you
instigate fights.

It is a relief for the neighbours
when you are gone.*!

B: That is something believable.
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30 Dunglen is a popular form of music in Amdo since the 1980s accompanied either

by mandolin or Tibetan lute known as Dranyen (§§d])).

31 The tune follows an older version of the Amdo dunglen song known as Akhu

Padma (W®=g|) popularized by Palgon, a dunglen singer from Machu in Amdo.

Menla Jyab changes the lyrics in order to critique the behaviours of young men

and women.
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A: Then I took the prophecy of the
Three Ancestral Kings in mind and
paid attention to the bad on the way

B: Did you get anything out of it?

A: Oh, I got a lot out of it. I went
from the Headless and Tailless
Village to the Tell-Everything Village
and heard some stunning things.

B: Ya, what did you hear?

A: When they speak, my stomach
aches; when they swear, my ears
burn; when they scold, my legs
tremble.

B: So, you are saying that it’s all
frightening words?

A: Ol¢, firstly if I talk about how they
give me a stomach-ache when they
speak: the words from their mouths
are dirty.

B: Ya, how do they speak?

A: For example, when I arrived at the
Headless-Tailless Village and went to
Uncle Complaint-mouth’s home, this
old man’s speech disgusted me.

B: Ya, what did this Uncle Complaint-
mouth say?
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A: Uh, there was not one good word
from his mouth, aro. He said, “Aro!
Ya, karmically wicked one, you came.
Let’s go inside our tent and drink
some tea.” The unlucky one, when
did you come? Hey, demon dog,
ghost dog, sorcery dog, one whose
head should be tied to the ground.
Wei, bad dog, your mouth should be
directed to your father and mother,
consuming all the dead and long-
dead. I guess the dog saw all those
who had died and disappeared.”

B: What was that?

A: Wasn't it him scolding their family
dog for barking at me, aro?

B: Pee!*® Truly, he just speaks
disgusting words.

A: Aro, that is a wealthy family, and
possessions are decent too. But the
names are all “torn” and “broken.”

B: Oh, what does that mean?

A: Uh, talking about containers and
things, they are broken cabinet,
broken cauldron, broken pot, broken
porcelain bowl, bad bowl, broken
ladle, bad ladle, torn mat, bad mat,
ripped stove, and bad stove.
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32 In this, Menla Jyab uses humilific forms of “come,” ‘tent,” “drink,” and “tea,” the

speaker lowering himself in relation to the speaker.

33 This interjection suggests that the speaker is dismissing a phenomenon or thing

when the speaker is disgusted by it.
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B: So, everything was broken and
torn?

A: Of course not! It was their

local speech. And when speaking
ornamental language, aro: things
which should be attached to a
corpse, things which should be
laid on the road, something which
should hit one’s heart with, things
which should be used for a dog
bowl, funeral bowl, items should
be thrown in the gfo,* there are so
many.

B: Pee! Lalala.®

A: For clothing: ripped coat, torn
pants, ripped lambskin robe, torn
sheepskin robe, bad hat, torn sash,
torn shoes, gto clothing, and dog
clothing. For food and cuisine:
corpse-food, gto food, dog-food,
ghost-food. One would not dare to
eat when hearing these names, aro/

B: That’s really filthy speech, aro.
A: Then I arrived at the Horse-
Herder Village. People were cursing

the horses, and it was terrifying too.

B: Gosh.

34 A ritual of ransom.

35 Lalala is an expression of surprise or awe.
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A: The one that should be skinned,
the one that should be made into a
corpse, the one that should be driven
away by bandits, the one that should
be made into an inflatable raft, the
one whose tail should be cut, the

one whose mane should be sheared,
the one that should carry corpses
(which I didn’t even understand)!
When I arrived at the Yak-Herder
Village, they were cursing the yaks,
don-yaks,* ghost-yaks, sorcery-yak,
disappearing-yaks, the one that
should contract rinderpest, the one
that should die from sakyon disease,”
the one who should no longer leave
footprints. There were so many.

B: Most likely they were hurt by the
milk and yoghurt that they drank.®

A: When I arrived at Goat and Sheep
Herder Village, there were even
more. Ones that should contract

za disease,* the ones that should
contract head-worms, ones that
should have diarrhoea, ones that we
should sweep up after,”’ ones that
should be handed to a butcher.

B: They were the butchers
themselves!

36 A type of harmful spirit.
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37 This disease occurs in yaks and cattle; once contacted, the animal would die in less

than a few hours after groaning loudly.

38 This sarcastically suggests that the yaks didn’t do enough by giving their milk.

39 This is a common disease occurring in sheep where the contacted animal would

have balance issues.

40 Meaning that they are sold and the ground should be swept to leave no trace of

their existence.



3. The Dream 103

A:Then I arrived at Primitive Village,
people swore some strange oaths.

B: How did they swear?

A: By generations of ancestors! By
all the scriptures that have been
written and chanted! By the one and
only Mani! By the twelve volumes
of the Yum!*! By all the pure virtues!
By Kumbum!* By Shachong!* By
Kanjur and Tenjur!*

B: Oh my, oh my!

A: By all the dharma on this earth,
then followed by, by having nine
bites at my father’s raw liver!

B: Lalala.

A: By having nine gulps of my
mother’s blood after killing her! By
spreading my son’s bones to nine
different places after smashing them!
It was endless, aro.

B: Oh my goodness! That’s utterly
terrible.

A: Don't fret; there are even worse
things yet to come.

B: There’s even worse than that?
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41 Name used in Amdo for the twelve volumes of the “Perfection of Wisdom Sutra”

texts, and a popular oath.

42 One of the largest monasteries in Amdo.

43 Animportant monastery (and also the name of a mountain deity) in Amdo.
44  The foundational texts of Buddhism, the Kanjur is the sayings of the Buddha, and
the Tenjur is collected commentaries from great teachers.
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A: Of course, from Black-Nose Black-
Tongue Village to the Tell-Everything
Village it was all about cursing
people.

B: Ya, how do they curse people?

A: Uh, at first, they will express their
wish that everything goes wrong for
you.

B: Gosh.

A: The one whose endeavours should
go wrong, the one whose works
should be carried away by the Guchu
river,® the one who should never
have any prosperity, the one whose
merits should be tied to a dog’s

neck, the one who should never see
happiness, the one whose mouth
should be smeared with ash, the one
whose head should be put in a bag,
she who should be widowed for nine
times, there’s enough to fill a whole
valley.

B: Oh my goodness.

A: Uh, then they will pray for you to
have an unhealthy body.*

B: Geez.
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45 This is the name of the main river in Rebgong, a tributary of the Yellow River (&

&).

46 Interestingly, the word used here for “body” is an honorific term.
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A: The one who should get a goitre,
the one who should become mute,
the one who should get lockjaw, the
one who should go blind, the ones
whose tongue should fall out, at
the same time, they use things like
voracious, big-belly, ever-hungry at
their convenience. Aro, you know
that, right?

B: Pee! Pee! What a terrible thing.

A: After that, they will tell you to
leave this human world.

B: Oh?

A: Uh, the one whose face should
never be seen, the one whose speech
should never be heard, the one
whose name should never be called,
the one whose happiness should be
diminished abruptly, the one whose
life should follow the setting sun.
Uh, after that, the one whose head
should be buried under a rock, the
one who should be dumped into a
well, and the one over whose head
dirt should be shovelled. Ayoshe, 1
can’t finish listing them here, aro.

B: Goodness, who wants to listen to
those?

A: Ah, they will pray like: All the
dead people from your family! All
the dead people from the past and
now! Your father and your mother!
The corpse of your father and
mother! The heads of your father and
mother! Nine freshly dead corpses
still warm! Aro, are you disgusted?
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B: Lalala, those are truly disgusting
words. They really need to be
changed.

A: Uh, I had never heard this type of
speech before. I bet this is the benefit
the three ancestral kings said I would
get out of it, aro!

B: Yeah, probably!

A: They said those are not [the gains
in the prophecy].

B: Who said that?

A: Some herders came and said I
misunderstood them, and they did
not have such ways of swearing oaths
and cursing.

B: What did you say?

A:Ttold them, “T am saying all this
for your own good, You have them!
By your flesh if you don’t.” They
said, “we don’t.” I said, “you do!”
And they said, “We don't!” Aro, my
blood was boiling and I pushed one
of them, and there was a “bang”
sound.

B: What was it?
A: My son had been sleeping with

me and I had kicked and pushed him
to the ground.
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B: After all that, it was all just your
dream. Oh, your son was all right,
right? What did he say?

A: He said, “Father and Mother! By
all the dharma on the earth! Who
threw me to the ground?”

A and B: Hahaha.
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4. All-good Menla 357
RIR!

A: Ya, Uncle Menla! oMW R
B: Call me Kunzang! REEREEGE
A: Ya, Uncle Kunzang! MW SRS RER]
B: Menla! Menla! ECEEEE
A: Ya, Uncle Menla, you... W SRS B

a3 4

B: No, no! Kunzang.

aq'iﬁw'iﬁl &R
RGP R EE K]

Kunzang? qa:&qul

A:Ya, so, are you actually Menla or

3

B: Menla Kunzang R g]a\'a’\rlb\":lﬂﬂ

A: Lalala. Kunzang on top of Menla, M "-\!'ﬂs!'@!] g]a\'a%aﬂs!rﬂuaiﬂiﬁﬁaiﬁ
is it fitting for you?? é.@.a\]gq.a

1 In this performances, Phagmo Drashi is in the “A” position, while Menla Jyab
voices “B.”

2 Here Phagmo Drashi takes the name literally: Menla being the name of the
medicine Buddha and kunzang literally meaning “all good,” and suggests that
such a name is inappropriate for him.

©2025 Jyab (text)
Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0452.04
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B: That’s what they call me, even if
it’s not fitting.

A: Oh, I hadn’t heard that.

B: Truly, you wouldn't believe how
much I have suffered since being
called Menla Kunzang!

A:If T wouldn't believe it then you
must be lying.

B: No way no way. I am telling the
truth. There isn’t even a lie the size of
a louse’s leg.

A: Then you tell me.

B: [with unwilling laughter] Ahihi, I
am not going to tell you. You are not
going to believe me.

A:If I don't believe, then I don't
believe you! Just tell me.

B: Are you going to believe me? How
about you tell me that.

A: [surprised] Ala, how would I
know if I believe you or not if you
don’t tell me.

B: Isn’t it me signing a contract before
telling you? So when you don't
believe me after I've finished, either
you don’t have ears, or you have
them but you're deaf, or you're an
utter fool. Otherwise, what do you
do with those ears?

A
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A: Oh, though I may not believe,

I still need to fix my attention and
listen to it as though I'm listening to
folktales.

B: Oh, when you believe me, my
story is as different from an ordinary
folktale as the earth is from the sky,
aro.

A: What's important is that I would
listen closely if you were to tell it.

B: If I tell it, it’s going to take too
long.

A: Well then then tell a short version.

B: Uh, if it’s short no one will like it.

A: Then tell a version that’s neither
short nor long.

B: If I tell it neither short nor long,
then I'm not an elder who tells
folktales, not a scholar who can

tell modern stories, not a lama who
knows the next life, not a leader who
doesn’t need an inside man.

A: Oh, now it has turned into a
wedding speech. Say, “first, it’s
difficult for my snow-white mind to
manifest it,” aro!®

B: First, it’s easy for my snow-white
mind to manifest it.
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3 Inthe previous turn, speaker B has riffed on a formula common to Tibetan

speeches, and speaker A extends that here. The speech style continues through to

the next page.
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A: Oh?

B: It is easy to loosen the knots of the
silky tongue. It is easy to speak from
between the 30 teeth of my mouth.

It is easy for you to listen to it from
boxy-machines.* These days my
khashag and advice are cheap.

A: Lalala. Nothing is difficult for this
guy!

B: I, the one with a cheap straw

hat, bear this difficulty only out of
concern for the snow-white goddess.®
This time I wrote this play causing
all sorts of laughter because I need
cash.®

A: Oh, then it’s certain that it won’t
be worth listening to.

B: I'll say, “Bearded uncles above,
don’t say they’re bad omens and
meaningless chatter. Young ones in
the middle with pens don’t say it’s
glib and easy to listen to. Powerless
women below don’t say ‘ha ha ho ho’
it's a lie!””

A: There’s no need! There’s no need.

B: [disbelievingly] “No need?” Wei!

i
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In the context of Amdo in the 1980s and 1990s, this refers specifically to radios.

5  “Snow white goddess” appears to be a reference to Tibet and likely draws its

imagery from a poem by Jangbu that was popular around this time. See https://

www.tibetem.com/contemporary /pfv/2014-12-11/4007 html

6  Inthis line “B” repeats the syllable “mo0” several times in a form of traditional

language play.

7 Alaugh that women in Amdo use to express disbelief or derision.


https://www.tibetcm.com/contemporary/pfv/2014-12-11/4007.html
https://www.tibetcm.com/contemporary/pfv/2014-12-11/4007.html
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A: You replaced difficult with easy,
so I replaced Iakso with “no need.”

B: You can't say there’s no need. If
you say there’s no need, then I'll have
nothing more to say.

A: And you can't say, you won't
speak. If you don’t speak, then I'll
have nothing more to listen to.

B: Ah, Ill speak if you'll have me
speak. Speaking truthfully, there’s
really not that much to say. It was
last year after I was named Menla
Kunzang.

A: Ya, then get on with it.

B: One day, my wife blew up, saying
“Menla Kunzang! Just writing your
khashag, don’t you have to fill your
mouth? Go collect some firewood.”

A: Then go collect firewood!

B: Hmph, though I am a good
person, it’s not ok for the wife to be
giving me orders. I was very angry
and ran and grabbed the ground...

A: You didn't pick up a big rock, did
you?

B: ... I picked up an axe and brought
it [with me]...

A: Ala. you can't hit with an axe!
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B: ... I put the axe through my sash
and dashed out.

A: [scornfully] Heh, I thought you
were going to beat your wife.

B: By the Yum! It is difficult to go

collect the firewood, let alone on foot.

So I secretly rode the old horse that
was so thin it was about to fall over.

A: So even that had to be ridden
secretly?®

B: I rode and rode, and at some
point, I paid some attention and
realized that the old horse was just
bouncing up and down in one spot
as if it was dancing.

A: [dismissively] Oh, oh, that must
be your Dudu Disco.’

B: I bent over from atop the horse
and looked, and something was
wrong, aro.

A: What had happened?

B: Uh, the axe tucked in my sash had

fallen out and had broken one of the
horse’s legs.

A: As if it was made of red clay."
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This implies that B’s wife is very strict and controls what he can and cannot do.

Dudu would be the sound people make when feeding horses.

10 Red clay (N53X]) is used in Amdo to make animal sculptures and tsha tsha

moulded images used as offerings.
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B: So what could I do? It’s certain
that a horse with three legs can’t take
me anywhere.

A: If it could then you should ride a
tripod.™

B: I was left with no choice, so I cut
a tree branch and implanted it as the

horse’s leg and set off and I tell you
that my horse was faster than before!

A: Oh, I hope it was like that.

B: At some point, the horse was not
moving again.

A: It must have been tired.

B: I turned back and looked and my

A: Something else was wrong?
B: That tree branch had grown into

the sky and my horse and I were like
toys at the foot of the tree.

A: They're probably your wife’s toys."
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11  This is likely a reference to tripods that government survey teams placed on

mountains in the 1980s and 1990s.

12 Here A continues to suggest that B is under his wife’s thumb.
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B: Uh, ya so I thought I must go into
the sky and have a look around.
There wouldn’t be anything wrong
with that. So I climbed up the tree.
A: [scoffing] Ang, so climb then!

B: After, eighty-one days, I finally

reached sky. The sky was absolutely
delightful, aro.

A: What was it like?
B: It is utterly blue.
A: So being blue is delightful?

B: It was so delightful that I

completely forgot to collect firewood.

A: Of course, you had seen all the
blue.

B: After wandering around for some
time and when the afternoon sun
was setting, I was so hungry my
insides hurt.

A: Your insides were probably stuck
together.

B: I thought about going home
for a meal and looked down and
ahawonahawo...

A: Now what had happened?

B: The tree I climbed was nowhere to
be seen.

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

] W5 FAARA TR R YR BT Bay
Ay frAEqg Ry
NN’§R‘5&'§H}'§;§'WQ§N'Q5:]

=] ﬁ'q?ﬁw'uql

P §RNYRey ST Ry

a3 4 3 3

ﬁ%ﬁ&a\'a\'a\‘&ﬁqgﬁﬂmx] ﬁ
AR TR R

\’\‘U\*ﬁiﬁ‘“ﬁ’%ﬂ‘“ﬂ“’@s
B

Az ':1‘:31&1 JIRRREY| 3T 5 ar
EENEN

5@-&-(:@;-5:3-&@&&5]
@um'%u}'ag:'uﬁ'a?g"qﬁﬁm«l'&xx
S AgEN| &G G

NR’%'m%q'Qﬁ'qqﬂ'ﬁﬁ'E]

Nx‘x‘ﬁ:‘gﬁ'ﬁﬁ"ﬁ:ﬁq;’q‘%u}'
g



4. All-good Menla 117

A: It didn’t fall down did it?

B: My horse dragged it to
somewhere else, after all it was his
prosthetic leg.

A: Then, sit there blissfully in the
utterly blue place!

B: I gave a thought and remembered
people saying that there are gods and
goddesses in the sky. I thought “Ya,
I'should look for them.” I went on
and on and finally arrived in front of
a temple.

A: Was it the Mani Temple in your
village?

B: I'looked inside from door gap for
a bit. Yep! I tell you they were all
sitting in the sun picking each other’s
lice.

A: Were they the elders from your
village?

B: Of course not! Gods and
goddesses! I prostrated eighty-one
times ‘til my forehead was numb
from it, aro.

A: That’s probably because your
forehead has not received the
training yet.
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B: I'said, “Om mani padme hum.
Gracious ones, people say that food
and clothing are self-arising in
heaven, but none have arisen for me,
please quickly put something self-
arisen in my stomach. Quickly!”*?

A: What did they say?

B: [disappointedly] Ha! I tell you
they didn’t even look at me.

A: Maybe you are too ugly to look at.
B: One of them told me the truth.
A: What did he say?

B: He said, “Ah, karmically wicked
one, as you can see we are just skin
and bones. Few people prostrate
these days, and those who make
offerings are especially few. We don’t
have anything to eat ourselves. What
should we give you?”**

A: What did you say?

B: I said, “Ah, don’t lie to me! I heard
in the human world that you guys
have some things that we don’t
have.”

a

a3 4 A 34
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13 “Self-arising” ("='gR) is a term commonly used in religious language to suggest

something that appears without effort. We maintain the religious register that

Menla Jyab uses here.

14 In traditional Tibetan religious practice, burnt offerings are thought to provide

sustenance to those in the heaven realms.



4. All-good Menla

A: And what did he say to that?

B: “Ah, do we have merit like the
human world? These days, people
don’t believe in gods. People have
faith in people. In the human world,
how great are the offerings received
when people chant, even those who
don’t know the dharma! We have
nothing.”

A: And then?

B: Then I looked carefully and they
were also so hungry they were barely
breathing, aro! ...

A: Oh!

B: ...I cannot bear hunger like them.
I didn’t know that the happiness of
heaven was like that. Now I've seen
the other side of the mountain, and
learned that that the wild yak’s head
was bare."

A: Used up the only proverb you
know?

B: Lamenting I went to look for a way

down and I found one!

A: Was the horse dragging the tree
back?

i
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15 This seems similar to the English phrase “the grass isn't always greener on the

other side.”
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B: No! Among those with bad karma
mine is better, out of nowhere a pillar
of ice appeared hanging straight
down from the sky. Hugging it, I slid
down.

A: So have you arrived on the earth?

B: Who knew that the pillar did not
touch the ground. I almost lost the
pillar in my hand and made a scene. I
couldn’t climb up or go down, and so
I'just stayed there holding tight.

A: Oh, so you just hung there like a
spider?®

B: I thought for a bit, and it seemed
ok.

A: You mean dropping down?

B: Of course not. It was autumn then,
so grabbing the stalks blown from
the threshing ground by the wind,

I twisted them into a rope, tied it to
the pillar and slid down.

A: [disbelieving ] Hm... That’s quite
a rope! There’s no way that would
break.

[
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16 Literally “the old lady with a spindle,” this refers to a spider in Amdo that hangs

from a single strand of web. We have been unable to identify its Latin name.
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B: Unfortunately, while sliding along
well, a huge gust of wind blew

up, and cut the straw rope, and I
plummeted like a shooting star.

A: Ohoho! That’s a good simile!

B: As soon as I thought about it
would take to reach the ground,
with a zzzz sound I not only hit the
ground but burrowed underneath.
Fortunately, my head was above the
ground.

A: You were probably stopped by
your nose.

B: I moved a little and everything
seemed ok.

A: Could you get out of the ground?
B: When I had almost gotten out, an

earthquake sent me tumbling back in
up to my eyes.

A: Oh, this time even your nose was
underground.

B: I'looked around at ground level,
and yep! a drunk, black thing was
stumbling closer and closer.

A: Who was it?

B: It was a crippled ant.
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A: Heh, I thought he was a real
drunkard.

B: Yes, I tell you the bastard was
completely drunk.

A:1bet.

B: The ant said “Alala. Your blanket is
so thick! Hehe, are you covering your
head with it? Ya! Get up and drink.”
Pulling me by several of my hairs, he
got me out up to my throat.

A: Now you'll really drink.
B: The moron stumbled and stepped

on my head, and I was pushed
completely back underground.

A: Oh, if an ant could flatten you, just
thrash about."”

B: I thrashed, and things got worse. I
completely slid away.

A: Where did you slide to?

B: Perhaps it was the next life, and I
landed with a thump.

A: Oh, so you'll see eighteen levels
of hell.
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17  This is an unusual turn of phrase and only works in the context of Menla’s

fantastic comedy. The implication is that if he is so weak that an ant can flattened

him, then he is on his own.
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B: Well, I don’t know whether it was
eighteen or nineteen, but I decided to
go see if Shinjé Chojya was home.'

A: Was he?
B: He wasn’t, but his wife was.
A: [disbelievingly | Ang.

B: The wife of this so-called Shinjé
Chojya just doesn’t watch the dog."”

A: Hehe. As if she’s “Mrs. ne’er-do-
well” from your village.

B: I stared down the old dog and
went in the house. The she got up
half-heartedly and greeted me.

A: Oh, she’s worse than “Mrs.
Ne’er-do-well”

B: “Aro, where’d your husband go?”
That’s what I said.

A: Where did she say he’d gone off
to?

B: She said, “Who knows? He’s been
out visiting people since yesterday,
and he probably got drunk again.”
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18  Tshad ke (557?‘) gives a sense that someone is doing something purposefully,

particularly for the purposes of making a joke. Shinjé Chojya is the Lord of Death

in Tibetan Buddhist cosmologies.

19  When guests arrive in Amdo, it is custom for someone to mind the watchdog to

ensure the guest’s safety. The fact that she fails to do this suggests that she is lazy.
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A: As if he’s your village’s “Mr.
Never at home.”

B: I suffered through the one bowl of
tea I drank at their home.

A: Ya, was it too strong?

B: What a messy woman. The sash
around her waist wipes everything
except her feet.

A: [with surprise] Ah?

B: She wiped a glob of snot the size
of a dog’s corpse, folded the sash
over and then wiped the butter lamp
bowl and put it up high. She wiped
the bowls and put them low. She
picked up the pot with it and moved
it over there, folded some cash and
knotted it in it, then she said, “our
home has nothing,” and wiped her
tears with it.?

A: Oh, that sash is really useful!

B: When I was heading off, she
ripped off a piece of her sash and
said, “tie things with this!”

A:Is all that true?
B: And then I went to the neighbour’s

house, and the so-called Shinjé
Chojya was in their home!
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20 At this point, he is describing (in somewhat grotesque detail) that she does not

adhere to Tibetan standards of spiritual purity and bodily hygiene.



4. All-good Menla

A: What was he doing?

B: He said he was hung over and
looking foolish with nine layers of
sleep in his eyes, putting both feet
into the stove’s ash catcher, and
letting ash collect on his feet.

A: Oh, an image of a dirty old man
has appeared before my eyes.

B: It was disappointing. I don’t know
whether he was Uncle Chojya or

Uncle Drinker but I said, “Having
arrived here, am I dead?”

A: What did he say?
B: He said, “No way, no way. Among
all those who come before me,

you are the only one who is not
handsome. Go back!”

A: He gave it to you straight!

B: And I spoke directly too.

A:Ya.

B: Olé. I said, “It would give me tons

of trouble if you sent me into my next
life before I found a wife.”

A: Didn’t he say, “Rest easy. Even if
you go back you won't find a wife?”

B: And he spoke straight, too.
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A: What did he say?

B: He said, “You are the uglier of us,
but you are more appreciated among
people than I am. Nowadays it seems
you are more famous than me. So go
back and keep it up!”

A: [dismissively] Hmph, you are a
fluent boaster. What do you have to
keep doing?

B: He said, “If making people happy
is the [practice of the] dharma, you
make them happy by being funny.
There’s no one who is as dirty and
funny as you. Go back and make
everyone laugh.”

A: That should be true.
B: And that I went on and on, and in

a valley, and as soon as I got out of
the valley, I had arrived, aro.

A: Where had you arrived?

B: T had arrived in America and the
old horse was waiting for me.

A: There’s no doubt that wooden
legged horse of yours could have
reached America.
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B: It wasn't a problem that it has a
wooden leg, but the old horse had
given birth and it gave me tons of
trouble.?

A: Believing you is killing me.
B: Riding the old horse and leading
the foal, I was heavy and broke its

back, I left the old horse, and rode
the foal and it was like flying.

A: Probably! It was born from the
peg-legged one.

B: And at some point the foal
wouldn’t move.

A: It had probably broken a leg
again.

B: It hadn’t broken its leg, but

bubbles were coming from its mouth.

A: Oh, so it must be the old peg-leg
horse’s foaming foal.

B: It was thirsty from all the running.

So I put its mouth in the Gulf and
made it drink, and it was never

quenched. I turned back and looked.

Of course!

A:Ya?

B: I tell you they were fighting a war

there.
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21 This likely suggests that he then had to take care of or carry the foal.
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A: Ok.

B: A passing rocket had broken off
my old horse’s hindquarters.

A: Oh, it must have been a “thief”
brand rocket.

B: I rode the front half of the horse to
look for the hindquarters, but weren’t
the hindquarters eating grass in a
desert, aro?

A: So let it eat!

B: [to the horse] How can you be
eating grass? Picking some wild
onion, I joined both upper and lower
halves and sewed them together with
it. It became a handsome foal, but

its blood pressure was a bit low. So I
peed in its mouth and rode it, and it
made a whoosh-ing sound.

A:1bet. You'd peed in its mouth!

B: Running over the water and
crossing the ocean, kicking up a
cloud of white and red dust behind
us. Without knowing it, we’d arrived
in Shanghai.
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22 In discussing the gulf and the war there, he is talking about the Gulf War

(1990-91). Also, there is a logic error here. Menla seems to have misused the term

“old horse” when he was now riding the foal.



4. All-good Menla 129

A: That’s understandable! The
ocean’s dust had probably made you
foolish.?

B: So I couldn’t go home
emptyhanded, right?

A: [agreeing] Un.

B: There were some stray yaks at the
Shanghai Theatre Academy, I drove
them and I had a fun trip.

A: Oh, having yaks to drive from
Shanghai must be fun.

B: Just driving a couple of yaks is
nothing. There are many barefooted
people back home,* so I loaded them
with forty- to fifty-thousand pairs of
Black-Yak-Lip shoes,” went through
the Loess Plateau, Stoneless Valley,
putting one pouch-full of stones

in the pouch of my tight shirt and
hitting on the horns of polled yaks,
which was enjoyable.?

A: It probably would be enjoyable to
think ridiculous thoughts.
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23 He’s foolish because he didn't realize he’d arrived in Shanghai.
24  The Tibetan word pha yul (X"47)), literally “fatherland” and translated here as
“home” could refer to one’s own community or to a much larger region. The

numbers given afterward seem to speak to general poverty of the Tibetan region in

the early years of the post-Mao era.

25 This refers to a style of black shoes with a layer of cotton or wool between two

pieces of cloth that was popular in the early 1980s and 1990s, mostly for wearing in

winter.

26 This statement is intentionally ridiculous. There is no pouch in a tight shirt, and

polled yaks have no horns.
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B: My wife was also waiting for me...

A: Ah? Aro aro, hold up, aro! Didn’t
you not have a wife?

B: Who told you I didn’t have a wife?

A: Ona, when you met Shinjé Chojya
you told him you didn’t have a wife.

B: Ona, I told you earlier that my wife
sent me to collect firewood.

A: Ol¢é, you did say that.
B: I also said that as well.”
A: Ona, in reality, which is true?

B: The truth, well, what my wife said
was the truth.

A: Ya?
B: Uh, after I got home, and had
three pots of noodles and that took

the edge off my hunger and had a
chat, and my wife said.....

A: What did she say?
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27 Agreeing with “A” that he had told the Shinjé Chojya that he had no wife.
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B: ... It's better to listen to nonsense
from you and Hwala Kunzang®
than to listen to the mumblings of a

confused person holding a meeting.

But I have a complaint about you.

A: What was it?

B: She said, “Hwala Kunzang lies
endlessly, and you eat endlessly.”

A: Oh!
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28 Hwala Kunzang seems to be a fictional name, and likely is used to parallel the

name Menla Kunzang.






5. Elders’ Conversations &
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A3 B q:ﬂl

A: Ya, comrade Phagmo! According
to some people, we perform these
khashag trying to be eloquent. But
what’s your take on this?

B: In my opinion, well I don’t know
about you, but I think it’s true that I
am eloquent.?

A: T think if one says we are eloquent,
that’s no different from scolding us.

B: Ya? Why's that?

A: It’s a sign that they do not
recognize khashag arts.

B: Ya?
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Menla Jyab is “A” and Phagmo Drashi is “B.”
2 Khabde (['“":l%], literally “good mouth”) is translated here as “eloquent,” though it
can also mean quick-witted. The implication here is that there are many who meet

these criteria.
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A: Think about it. If this new form
of khashags, this khashag art form, is
so simple that anyone with a mouth,
anyone who is eloquent, can speak
them, then would we get the chance?

B: Olé! It would fall into the hands of
the leaders first.

A: Based on this, it’s not right to
say that the kings of khashag are
eloquent.

B: Ona, what is it ok to say we're
good at?

A: First, our meaningful watchers are
good.

B: “Meaningful watchers”?
A:T'm saying our eyes are good!

B: Who, not having good eyes in their
head, would throw them into the
trash heap?

A:If a khashag is to become like a
mirror of life at that time, then first
you have to examine life with the
meaningful watcher.

B: First, you have to look for the
materials for the composition.

A: And next, our producing
happiness when heard is good.
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B: Producing happiness once heard?
Are there many people hiding in
your body? Aro, they're all personal
names!®

A:T'm saying it’s not enough to have
good eyes. You also need to have
good ears.

B: Who, not having good ears on the
sides of their head, would stitch them
to the soles of their boots.

A: If a khashag is to become like a
record of major issues, the producing
happiness once heard must
eavesdrop on real life to assist the
meaningful watcher.

B: If you need to look for the material
for the composition, you must have
broad hearing range, and you must
have an expansive field of vision.

A: And next our processing factories
must be good.

B: Processing factory? Oh, there are
also the names of companies.

A: Uh, seeing and hearing is not
enough. I'm saying you also need a
good brain.
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3 Joy when heard (EN H'5TA)) is the childhood name of the famed ascetic Milarepa.
“Producing happiness” (573’ aﬁ |), also features in one of Menla Jyab’s pennames:
“Pleasure producing snow child” (FJRNRIR aﬁ‘)
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B: Who, not having a good brain on
top, would go around carrying it on
their back?

A: If you want to artistically portray
a khashag composition that has been
found in real life, you must use your
brain to compose it out of what
you’ve seen and heard.

B: I would have known that even if
you hadn't said it.

A: Uh, there are some that don't
know this and say that the mouth
that can’t do anything other than
being the food importing company
and the breath exporting company
also think that it is the production
site for khashag, and so say that we're
eloquent.

B: Um, and so, it’s worse than
scolding, it’s an accusation.

A: Ah, even accusing and scolding,
some people call us eloquent, I say
that the thing that cannot be silenced
is our khashag.

B: It goes without saying.*

A: And then, in this short khashag,
how about if we imitate elders who
are like the setting sun in the land of
SNOws?
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4  Here Menla (A) adopts an oratorical style, prompting Phagmo (B) to provide the

appropriate response required of audiences in this genre: “of course” or “it goes

without saying” (%'QQTQP'
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B: Of course.

A: Uh, in that case, our capacity for

examining and eavesdropping on life

will be revealed.

B: Of course.

A: Say something instead of just
repeating “of course.”

B: Heh, in my opinion, elders have

nothing to discuss other than holding

their young ones and assembling at
the door of the Manikhang to chant
some mani. So what should I say?

A: Ah, karmically wicked one.

As for whether or not they have
conversations, let’s mimic their
conversation, and then you'll know.
Ya, let’s begin!

B: Ya.

A: *cough* *cough*

B: What was that, aro?

A: Heh, don't elders have to cough?

B: Heh, I thought that a gnat had
gotten in your throat.

A: Must a gnat have gotten into my
throat?

B: Ok, ok, Now begin, begin.

A: Ok. Begin.
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A: *cough* Ya, Uncle Phagmo! You're
not in pain?®

B: If I was, would I be able to come
here?

A: Uh, ye, where are you going
today?

B: I'm not going anywhere.

A: Well then, will you stay here?

B: I'll stay. That'’s for sure.

A: Uh, what will you do here?

B: Why do you ask?

A: [scoffing] Heh, is there an elder
like this? Can’t carry a conversation
at all.

B: What!? I don’t look like an elder?
A:You do! You look like a young
man who is constantly looking for
trouble.

B: [scoffing] Heh, I didn’t know the

chats of elders were unique. So what
should we do now?

4 A 4 A
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5  Asking (in the negative) if someone is not sick, or not in pain, or (in the positive)

has eaten is a common form of greeting in Amdo.



5. Elders' Conversations

A: Uh, elders’ conversations are full
of information about social life in
their time. When you know how to
listen, you will know their take on
that place’s situation, that village’s
affairs, that family’s members, and
that character’s mental state. Now

you should know how to voice them.

B: I don’t know how to voice them.
Would a young man like me know
what thoughts elders hold in their
hearts.

A:Tput this to you: I'll be an elder,

and you be a young one, and we’ll
chat, that ok?

B: Oh, that’s fine.

A: Uh, I'll be a mother-in-law and
you be her daughter-in-law.

B: Heh, are we being two women
again?

A: Let’s begin!

B: Go ahead.

A: Daughter-in-law!
B: Yes?

A: For Tibetan daughters in law,
being hard working is not enough.

B: Ona?

A: We have to respect our husbands
as if they are lamas.
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B: There’s no way:.

A: We mustn't speak first in public.
It’s especially bad to go on blah, blah,
blah when the men are chatting.

B: What would happen?

A: [emphatically] Un un, wouldn’t
it echo in mountains and valleys?*
Next, you mustn’t visit others in the
camp too much.

B: [disapprovingly, as himself] Un, so
they won't let her go out.

A:T'm not saying that you're like
that, but you must always be careful
about things like this. Do you hear,
daughter-in-law?

B: [as the daughter-in-law] I hear

you, Ane.” I'll have a difficult time in
your house.

A:Just look at the bride in the family
over there.

B: Which family?
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6  Suggesting that people will gossip about her.

7  Ane means “mother-in-law” here.



5. Elders' Conversations

A: That one over there. She has

no limits. Every day she wolfs
down a big helping of tsampa,
bullshitting, whoever she meets she
just chagchagchag. Phe! There’s no
daughter-in-law like that.?

B: Ona, how must a daughter-in-law
be, mother-in-law?

A: When [ was young and came to
this house, I didn’t even dare to make
a peep. I was even embarrassed to
pee in a place where my father-in-
law might see.

B: You must have found it difficult to
pee then.

A: In truth, this is what’s meant by
“time and eras have changed.” A
daughter-in-law from my time would
be so rare these days.

In those days when I was sent as a
bride,’ I couldn’t say things like the
girls these days these days say, like,
“I'll go to this family, I won’t go to
that family.”

“All braided ladies go out as
brides.”1°
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8  Chagchagchag, is the sound of running her mouth, and phe is a vocable that is

meant to be dismissive and suggest disapproval.

9  Tibetans prefer patrilocal marriage, and the phrase “sent as a bride” (“Hl\lméaﬂ)

suggests that a woman moves (literally, “is given”) to the groom’s home.

10 Nearly every Tibetan woman braids her hair, and so this short proverb is meant to

suggest that every woman gets married into another family.
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If one doesn’t listen to their parents,
who will they listen to?

B: Mother-in-law, that’s an old,
traditional way of thinking. I don’t
accept it.

A: It’s good if in real life a daughter-
in-law can speak to her mother-in-
law like that.

B: [speaking as himself] Do I look
like a daughter-in-law?

A:You do. But, it isn't particularly
clear from your speech whether you
are a daughter-in-law beneath her
mother-in-law or her son who is in
the university.

B: Heh, you're saying that I don’t
look like the daughter-in-law.

A: Our primary topic is the
conversations of elders. It’s ok if you
don’t look like a daughter-in-law as
long as I'look like a mother-in-law.
Come on, let’s keep chatting.

B: Ya, mother-in-law! Your daughter-
in-law is listening.

A: Ayoshe, this is me here stepping
into the next life.

B: I do not see it, but it must be true.
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5. Elders' Conversations

A:In general, I shouldn’t worry
about anything other than chanting
Mani, but our youngest daughter,
with nothing better to do, went to
school in inner China,!' and I am not
going to see her again even when I
die.

B: I'm here even if you do not see her,
mother-in-law!

A: Ah, daughter-in-law, when a
person gets old, what I say to that
girl is like farting in the water. At the
time, I tried to stop her from going
but couldn’t.

B: You deserve it!

A: T say, it wouldn’t have been like
this if her father were still alive.

B: If father-in-law hadn’t died, he’d
have been more strict.

A: In the old society,'? we had a
musket and he carried it to go bandit.
He suffered a lot in order to feed me
and my children. Back then, I didn’t
even have a full butter lamp to offer
after the deceased passed. ' [crying]
Hu hu.
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11 Tibetans often refer to Han dominated lowlands outside of the Tibetan plateau as

“Inner China” (@Fﬂ or FFT).

12 The “old society” refers to Tibetan life before 1958.
13 When a Tibetan dies, it is common to offer butter lamps, and sometimes much

more. Not being able to offer a full butter lamp suggests extreme poverty.

Additionally, Tibetans consider it taboo to say the name of a deceased person

(with some exceptions for famous historical personages).
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B: [crying sound ] Uh, uh.

A: [as himself] Aro aro, what's she
doing?

B: [as himself] The daughter-in-law
is sad.

A: Heh, I tell you what: you're not
acting like a daughter-in-law, aro.

B: You were doing the easier role

of the mother-in-law, and gave me
daughter-in-law who is not allowed
to speak up. I can’t stay here putting
up with your bullying, aro.

A: Ya, ya, if the mother-in-law is
easier, I'll give it to you, and I will be
an old man, and I'll come by to talk
to you. Now see if it’s easy!

B: Oh, I love it. I've learned exactly
what the old mother-in-law is like.

A: Ya, let’s begin!

B: Let’s begin!

A: Ya, Ane Phagko, you're home?
B: Yes, yes. I can’t get anywhere, so
what can my bag of bones do other

than stay at home.

A: Are you doing better after the
recent illness I heard about?

B: Uh, it’s still there a bit, but death
just won't have me. Yz, let’s go inside,
let’s go inside.

|
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5. Elders' Conversations

A: [as himself] Ya, ya, the mother-in-
law this time is done well, aro.

B: I said it was easier, but you didn’t
believe me.

A: Ya, old lady, tell me, are your son
and daughter-in-law on good terms?

B: At the moment they are, but...
A: Ok.

B: It’s said “People these days, and
the colour of yellow amber...” Right?'*

A:Indeed.
B: So there’s no trusting it.">

A: That’s true, unfortunate lady!
What these of the younger generation
think in their hearts changes like the
weather. My rotten daughter-in-law
does all her chores with utmost
efficiency, but you never see a smile
on her face.

B: She must be full of resentment.

A: Un un, you say she’s full of
resentment, even a bowlful of tea
given by her is really telling, aro.
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14 This is an abbreviated version of a proverb, suggesting that people these days are

unreliable (an observation), and the metaphor that amber changes colour over

time.

15  This refers to the relationship between the boy and his wife, which is good for the

moment but can’t be trusted.
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B: Oh, well I've been constantly
pressuring my daughter-in-law, and
there’s no sign of disobedience for
Now.

A: The main thing is that your son is
good, old lady. My good for nothing
son can’t wait to kick us out.

B: Daughters-in-law are outsiders,
we don’t know them. If our own sons
don't take care of us before our bones
turn to dust, then who will?

A: My son would beat us to death
before he would take care of us.'®

B: Ala, why don’t you give him a
mouthful of pee?"”

A:1 couldn’t, he would pee at me
before I could pee at him.

B: [pityingly] Ah, ah!

A: He isn’t ashamed of beating his
own mother. Old age has vanquished
me, and I am not strong enough to
stand up to him.
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16  The Tibetan ”'?ia"“'ﬁﬂ, literally “nine mountain passes away” is a common

expression in Amdo suggesting that something being far from reality or extremely

unlikely to happen.

17  With this phrase, B figuratively suggests that A should beat his son.
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B: Ol¢, Olé. If we don’t close our eyes
soon, it is difficult to say what these
children will do, right?

A:You can say that again, karmically
wicked lady. Aro, by the way, did you
hear that yesterday a girl and a boy
committed suicide in “Old brain”
Village?®

B: Atsi, Atsi'"? something is wrong
with “Old Brain” Village, as well?

A: You said it. Every year, someone is
taken by ghosts. This time, perhaps
something even worse has taken
them.

B: Oh.

A: Oh, they tied their necks together
with a rope and were hanging from
either side of a branch like saddle
bags.

B: Ah, Jetsunma'* Oh what
happened to those two?

A:It’s said it was nothing big, they
wanted to get married, but their
families didn’t agree, that was the
trigger.
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18 %néq'ﬁqw] is commonly used to start a conversation or change the topic.

19  Atsiis an interjection Tibetans use to express surprise.
20 This common injection refers to the Boddhisattva Jetsun Drolma (quq'ijm'ap,
and functions similarly to the English “Oh my God!”
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B: Oh, right, right. Then it was
probably karmic retribution for not
listening to their parents.

A: They say that the boy was the one
who tried to be eloquent, telling us
not to fight when we fought over the
grassland a little while ago.

B: Ya, he was the one that everyone
called a coward.

A: Ang, that’s too bad. That’s who it
was.

B: These kids won't give us peace of
mind.

A: Kids these days don't respect
their beloved parents. They don’t
chant mani or the refuge prayer. The
degenerate age when people only
live ten years is probably here.

B: Hehe, olé.

A: There is nothing to be laughed
about, unfortunate lady, I am telling
the truth. If it was in the old society,
when a boy is around fifteen or
eighteen, he would be able to go be
a bandit with the other men even
though he wouldn’t be able to race
horses alone. Who would think of
committing suicide?

B: Yeah, yeah. People in the past were
real heroes.
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5. Elders' Conversations

A: Un un, your deceased husband
and I were best bandit-buddies.

He should have been re-born in a
Pureland. He was a real marksman.

B: That’s what they say.

A: One day, we drove some of

Drongtsa’s horses.” We arrived at the
labtse pass when the sun was about to
set,? and the posse wasn’t far behind.

B: Un, un, un.

A: Even then, those from Drongtsa
had a contingent of strong young
men, and the strong lads were riding
a team of equally strong horses. May
the three jewels bless me, they were
after us like shooting arrows.

B: Hawo hawo, now what?

A: The deceased one was not an unfit
person.

B: Un, un.
A:Tdidn’t know how he jumped off
the horse, but by the time I saw, he

had already set up the rifle’s bipod
before I could even dismount.

B: Un.
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21 Drongtsa is the name of a fictional pastoral community from which they have

taken the horses.

22 Labtse (mq‘%‘) are traditionally found atop mountains, cairns filled with large

wooden arrows that are the weapons of local protector deities.
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A: “Aro, look at the one riding the
white horse at the front,” as soon as
he had said this, there was a tsag,”
and Om mani padme hum didn’t he
make both horse and rider collapse
in a cloud of dust.

B: Ah, ah, Jowo Rinpoche!

A: It was just like killing the mother
of the wolf pack. Of course it would
be like that.

B: Un.

A: With a cry of either a ki or a hi,
they rushed toward us,* and we
didn’t know who to shoot at. A
mother’s son riding a black horse
raced towards us.”

B: Un un, it would have been better
to flee.

A: He was completely calm and
said “Ya aro! That one riding a black

horse is yours.” My goodness. Ah,
unfortunate lady.

B: Un.
A: T was still young then.

B: Un, un.
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23 Onomatopoeia for the crack of a musket firing.

24  Kiis a sound that might be made as a part of spurring people on in a fight, hi

suggests a loud wail.

25 “Mother’s son” (Wala"@]) is an exclamation of praise used for a hero.



5. Elders' Conversations

A:Imessed it up. My hand was
shaking like a prayer flag, as people
do when they’re nervous. There was
no way I could light the fuse. As I
watched, the black horse and rider
closed in.

B: Ahawo, my goodness, what to do?

A: At that moment, he fired, kag/

B: Again one fell over.

A: Of course. Would he have
missed? At that time, after all that
shaking, I pulled the trigger once. A
single bullet flew, and these days in
Drongtsa village there’s “Dent-head”
Thubten.?

B: Yes.

A: That was his forehead.

B: People say that. (as himself) Ya,
ok ok. How is my imitation of their
conversations?

A: Ah, amazing! It looks like you

really became that old man! You
deserve an award!”

B: What are you going to give me?

i

A

i

i
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26  “Dent-head” is a nickname referring to the wound that man received in the

skirmish.

27  Literally, the language reads that he really “went into that old man’s chest.”
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. . . ~ SECEN N~
A: T have nothing to give, I will say a ’\'] g%‘%’%?‘&ﬁ] @'R&'N'N'Nq‘%@[ﬂ'
prayer that you will get old quickly. ﬂwqq‘%ﬂﬁwa]

~

B: Your skull™ I don’t want to getold =~ [ &F&aF ) xa¥ & dg 5 &y
that soon, wei! ,?] ‘%]

28 This is a curse. Perhaps like “Screw you!” in this context.



6. Please, Dear Leader ﬁkla\'
X 3\1[36“

A: The three of us have to speak this

three-person khashag. But before that,

let me introduce these two.

B: Yeah, well then, introduce me first.

C: Introduce me first.

B: This is my first time at the evening
variety show, Aro! Introduce me first!

C: With the exception of this time,
I've never been to an evening variety
show. Aro. Introduce me first.

A: [to one] You don’t be hasty... [to
the other] And you don't be eager.
I'have a condition for who I will
introduce first.

C: What condition?
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1 In this three-person khashag, Menla Jyab is “A”, “B” is Phagmo Drashi, and “C” is a

comedian/emcee named Phurwa.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0
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A: Uh, whichever one of you is
higher ranking, that one will be
introduced first.

B: You must like leaders.

A:Twould say that it’s the only good
quality I have.

B and C: You even say it’s a good
quality, wei!

A:Thave a question: Which of you
two makes a higher salary?

B: What's the point of asking our
salaries?

A: Uh, whoever’s salary is higher
should be a higher-ranking leader.

C: I make 150 every month.

A: Ya? You make 150,

B: I make less than he does.

C: Ya, how much do you make?
B: I make 200 minus 50.

A: That’s the same. Which of you is
more famous?

C: In Tibetan regions, there’s not
a single one who hasn’t heard my
name.

B: Oh, if we're speaking of names, all
Tibetans have heard my name.
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A: Ya, it's the same again. Yo, whatdo 7 | WRSB X8R5 W 578
&

you guys use for getting around?

C: Even if I go one span, I have never
not taken a car.?

B: I drive a car to go pee!

A: Ha! These two are probably a
pair of chauffeurs. Y, let’s not argue
over who's first and who's next. Let’s
introduce you first. Don’t move.

Un, Give me a straight answer to
whatever I ask. What’s your name?

C: My name is Phurwa.

A: And what was your name
originally?

C: Uh, originally? Originally I was
called Phurwa.

A: [dismissively ] Heh, Phurwa,
Hurwa, such an uncomfortable name
in the mouth, it almost breaks your
tongue.®

C: Your tongue is probably a piece of
wood.
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2 Amtho 5«‘5] is the distance from the thumb to the tip of the middle finger. We have

used the English “span” because it is a similar measurement, though slightly

different in that the English span is the measure from thumb to pinky finger.

3 Asked to suggest that Phurwa is not his real name. Hurwa uses the Amdo practice

of pronouncing pha as ha. Hurwa, however, refers to tent stakes, while Phurwa is

pronounced in Amdo for names and ritual daggers.
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A: And you now, how old are you?
C: Thirty-three.

A: [scoffing] Heh, you look like
someone who is sixty-six.

C: Do I look that old?

A: How long have you been in your
job?

C: Thirteen years.

A: So this is the result of working for
thirteen years?

C: It is mainly because I haven’t had
any free time.

A: In my opinion, it’s mainly because
you’ve been wasting your days.

C: That is not it. It’s mainly because
I was installed as leader and the
workload was heavy: meetings and
trainings, trainings and meetings
everyday.

A: Ah? Hold up. Thou art a leader?

C: Ole.
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6. Please, Dear Leader

A: Ah, that’s just like me. When I
was young, my mom used to say that
my left eye had a problem. That was
true. Aro, how could I not know that
thou art a leader? Thou mustn’t be
angry with me! Uncle Phurwa.*

C: Uncle? Aren’t you older than me?

A: Thou art a higher-ranking leader
than me. I'll introduce thee again:
What's thy appellation?

C: Appellation? Oh, my name, right?
I'm called Phurwa.

A: Oh, Look! The phar for the word
‘promotion’!® What an appellation.
Amazing!

C: Not amazing at all! Isn’t it a name
so uncomfortable for the mouth that
it breaks the tongue?

A: Oh, my apologies, my apologies.
Thy appellation wasn't to blame. It’s
the fault of my useless tongue.® What
thou sayest was not wrong. This
tongue of mine; this inflexible, piece
of wood, it should be cut and thrown
into a urinal.
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4 In Amdo, a speaker might use the word akhu “uncle,” to speak respectfully to

elders and monks.

5 Phar (%) in “promotion” (?'T'N'NT\'QRP'\]) and the character’s name Phurwa (¥¥X
R|) are pronounced similarly in Amdo dialect.

6  Literally “the tongue in my mouth that should be thrown out on the road” (a dirty

place, where many will step on and over it).
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C: You will cut out your tongue for
me.

A: What is thine age?
C:33

A: 337

C: Ole.

A:1don't believe it. You look
twenty-three.

C: Don't I look older?

A: No way, no way. There’s a saying,
“a man shouldn’t be called old in his
thirties.” You still have to be leader
for thirty more years. Moreover, you
have to keep moving up.

C: If I move up my workload will be
unbearably heavy!

A: Really, as you go higher and
higher in rank, you have more and
more to do. As you do more and
more things, your responsibilities get
heavier and heavier.

C: That’s difficult.

A: Really difficult. Extremely
horrible. There’s nothing to be done.
It’s difficult for a regular person, but
they couldn’t find anyone able to go
higher than thou.

C: It'd be the same for anyone.
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A: Un, no way, no way. It's
fundamentally different. If thou
didn’t go higher and another did,
then the people’s lives would get
worse, the livestock’s strength would
decrease, and the heads of grain
would be scattered.

C: Wouldn't that be a poison?

A: Ah, leader, for thee it’s like the
saying of teaching ka and kha to the
Buddha.” There are poisons to thy
right and left. Be careful! If thou
takest the wrong step, putting aside
the loss it would be for the people,
it would also cause me lifelong
suffering.

C: Why for you?

A: Leader thou knowest without
being told, but since we are relatives,
of course I would like to speak the
words of my heart.

C: In what way are we relatives? Wei!

A: Uh, just by looking at me, of
course thou wilt know that a person
like me cannot be thy relative. It's
because of the paternal cousins
again.

C: [surprised ] Paternal cousins?

M &g 8y &5 FyTqvagy
N'iﬁ] @ﬁ'ﬂ'ﬁ'&%’rm‘?\l’::qqu
R!%q‘ﬁ:gk\raqR‘%ﬂl\l‘ﬁ'@%ﬂ%&%ﬁ]'
9778835 g T 98y
g:’qé'%iﬁ] Qg“iﬂ&'ﬁ}'gwqﬁr\'
F§3)

q AR R Sy ey

SRR MUAER
L LIRS E
SRRy YRR R TG A5 AR
TETFN| qAH B RS
WX gRARR Y| AR EAN PR
Qg Fux @ Fx SN
LI RE 3|

q F&aRq

T RS ERy
JRIPHITIRITHFFIRZFTS
RN'Rlawq5&'i‘ﬁ'%ﬁﬁqﬁwa‘§ﬁl

T QTE G

YRGBT
QEN q (NN%N 3(] Ry %ﬁ ﬁ(’-{
359

I A

7 “Teaching ka and kha to the Buddha” is a saying suggesting that one does

something unnecessary. Ka and kha are the first two consonants of the Tibetan

alphabet, and refer to the whole of the Tibetan alphabet. Teaching the enlightened

Buddha such fundamental knowledge is completely unnecessary.
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A: Oh, Of course I know that our
fathers were not brothers. The two
fathers of our two fathers, if we trace
back to their fathers, then there was
the problem.

C: What was wrong?

A: They were said to be paternal
cousins!

C: Who says that?
A: My father.
C: That’s just idle talk.

A: Thou must speakest thus. I know
that. That’s a demand of your job.

C: This has a bearing on my job?

A: If thou trace relations and family
and differentiate between the
important and the unimportant,
then could you honestly lead the
broad masses of the people? Could
you continue to preserve your
magnificent leadership position?

C: That last bit is your own idea.

A: If you ask my father the story

of how we're related, you'll know.
But when I was two years old, my
father went abroad. If you ever need
anything from abroad, just ask. So
keep me in thy heart.
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C: You're nothing like the person you
were before.

A:T'm speaking the truth, I'll say
“yes” to whatever thou sayest. After

all, thou are not an ordinary person
like him!

B: What have I done, wei?

A: Un, I ask you, what’s your name.

B: Phagmo Drashi
A: What was your name last year?

B: Last year I was also called Phagmo
Drashi.

A: He, “She-pig,” Phagmo, a she-pig

among all the pigs, such an awkward
name, it almost tears my throat.

B: Your throat is probably made of
paper.

A:Ya, then how old are you this
year?

B: 50 even.
A: It’s finished.
B: What's finished?

A: It’s not long before you go to the
next life.
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B: Since they’ve dumped leadership
responsibilities on my shoulders, I
have no choice but to bust my ass till
I die.

A: Hold on! Thou art also a leader?
B: Un.

A: Ya, I am completely blind. Even
when I was young, my teacher would
say “your eyes are terrible.” He
would tell me I should wear a pair

of +900 glasses. That was really true,
aro. How could I not have recognized
thee? My apologies, Uncle Phagmo!

B: Uncle? Aren’t you my senior?

A: Thou art higher ranking than
me. I'll introduce again. What's thy
appellation?

B: My name is Phagmo Drashi.

A: Listen, the phag in the word
for “promotion,” Un, Could such
an appellation be found in Geshe
Chodak?® Amazing!

B: Wasn't it not only not amazing,
but an awkward name that tears the
throat?
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8  This is referring to a dictionary compiled by Geshe Chodak, a Buryati monk who

studied in Sera Monastery in the first half of the twentieth century. See Dge bshes

chos grags 1957.
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A: That wasn’t thy appellation’s fault.

My poor-quality throat was to blame.
But what thou sayest wasn’t wrong.
My throat is made of paper, gray
paper, single ply gray paper used for
rolling cigarettes.

B: You'll burn your throat for me.
A: Ya, what's thy age?
B: Fifty even.

A: Fifty even, un, no sign of aging,
aro!

B: I'm not finished?

A: Of course not. As the saying goes,
“Fifty is an age when your belly
swells with experience.” You still
have to bear the responsibility of
leadership for many years. Not only
that, but you have to keep moving
up too.

B: If I move up, my body won’t be
able to cope.

A: Really, as you go higher and
higher in rank, you have more and
more to do. As you do more and
more things, your responsibilities get
heavier and heavier.

B: That’s difficult!
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A: Really difficult. Extremely
horrible. There’s nothing to be done.
It'd be difficult for a normal person,
but they couldn’t find anyone able to
go higher than thee.

B: It'd be the same for anyone.

A: No way. No way. That’s
completely different. If you didn't
get promoted but another did, then
the earth wouldn’t be able to turn.
The sun wouldn’t shine on the snow
mountains. The Tibetan masses
wouldn’t be awakened.

B: It wouldn't be such a big
hindrance, aro!

A: Ah, leader, thou hast taught the
buddha'’s ka and kha. But there are
many who create obstacles and
interruptions for thee inside and

out. Be careful! If a misfortune falls
on thee, it goes without saying that

it would be a loss for the Tibetan
ethnicity, it would also make me shed
tears for thee.

B: Why would you?

A: Leader thou knowest without
being told, but since we are relatives,
of course I would like to speak the
words of my heart.

B: Bullshit! In what way are we
relatives?
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6. Please, Dear Leader

A: Though it’s certain that we’re not
tracing back to the Rock demoness
mother,” but again the maternal
cousins...

B: Maternal cousins?

A: Un, of course I know that our
mothers were not sisters. The two
mothers of our two mothers, if we
trace back to their mothers, then
there was the problem.

B: What was the problem?

A: Un, it’s said that they’re cousins.
B: Who says that?

A: My mother.

B: That'’s just idle talk.

A: Thou must speakest thus. I know
that. That’s a demand of your job.

B: How is it related to my job?

A: If thou trace relations and family
and differentiate between the
important and the unimportant, then
could you honestly lead the broader
masses of the people? Could you
preserve your magnificent leadership
position for long?

B: That last bit is your own idea.
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A: If you ask my father about the
story of how we're related, you'll
know. But when I was two years old,
my father went abroad. If you ever
need anything from abroad, just ask.
So keep me in thy heart.

C: That’s enough. Let me ask you:
What's thy appellation?

A: Ah, well, let’s say “what’s
your name” instead of “thy” and
“appellation”

C: Ya, what’s your name?

A: Leader, thou decide what my
name is and that’ll be it.

C: How can you make someone
decide your name?

A: U, if the leader decides my name,
I can just use it, right?

C: How’s that possible, aro?

A: Well then, see if thou canst guess
my name, leader.

C: See if I can guess?

A: Olé. I think you definitely can
guess it.

C: Un, I think your name is “Sweet
Talker.”
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6. Please, Dear Leader

A: Sweet Talker?

C: Did I guess it?

A: Un!

C:Isaid, did I guess it? Wei!

A: Un, you guessed it! You guessed
it! My name is Sweet Talker.

C: Which two syllables are they?

A: Un, leader, it's whatever two
syllables thou say they are.

C: How do you write them?

A: Un, writing them is not difficult.
The kha for “ka, kha, ga, nga” and the
yag for “really beautiful.”*’

C: Sweet Talker!

A: Uh, yes. Sweet Talker as in
“flattery.”"

B: Aro! Wait! Wait! T heard it said that
your name isn’'t ‘Sweet Talker.”

A: What dost thou think my name is?
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10 With many homophones in Chinese and Tibetan, it is common to ask someone

how to write their name. Speakers may, in turn, tell you the syllables by their

connection to other words. Here, kha yag literally means “sweet talker” or

sycophant.

11 These lines play on the repeated use of %3] “pretty” or “beautiful.” Someone with

a “pretty mouth” might be called a “sweet talker,” hence the link to flattery.
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B: From what I heard, your name was
Ugly Chest.

A: Sweet Talker Ugly Chest. It can’t
be true, aro?'?

B: I think you're called Ugly Chest,
did I guess it?

A: Un. That's...
B: I said is that it?

A: Un, yes, yes. My name is Ugly
Chest.

B: Which two syllables are they?

A: When your chest hurts, ayo, uh uh.
B: Just say it.

A: Un, when your chest hurst, the
chest for your chest hurts. And the
ugly for not so pretty.

B: Ugly Chest.

A: Un, yes. The “ugly chest” for ugly
mind and ugly chest.

C: No! I think your name is Sweet
Talker!

A: Yes. My name is Sweet Talker.

B: I think your name is Ugly Chest.
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12 This name is so ridiculously unflattering, that his acceptance is utterly ridiculous.
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A: My name is Sweet Talker, and also
Ugly Chest.

C: Why's that?

A: Un, some call me “Sweet Talker,”
and some call me “Ugly Chest.”

B: What's that supposed to mean?

A: Un, it’s useful for you to identify
which is which.

C: Right. Let me ask you a question.

A: Un, what do you want to ask,
please?

C: How old are you?
A: Give me a hint for how old I am.

C: So there’s a hint to be given for
how old you are?

A: How old dost thou need me to be?
C: Tell me straight how old you are.

A: How about thou guesseth how
old I am.

C: Un, I think you are eighty years
old.

A:Tam.

C: Olé.
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A:T'm eighty.
C: Really?
A: Un, yes, yes.

B: Ah! so it’s whatever number he
says!

A: This eminent leader is really quite

wise. He took one glance and knew
that I am eighty years old.

B: Aro, are you eighty years old?
A:Ya, of course! I'm eighty. I just
had my eightieth birthday party
yesterday.

B: I think you're not eighty years old.

A: To you, mine age, uh, no, how old
am [?13

B: I think you're no more than eight
years old. Am I right?

A: Un, right, right. I am eight years
old.

B: Are there any eight-year-olds who
look so old?

4 3 4 _4
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13 Here Menla Jyab inappropriately uses the honorific for himself. This may be

merely for humour, or a subtle note that many in Amdo are less comfortable with

honorifics, not using them much in everyday speech.



6. Please, Dear Leader

A: Heh, As the saying goes: Young
kids with underdeveloped brains and
old people with feeble minds are one
and the same.™

C: Aro, you're no longer eighty?

A: Un, no way. No way. I'm eight.
But I'm also eighty. I'm both an
underdeveloped kid and a feeble-
minded old person.

C: It’s so hard to follow this guy. Ya,

let me ask you: Aro, are you a boy or
a girl?

A: Oh, well this. It’s really difficult to
say. Thou decidest and that will be it.

C: How can that be?
A: Un, if the leader says I'm a boy,

then I'm a boy. If the leader says I'm
a girl, then I'm a girl.

C: Is that possible, aro?

A: Un, or else Leader, see if thou
canst guess if I'm a boy or a girl.

C: Un, I think you're a boy, right?

A:Yes.I'm a boy.
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14 Suggesting that young people and elders sometimes share similar mental

capacities and understandings.
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B: No. I think you're a girl. Did I
guess it?

A: Did you? Yes, yes. You guessed it.
You guessed it. Look! Leaders’ eyes
are unlike others’. Do you see that
he identified me correctly with just
one look? If you trace me back to my
origins, I am a girl.

C: If you say that, then was I wrong?
A: Un, of course not. Of course not.
You weren't wrong.

B: Ya, so what I said was wrong!

A: Of course not. Both of you weren’t
wrong.

C: Well then who was wrong?
A:1was wrong.

B: How were you wrong?

A: Un, mainly I was born a
hermaphrodite, that was the

problem.

C: So in reality are you a boy or a
girl?

A: Un, right after I was born, I was
a girl. But after a few days, I became
a boy. Now I'm a boy, and I'm also a
girl.’®
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15 In these lines, the Tibetan term 5(%5“'] (pronounced shoolog) refers to a Tibetan

conception of someone who is born a girl and becomes a boy a few days after



6. Please, Dear Leader

C: [as if unsatisfied with the answer]
A ha!

B: Wait! Come here!

A: Un.

B: Let me ask you.

A: Ya.

B: You're not sick or in pain, are you?

A: Even my teeth have never had an
ache.

B: Un, I think you're not quite well.
Is it true?

A: Un, that’s true. There is some
pain. What dost thou think hurts?

B: I think you have appendicitis.
A: Un, I do. I have my appendix.'®
B: How big is it?

A: Un, it can’t be more than one or
two arm-spans long.

C: I think you have no illnesses.
Right?

A: Oh, that’s also right. Yes. I think I
don’t.
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birth. This can also work in the reverse.

16 This appears to be an intentional misunderstanding. The term 3] can be either

appendix or appendicitis. A (voiced by Menla Jyab) clearly has no idea what the

appendix is.
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B: I think you do, right?

A: Right, I seem to have a disease but
when I think about it again I don't.

C: Ya, then what I said was wrong?
B: What I said was also wrong?

A: No, no. You both aren’t wrong. I
was wrong. I have a terrible disease.

I feel ill sometimes and feel really
good sometimes.

C: Ah, do you take medicine?
A: T eat it like tsampa.

B: I think you don’t take a single
dose.

A: Right. I don't.
C: It’s fine if you do. It’s ok if you

don’t. We are the only ones who have
the cure for what ails you.

A: What is it?

B: You have to be promoted to a
leadership position.

A: Oh, well then, keep me in mind,
dear leaders!

C: But, at present, this medicine is
not in our hands. Neither of us is a
leader!

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

Rt\lﬂfgl\rq'ﬁﬁ'ﬁj @riﬁl

25 :‘qﬁ'fn%q'ﬁﬁ'gﬁ'ﬁg‘ WR AR
RS RgRE AN

| R F RN AR F AR
RNRgs F ARG VAR

3135 3r3q) Fgara A Rgs
58] xaga ¥R g 25 KART gy
“éﬂ}":l%q’@q‘ﬁg‘%&é&mmq‘i&'
%q':ﬁ'ﬁ'&lﬁ'aﬂiﬂil NBHN G
| fél\!‘gﬁ'qg:‘ﬁ‘@'ﬁﬁl

ga.q,a.a.u\\!ﬁ.a.u\!ﬁ]

R{\ln%l\lq'\@N'ﬁqga\"n]%q'xﬂg:

359
3] "g= A

BT BRI
TR A
é\s'q%n}'iﬁl

~

&) §oy5) §a Her S a3y

TR AT
TR AT By
TR
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A: Then? m ?'.\73“
B and C: We are speakers of khashag! R ﬂ [‘ﬂﬂml\lﬁ!ﬂ'—'\ﬁﬁ\lquﬂ

A: [dismissively ] Heh! M 5]






7. The Telephone [*"RX)!

A: So what should we do now?
B: It’s up to you. Whatever you say.

A: Well, I'll say something. Instead
of sitting here silently, let’s speak
a khashag. But before we speak a
khashag let me look at your mouth.

B: I am young and I've just lost a
tooth.?

A: That’s not a problem. When I look
at your mouth, I can see into your
chest.

B: How is it? My chest is full of art.

A:Tdon't see any art, but there are a
lot of guts.? There is also tripe.
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1  In this performance, Menla Jyab plays “A”, while Phagmo Drashi is “B.”

Pastoralists in Amdo tell the age of livestock by looking at their teeth. Here, the

speaker assumes Menla Jyab wants to look into his mouth for this reason. Chos

bstan rgyal (2014) for more information describes this practice in detail.

3 Here, Menla Jyab plays on the similar pronunciations of g and §|.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0

https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0452.07
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B: What did you say? I have tripe?*

A: Oh, just kidding. But your mouth
is especially good for one thing...

B: It’s a mouth made for speaking
khashag.

A: Uh, it’s a mouth made for making
phone calls.

B: Ah? Made for making phone calls?

A: Olé! Look at your mouth. Such
a comfortable mouth, such a
round mouth, one would think it’s
absolutely going to say “Wei!”>

B: So you can’t make phone calls
unless your mouth is round?

A: Oh, you can make calls if your
mouth is square or triangular. The
main thing is that a khashag speaker
also has to look in the mouths of
those making phone calls.

B: So you must have looked in them
carefully.

A: Oh, would you believe it if

I told you that I could write an
entire khashag just about telephone
conversations?
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4 The term translated here as “tripe” (?ﬁﬁ@‘) is used for livestock but not humans,

hence Phagmo Drashi’s confusion.

5  “Wei” is a common way of answering the phone across China.
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B: I would if it’s true. But not if it’s
not true.

A: That may be, but now I'll tell you
the truth.

B: If you didn’t tell me the truth,
would I believe it?

A: Truthfully, I would sit silently less
if asked to guard the telephone than
if I was made to speak khashag.t

B: So what would you do?

A: My hand would not stop making
phone calls, my mouth would not
stop making conversations. I would
not know from where the sun rises
and to where it sets.”

B: Of course it rises from the east and
sets in the west.

A: Aro! It hasn’t been long since the
telephone appeared in the land of
snows, but there’s a lot to be learned
from a single phone.

B: That may be so.

A: There are all sorts of telephone
conversations. For example, one time,
someone was calling home from the
hospital. That one was unique.
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6 At this time, the telephone was a new technology in Amdo, and there would likely

be someone whose job was to mind and answer the phone. The word “guard” is

likely used for humorous effect.

7 This is to suggest that he would lose all track of time.
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B: Ya, what did he say?

A: You are going to laugh. Let’s act
it out.

B: [agreeing] Ya

A: [shouting] Wei, aro!

B: What's that? It sounds like
someone’s shouting from a
mountaintop.

A: Ah, having lived for too long in
the mountains, he speaks with a loud

voice wherever he goes.

B: Then that’s fair enough. Ok, let’s
g0 again.

A: [shouting again] Y, let’s go again:
Wei, aro!

B: [shouting back] Wei, Ah!

A: Aro! Are you Phagmo?

B: Aro!' I am, I am.

A: Are you certain?

B: I'm certain!

A: Yeah, we were completely wrong!
B: Ya, what is it?

A: Ya, it’s ok if you don’t come back.
It won’t take long.

i

a4 4 A A A

3

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

£

an o
'%'3;'5]

{

RN AR

&I AT

3y

2N

T8 e E Iy

lN] g{ﬁ'ql\l'ﬂiﬂ]@&&i'ﬁ?ﬁl\l'ﬂﬁ'
FVAGTF TR AEE 2|

UT!'QQ'E]'%EI'N'QE]HTQ%E]W]
N'c%'q%ﬂ]'iﬁl

I gl 2 e o [2N

Néé’(;mgﬁqd—oﬂﬂal ﬁ'ﬁ:
qaﬂa&]’:@'wiﬁ}



7. The Telephone 181

B: Oh that’s great. I was planning
to come with a whole month’s
provisions.

A: Aro! You needn’t bring any meat.
Mom'’s going to go under the knife
tomorrow.®

B: [laughingly] Ya ya ya ya ya ya.

A: [in normal voice] You refused
to believe me when I told you you
would laugh.’

B: Though I understand it, it is funny,
aro.

A: Aro, there are also phone calls that
make you want to cry.

B: So they're probably speaking
while crying.

A: The speaker doesn’t cry,
but the listener will burn with
embarrassment.

B: How so?

A: Some girls these days who don’t
know their own value and become
different people when they make
phone calls.

B: Ya, act it out!
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8  In the Tibetan, the term R4 literally meaning “slaughter.” Some pastoralists in

Amdo use this term for undergoing surgery, as seems to be the case here.
9  Hamithang (’«jalﬁ?]) means “difficult to convince.” With a no at the end, it can

mean “maverick” or “rebel.”



182

A: Ring ring.

B: Wei!

A: [in a feminine voice] Hello!

B: Wei, who is it?

A: [coyly, in a feminine voice] Un.
B: What was that?

A: Don't pretend like you don't
know!

B: You're Drolma, right?

A: Annoying (taoyan ¥IK) You
know and pretend like you don't.

B: You want me to write you
something again don’t you?

A: Write me a letter asking for leave.

B: Where are you going with your
leave?

A: This kind of job is annoying... I
don’t want to do it.

B: You should say you're glad you've
got a job like that. Wei, I have written
the letter requesting leave. You come
and pick it up yourself.

A: [coyly] Uh-uh.

B: Now what?
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A: With sun like this, my face will get

dark, aro!"®

B: Wei! I don’t have time to come to

you. Or else I'll get someone to bring

it to you.

A: [in English] Ok, bye bye.

B: I don’t really feel like crying, but
although she says “ok” with her

mouth, she has no ka and kha in her
chest!!

A: Compared with that, the phone
calls of young men these days are
very interesting.

B: Ya?

A: Those calls are endless and

never finish. Then, as soon as you
understand them, they’re over.

B: That may be.
A: Ring ring.

B: Wei?

A: Wei? Is Phagmo the name of you?'
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10 In China and Tibet, lighter skin is preferable, especially for women, hence the

aversion to walking under the sun.

11  Ka and kha are the first two syllables of the Tibetan alphabet. Here they refer to the
entirety of the Tibetan language, suggesting that the woman mixes languages and

hardly speaks any Tibetan.

12 Note that in the exchange on this page, the “cadre” uses incorrect grammar and

auxiliaries, hence the assumption that he must be Han Chinese. Phagmo then

responds similarly.
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B: [aside] He’s probably Han. [in
response | Wei, Phagmo is the name
of me.

A: Your home is Jentsa.
B: Wouldn't I know that?

A: Wei! I'm also from Jentsa. Would
you know?

B: I don't, but tell me and I would.
Who are you?

A: Ah,1is a cadre... Is a cadre from
Jentsa.

B: There are many cadres in Jentsa!
Wei, do you have something to say
to me?

A: Haha, I wouldn't call if I didn’t
have anything to say.

B: Haha, I would know that too.

A: The father of you sent some meat
and tsampa. You need to come and
get it.

B: I do. Where are you staying?

A: Hu, I'm staying in the nationalities

hotel. If we can’t meet, I'll put it in
Menla’s room. Do you know Menla?

B: I know him, but I'll come get it
now.

A
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7. The Telephone

A: [as himself] You won't find it if
you go get it, aro!

B: [now to Menla] If I don't find it,
then it must still be with you.

A: You won't know if it’s there unless
you call and ask.

B: Really?

A: Ring ring ring.

B: Are you Menla?

A: Uh, who am I if not Menla.
B: You are Menla.

A: Who told you that I'm not?

B: Aro! Don't finish it all before I get
there.

A: What is it?

B: Don't act like you don’t know. I'm
talking about the butter and tsampa.

A:1don’t know. I don’t know. It
was a prank that I pulled on you
yesterday. But if you're coming here,
buy some meat."

B: So you had nothing better to do,
and made fake calls.
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13 Notice how the original call convinced Phagmo that someone had brought meat

for him, and now he is being asked to buy meat for Menla.
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A: They are not like leaders who
make real phone calls.™

B: Oh, leaders don’t make fake calls?

A: Oh, the leaders speak about true
things in conversations that seem
fake. Those kinds of calls are difficult
for unfortunate souls like you and
me. You won't understand them,
even if you want to listen.

B: So they probably speak quietly.®
A: No, they don't speak quietly.

B: Then?

A: They speak gently to their

superiors, in a low voice to their
equals, and slowly to subordinates.

B: Oh, that’s difficult.

A: Haven’t you heard it said that “If
you never struggle with the difficult
things, then it’s difficult to reach the
heights of comfort.”*¢

4 A 4 A
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14 They here is referring back to the young men whose phone calls are being

imitated.

15 In the previous turn, Menla Jyab says the word go which can mean either “to

understand” or “to hear”
suggests that they speak quietly.

. Phagmo Drashi chooses to interpret it as “to hear” and

16  This does not appear to be a traditional Tibetan saying, but here it refers to how

one must experience difficulties in order to gain promotion in the government

apparatus of the day.
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B: That phrase... I've not even heard
it in the Elegant Sayings of Sakya
Pandita.

A: Those leaders have no match
when they make phone calls.

B: Is it so unique when they make a
phone call?

A: Of course it is! They have a special
technique for when calling their
superiors.

B: Ya?!
A: Ring ring ring.
B: Hehe. Wei, who is it?

A: [to “secretary” Phagmo] It's me,
Secretary Phag.

B: [aside] Did I become the Party
Secretary? [to A] Wei, I know you by
your voice. Do you have something
to discuss?

A: Nothing. Nothing but... as for the
matter I have: I'll be fine regardless, I
don’t have any objection.

B: What?

A: That which I called to discuss
yesterday.

B: I received countless phone calls.
How would I know which matter it
is. Wei! Which matter?
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A: Even if I cannot go any higher, I
have nothing but yes in my mind."”

B: Ya ya ya. Do you have anything
else to say beside that?®

A: Hehe. Of course not. You get some
sleep, Party Secretary... Take care of

yourself!

B: Of course I would not kill myself.
Ya, goodbye.

A: Goodbye. Goodbye.
B: There really is a technique, aro!

A: When calling their equals, its
relaxing.

B: Likely because there’s no higher
and lower between them.

A: Ring ring ring.
B: Wei, who is it?

A: Wei, bastard! You don’t even know
me?

B: Who doesn’t know you. How
could I dare not to know you. All
good?
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17  Going higher refers to promotion within government, suggesting the sort of

sycophantic approaches one must take when phoning superiors.

18 Note that although this may appear impatient in the English translation, it is not

so in the Tibetan.
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A: Ardzee... absolutely all good. I
solved your problem. You mustn’t
forget my issue.

B: I won't forget. I will be able to
do it. There’s not even the slightest
concern about that.

A: Ah, I know, I know. Keep it up!

B: Ya ya ya. Do you have any other
issues?

A: Of course I do. Come over to drink
on Sunday. I'm boiling meat.

B: By your meat if I don’t come.” As
long as you're boiling some meat. Ya,
goodbye.

A: Ya ya ya. Bye bye.

B: Now my mind is at ease.

A: When calling a subordinate, there
is a rage.

B: You will probably get heated
again.

A: Ring ring ring.
B: Wei.

A: Wei.
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19 By your meat’ is an oath commonly sworn especially in pastoral regions. The

structure of these oaths most closely approximates “I'll be damned if I...” in

English.
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B: Oh, oops! Wei? Oh no... Ah!

A: Ah? What do you mean by “ah”?
Ah?

B: Ah, ah, ah, I didn’t know. Um. Ya!

A: What's “Ya”? Can you get by
using “ya” for everything, ah?

B: That’s right. That’s right.

A: What's “That’s right”? Ah,
spineless one, Ah!

B: True. True.

A:Tsay it even if it isn't true, ah.
Cannot even carry a conversation on
this telephone of yours, eh!

B: Possibly. Possibly.

A: Hm. “Possibly”? Uh, if not, then
am [ wrong? Ah?

B: Ah! No way. No way. I was wrong.
Tell me whatever matter you have.
I'll take care of it.

A:Thave nothing to say. The khashag
called “The Telephone” was written by
a person under you. Please leave him
alone.

B: Yes sir.

A: Stitch the mouth of the one who
performed “The Telephone” with him.
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7. The Telephone

B: Ah?
A: Olé.

B: [as himself] Oh, it’s difficult to
listen to phone calls like that.

A: [as himself again] Oh, well, If
you're afraid of the difficult ones,
there are also some that are easy. If
you think it’s not true, give me a call.
B: Ring ring ring.

A: Wei.

B: Wei, who are you?

A: Why are you asking me who I am?
What do you need?

B: Wei, is Menla there?
A:Tdon't know. Tuk! [sound of
hanging up]. [as himself] How

simple!

B: [as himself] It’s too simple. It is
not worth the call I made.

A: Well then, I'll do a slow one.
There’s nothing better than that.

B: That’s good. Ring Ring.

A: Wei, you, who do you need me to
call for?

B: Wei, won't you call out for Menla?
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A: Of course I'll call him, of course
I'll call him. He’s bit far away, I'll go
and call him.

B: Ya ya ya. Thank you.

A: [derisively, under his breath]
Hehe, “thank you.” If you need a
slow [call], I'll speak with you in an
hour.

A: Wei.

B: Wei.

A: Ah! Are you still waiting? Ayoshe,

I'looked for him everywhere, but I
couldn’t find him.

B: Oya! Then there’s nothing we can
do. Thank you!

A: You needn’t say “thank you!”
B: [questioningly] Ya?
A: I never went to look for him!

B: Ah! [in surprise]
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8. Careful Village’s
Grassland Dlspute NNV

ﬁqqmgﬂ

A: Aro! This year, I went to “Careful
Village” to write a khashag called
“The Careful Village.”

B: Ya, what was this so-called
“Careful Village” like?

A: Ah, ah, ah... it was a village!

B: If it’s called “Careful Village,”
then it must be a village. But judging
by the village’s name, you'd have to
be very careful when you go there,
right?

A: Ah, no, no. It’s OK to let your
guard down completely when you go
there, aro!

B: Ah, ah, ah. Olémo! You wouldn’t
dare go to a place where you would
have to go in fear.
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1 Ais voiced by Menla Jyab and B is voiced by Phagmo Drashi.

©2025 Jyab (text)

Thurston & Samdrup (Trans. & Notes), CC BY-NC 4.0
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A: Uh, rather than “Careful Village”
you could just as easily call it
“Kind-Hearted Village.” I've never
seen such a hospitable village. They
couldn’t decide where to put me up.2

B: That was just them filling your
belly to bursting.?

A: Ah, they weren't just hospitable
with food. They also draped me in
so many silk khatak scarves that I
resembled a labtse.*

B: You got all happy and began to
resemble a prayer flag.>

A: Additionally, my timing was
excellent. Careful Village was in the
middle of a land dispute.

B: So that’s good?

A: One was killed over there [in the
opposing village], and only three
were able to be killed over here [in
Careful Village].®

2 Implying that all were willing to house him.
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3 Inthe Tibetan context, he is suggesting that this is basic hospitality and nothing

special.

4 A khatak is a silk scarf, often white, presented to visitors, and important persons.

Encouraging him to put it in his pouch suggests possible bribery. Labtse are

mountaintop cairns, seen as “consecrated abodes and places of veneration for

specific territorial gods” (Tsering 2016, 451).

5  This metaphor suggests that he moved excitedly, dancing like a flag flapping in the

wind.

6  The verb used here, sod (Z\Tﬁ]), is in the potential form, a peculiar form can be

found in Amdo and Old Tibetan expressing the ability of the action denoted by
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B: Isn’t three enough?

A: There were also many wounded,
so don't fret.’

B: As if I was waiting to hear
something like that.

A: Ah, there are still five who look

like they will die, fifty who it appears

will definitely not die, and another
thirty who are in great pain.

B: Un. That’s plenty.

A: Uh, and that was the time I
arrived. Just think! Isn’t that timely!

B: Maybe so.

A: Moreover, all I had to do was
observe closely, and then write
extensively about it.

B: Your burden is light!

A: Uh, it was light, but with each
laughing word that came out of that
smiling Village Leader’s mouth, my
workload got heavier and heavier,
aro!

B: Ya, what did the village leader
say?
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the verb.

7 Inthe previous turn, the speaker said nyungsong (QR'E\TR']), which could also mean,

“too few.” Though he means that three is too many, the other speaker interprets it

as “too few” and assures him that plenty of others were injured.
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A: [in the voice of an elderly man ]
“Ya, I've heard of the one called
‘Menla Jyab from Amdo’ but I've
never had an audience with him.
He must be something special, an
impressive guy! Hahaha!”

B: [surprised | What was that?

A: [in normal voice] The village
leader laughs with every sentence he
speaks.

B: Ha! I was startled! What did he say
then?

A: [in the village leader’s voice] “So
you say you're an ‘awtist.” You say
you're an ‘arthor’. Moreover, you say
that you're a so-called ‘odist.” That’s
a heckuva lot of titles for one person,
isn't it? Hahaha!"

B: There it is again!"

A: [as the village leader] “Well,
anyway. You are exceptional. Put this
khatak in the pouch (of your robe).
Hahaha!”

B: He’s speaking, so listen!
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8 Using N\ﬁ"ﬁﬁ”], translated here as ‘from Amdo,” as part of one’s name is

somewhat unusual, and really only used for famous people,

9  In the Tibetan, the Village Leader mispronounces the words “artist,

”ou

author” and

“poet” (which would be new terms to him), as “person with hair on their legs,”

“tsampa-er,” and “melodious black-er.”
10  This refers to the Village Leader’s laughter.
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A: [as the village leader] “A#h, it’s
good that thou camest in general, but
it’s especially good that thou camest
to Careful Village. Hahaha!”

B: Why’s that?

A: [as the village leader) “In the past,
we of Careful Village weren't this
timid around others. This time the
weighted blackjacks all fell on our
heads." All the village men are over
there lying on their beds. Hahaha!”

B: Ya, is that so?

A: [as the village leader] “You
yourself have said that you are both
Menla, and a menpa (doctor). It's up
to you to make all these people stand
again. We will run to battle as soon
as we get up. Hahaha!”

B: Are you satisfied now? So what
did you say?

A: T spoke honestly, “Dear Village
leader, that would be difficult. They
look badly injured, and they won’t be

getting up any time soon. What can I
do to rouse them?” I said.

B: What did he say?
A: [as the village leader] “Hahaha!”

B: Now what?
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A: [as the village leader] “If a doctor
cannot rouse his patients, then
there’s no way that the patients can
rouse the doctor. A doctor should
have a solution. Hahaha!”

B: Now you’d better come up with
something fast!

A: [as himself] At the first chance

I got, I said, “Dear Village Leader,
I'say that I am a doctor in my
compositions, but if a truly wounded
man was placed in my care, I
wouldn’t even know how to check
his pulse! By Picasso!”

B: [incredulously] What did you say?
Picasso?

A: Uh, I panicked, so I swore by a
great artist.

B: Olé. Would he believe you if you
swore an oath like that?

A: [as the village leader] “I believe
you since you have sworn by your

father!”1?

B: Oh, he believed you!
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12 Here the Village Leader doesn’t recognize the name “Picasso” and interprets it

according to Tibetan conventions, in which people swear by relatives, for example

“by my father’s flesh” (8\1‘45‘55”)
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A: [village leader’s voice] “I believe
that you're not a doctor, but you
shouldn’t keep it a secret that you are
a lama, it’s a matter for all sentient
beings. Hehehehehehehe!”

B: [chuckling] And you still haven't
escaped.

A: [in normal voice] I was so scared
that my hair stood on end. “Dear
Village Leader, you're an intelligent
person, so how can you say this?
Look at the hair on my head, the
clothes on my body, and the stubble
on my face. Where is there a lama like
me?”

B: What did he say then?

A: Hehe! He had some things to say;,
aro! [as the village leader] “I've seen
faces on tangka paintings, and Tri
Ralpachen’s® head was like that.
People say I don’t know anything,
but I've been around the block a
few times. All those who don’t like
Tibetan clothes, and don’t wear
Chinese clothes, wear clothes like
this. Whiskers grow on your face
even if you are a lama, nobody is
planting them.”

B: That's right. I think that’s
definitely true.
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13 Tri Ralpachen (c. 805—c. 838) was one of the three dharma kings of Tibet, and the

penultimate king of the Tibetan empire.
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A: [in normal voice] So then I also
sincerely explained, “If I were a
lama, then my monastery would be a
distillery, my monks would not have
perfected the study of the “perfection
of wisdom” sutra, and they would
have attained perfection only in
smoking cigarettes. If there is a lama
like this, let alone in the next life,
would the government' even accept
him?”

B: That was direct. What did the
village leader say?

A: [as the village leader] “Uh, I
know, I know. Then swear that
everyone in your work unit doesn’t
call you, ‘Alak’”" [in a normal voice]
he said.

B: But that’s just a name your
co-workers came up with themselves.

A: [normal voice] Eh, I said that too,
but that old man was stubborn. [as
the village leader] “So anyway,

The disputes of men are like
unbreakable boulders,

The disputes of women are like
juniper that doesn’t rot.

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet

m ﬁ':&'&‘&&l\rq%R‘ql\l'qg?]m'qqﬁ'
q%q’m@n’n] R'a'm'n%n]'&q'it\q
RRefg nhER agaN N aSay
&g Ra'qn%x‘mx‘@qgmtmw
Xy N5 A graeyaag g
alax'@q'i\fr:%\'ﬁq] %’ﬁ'amn‘%u}'
Nﬁ'i&ﬁa&&ﬁa{]ﬁﬁaﬁR@]NT\
VR

fuEIg

T QY UFR GG RyETa
RRN SR aN R YR R AR
%x‘m%‘aqqq‘qgm@w%m]

a

B 5'&«1‘{3&&'31&'%'%&1‘;:'&":15n}t\r

~

TGS

14 The Tibetan term gongma tshang (ﬁi’&'ﬁ?’]) is traditionally a way of referring to

emperors and their officials. Here, however, it is used to refer to the government as

it is sometimes used today.

15 Alak is a common term of respect used in Amdo for reincarnate lama.
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For the whole business of this
grassland dispute, we will entrust it
to you. Hehehe.”

B: So, there’s no way you can say
Ilyes!ﬂ

A: [chuckling] I did say, “Yes.”
B: Ah, how could you?'

A: Uh, I had to learn about this
matter regardless—I had no choice!"”

B: It’s OK to learn about it, but you
can’t be a fake lama.

A: 1 thought of that too, so I spoke
even better than a real lama!

B: [incredulously] Ya?!?!

A: [in normal voice, addressing

the village leader] “Uh, well, my
previous incarnations thought of
nothing but religion, but I'm one of
those who can’t even deal well with
the secular.”

B: In saying so, you agreed that you
are a lama.

A: That’s right, but I kept it a secret
that I'm fake.

B: That’s what I was saying!
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16  The Tibetan phrase dida shi thal (Q%'ﬁ'a'ﬂ‘?!]), literally something like “he’s dead,”
is used to complain that someone is making a poor decision.

17 He must learn about it, because he’s still planning to write a script about his trip.
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A: Maybe so, but they’ll figure it out
in the end.

B: When they find out you'll be gone,
and they’ll be finished!

A: Uh, it’s not like I'm the only
heartless person who has cheated
these kind-hearted Careful Villagers.
Put another way: I'm here only to
learn and won't profit by it, aro!

B: I don’t know about that... And
then?

A: Uh, then, pretending that I am [a
lama], I upbraided the village leader.

B: You've grown bold before they’ve
even given you any money.

A: Uh, “Ah karmically-wicked ones!
Why did none of you think to contact
me about this important issue until
now?”

B: Wouldn’t you help them attack (if
they asked you)?

A: [in normal voice, to B] I can't do
much, but I would help do rituals on
their behalf.

B: You bullshit without thinking!

A: [back to the village leader] “You
are the village leader! You can’t rest

there so comfortably.”

B: So, what should he do?
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8. Careful Village's Grassland Dispute

A: “Now, you've fought though you
said you wouldn’t fight; and you've
killed though you said you wouldn’t
kill. Hold a meeting tomorrow for
the entire village; the lama will come
to resolve this dispute.’® If you're
going to obey, say, ‘Yes sir.” If you
don’t accept, then I'll go away!” I
said.

B: What did they say?

A: [hollering] “Yes sir! Yes sir!”
[normal voice] they said sounding
like the Chabcha earthquake, aro."

B: So that day was nice, but the next
day must have been difficult.

A: That next day, everybody gathered
together: from those with white teeth
to those with white hair,® the living
and the dead!

B: [stunned ] What did you say? The
dead? The dead came back?

A: Oh... no. I was saying the mature
and the immature, both the maimed
and the not maimed, many of them
gathered.

B: Oh, and the charlatan might also
be revealed.
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18 ﬁ'al'“]\gﬁ] literally means “cut the tail,” but here it is used to settle, mediate, or

resolve the he dispute.

19  This is likely a reference to large earthquake in Chabcha (Ch., Gonghe) County

in 1990, during which a dam broke, and that this and similar phrases below may

allude to this event.

20 Here this means both young (with white teeth) and old (with white hair).
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A: Uh, again the village leader went
first. [in the village leader’s voice]
“Hey You guys! Pipe down! Pipe
down! Don’t push and don’t crowd!
We are here to worship the lama not
to chase him away. Having come to
our gate, how could we not get an
audience?”

B: They will get an audience, but
they’ll be worshipping the wrong
one.

A: In the blink of an eye, a countless
amount of khatak were in front of

me and “human heads” had fallen
before me in greater number than the
people there.

B: What did you say? Human heads
fell before you?

A: Olé¢! The number of people on
each was different, just as they have
different values if you take them to a
mall.

B: Oh, you're talking about money?#
The 5s and 10s, 50s and 100s each
have different images on them, and
their values are different from each
other. But you can’t keep them.

A: Oh! [chuckling] I put them in my
pouch!
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21 This is likely a reference to the third or fourth series of Chinese RMB, both in use
at the time of the performance, with the latter featuring images of different ethnic

minority groups on different denominations.
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B: Ah? But then didn’t you say that
you were only there to learn, and
wouldn’t profit by it?

A: Uh, I forgot about that as soon as I
saw the riches, aro.

B: I thought that you'd do that from
the start.

A: Uh, then I gavest an oration.
B: What did you say?
A: “Uh, now all of you shut up!”

B: [now as an audience member ]
We’re making no sound.

A: “Don’t make the children with
bright futures cry.”

B: Such a strict lama.

A:T'm not stunning, but I am strict.
I speak little, but I would bend over
under stress.?

B: Is that the way a lama should
speak?

A: Uh, “but you all don’t know the
things I know. If you knew them, you
would know whether or not I am a
real lama.”

B: So, no one knows other than me.
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22 Translation aims to replicate the repeated uses of ts sounds in the original.
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A: “Uh, so if there is anyone who
says that I am not a lama, then get
out!”

B: [as an audience member again] I
must sit there biting my lips.

A: “These Tibetan land disputes are
disputes over water and land. Put
clearly, fights over there and fights
over here and all people fighting
together, theyre still just fights.”

B: They know that!

A: “Uh, this fighting is a good
tradition. Uh, we fought starting
from Tri Ralpachen’s time. At

that time, they had disputes over
territory, but they didn’t fight over
grass. Now, they fight over grass
but not territory. Although the goals
were different, they were, to put it
simply, fights. You need to fight, so
keep fighting!”

B: So, they won't ever finish fighting?

A: [to B] Uh, as long as there is life
on this planet, there will be fighting.

B: But if you keep fighting, then your
shepherds and goatherds will be no
more.

A: Uh, the things that should finish
must finish. This world must end. I
must speak thus, and I must obtain
what I seek.

B: It’s certain you will.
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8. Careful Village's Grassland Dispute

A: When you say it like that, now I
understand something.

B: What is it?

A: [speaking again to the villagers]
“And if I speak clearly about this
grassland dispute here, it’s just a
dispute.”

B: They know that already.

A: “Well, if there is a dispute, then
there must be a reason for it. I need
that reason. If you all don’t tell me
that reason, then I won't understand
it at all. If one knows the reason, then
it’s easy to fight.”

B: You're going to sit there and say
it’s easy!

A: [to B] Uh, but if you think about
this simple matter, then it might be
difficult.

B: Who knows if it is a simple matter,
as it’s difficult even to get it out of
your mouth.

A: [to the villagers] “You're still
definitely going to fight. So, let’s
make some simple arrangements. If
you will obey, then say “Yes sir!” If
you do not agree, I'll leave.”

B: And they probably said, “Yes
sir! Yes sir!” sounding like an
earthquake.
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A:Uh, “I'll ask first, and then you
respond.”

B: Now hurry up and speak.
A: “First, Village Leader, stand up!”

B: Will you make that old man laugh
again?

A: [to the village leader] “Ya, speak
without laughing! Disputes are
disputes. We need to make it easy
by fighting. What's the reason that
neither you Careful Villagers nor
they can make it simple by fighting?

B: Ya, now the village leader will
speak.

A: [in the leader’s voice] “Goodness!
Starting from the old times we took
turns leading off horses and killing
people. Hehehe! Oh! I'm not allowed
to laugh.”

B: But the old world is past. We have
to speak about the new society.

A: [as the village leader] “For us,
there’s no old and new. If it weren't
for the hiatus of ‘58 and the Cultural
Revolution,” more than a few people
from both sides would be no more.
Hehehe.”

& FRgVaNag) ?ﬁm’q«"@%&
Nq%’qm]
ﬁ'i&'a\r%qﬁﬁm'\ém]

i ~

m \a’u}'&x‘m‘r@,‘ﬁ'ﬁuq'wx‘xmm]

WRER N AR AR E Y

R
SENANEHAPNTARR
%&au\!'@:‘ﬁ'qxﬁga'ﬁ':m]?)m'
SHCRS
SAERR KNG Bt

2= 3§ REV AR B FRAX
?\R'Bil\l'aﬁ'@!N'g'Q%ﬁ'iN@'ﬂﬁﬁ'
VAR R R BAA A
FRFAFEA

B EE SrngRNn At §
B aagg a3y
E‘%&‘qR'R‘“]NR'%R'E]'SR'ﬁaT%‘N'
iﬁ] :‘qgﬁ'x’iﬂmqm'qunéﬁw'
ﬁN'QETR'BL\J'@ﬁ'g‘ﬁ'%’(‘@’("i‘ﬂ\l\fﬁ'
RSN AR
999

23 1958 is the year of a revolt, the end of gradualist policies for integrating Tibet into

the still-young PRC, and also a famine. Tibetans traditionally refer to 1958 as the

dividing point between the “old society” and the “new society.” The Cultural

Revolution (1966-76) was a ten-year period of chaos that disrupted the entire

nation. For more on the experience of 1958 in Amdo, see Weiner 2020.



8. Careful Village's Grassland Dispute

B: Are you satisfied? You wouldn’t be
able to find a response to that.

A: [as himself, speaking to the village
leader] “Uh, Village Leader! Speak
plainly without mixing the old and
new. Why did things go bad this
time? There must be something to
fight over,” I said.

B: If there was nothing to fight about,
would there be a dispute?

A: [as the village leader] “Things
can’t be hidden from the lama or from
the next rebirth,* but the reason for
the fight is no good.”

B: That’s probably right.

A: [as the village leader] “Do you
know the household responsibility
system?”%

B: I certainly do know it.

A: [in the voice of the village

leader] “Olé! When the livestock
were divided up [among individual
households], and they had
constructed fences in each place, and
each family was allotted a mountain
pass, they let their horses stray into
our sheep.”?

B: So, give them back!
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24 This is a traditional expression suggesting that the speaker must be truthful.

25 A government policy in agricultural and pastoral communities instituted in 1978.

26 Laha (Y'9)) is a term used in Amdo for an extremely woolly breed of sheep that are
not native to the Tibetan Plateau.
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A: “Uh, how much can a few horses
eat? But we can’t lose our pride! We
said that if they don’t pay a fee, we
won't return their horses.”

B: So, they can pay it.

A: “Uh, they didn’t pay, so we
weren’t happy, and now we are at
odds.”

B: Now things have escalated.

A: “From that day on, we grew
accustomed to taking turns
butchering any who came onto our
lands.”

B: [addressing the village leader]
What did you say? You butchered
those that came on your land?

A: “We butchered them! We
butchered as many as we could
catch. If we couldn’t catch them, then

they got away.”?

B: [directly to the village leader]
Oh, so if one rode a great horse one
would escape.

B: Who's saying that? Your livestock
ride horses.

A: [interceding] Uh, the old man was
talking about livestock!

B: [addressing A again] Oh, I
thought they would butcher people.

27  This could refer to both villages.
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8. Careful Village's Grassland Dispute

A: [under his breath] That would be
a hospital.

B: [to A] Ya, what did he say then?

A: [as the village leader] “Ya, so

if you're going to butcher them,
then I'll butcher them too, and let’s
slaughter as many as we can!”

B: It was probably a complete
slaughter!

A: Ala! Those evil ones grew more
and more accustomed to butchering,
and even grew accustomed to
cleaving.

B: Aro! Hold up! What did you say?
What did they cleave?

A: Well, they weren't just cleaving
cloth. Listen!

B: It’s not that I wasn't listening, I just
didn’t understand.

A: [as the village leader] “uh, at one
point the young men got knives in
their backs while herding.”

B: Oh.
A: “They slashed at one of ours

horizontally, and we cleaved one of
theirs vertically.”

B: Ah, so now they're slashing at
people!
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A: “Again, if you're going to slash,
then I'll slash you too; and let’s slash
as many as we can.”

B: So, go and slash each other to
pieces!®

A: “Ala. Those bastards got more
and more used to cleaving and then
ended up getting used to knocking
off. But an unequal number were
knocked off, and they were walking
while we lay down. It’s not fair, is it?”

B: So, what are you going to do about
it?

A: So, he said [in the village leader’s
voice], “We're counting on you, wise
lama, to pay them back with interest!”

B: So, learning about it gave you
an excuse to take money, but you
mustn’t violate karmic law.

A: Even if I have no money, a true
thief, let alone a fake lama, would
understand the importance of not
letting this village’s line be cut.

B: Then tell them that it’s an easy
thing to do!

A: Uh, 1 did aver that settling that
affair would be easy.”

B: That’s absolutely wrong! If that’s
easy, then what'’s difficult?
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28 AW refers to scraps of cloth cut from a larger piece of cloth.

29  In this line, Menla Jyab awkwardly and humorously uses honorifics to refer to the

things he has said in the role of lama.
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A: Uh, it’s easy. Wipe out the other
village, and then whose would their
things be if not mine?

B: Well, aren’t you a wolf in sheep’s
clothing!

A: Uh, so I will solve it beautifully!

B: [dismissively | Bullshit!

A: [to the villagers] “Uh, take a
seat, Village Leader! I will call the
villagers. Um, before, when the

two villages fought, the losses were
imbalanced. From now on, when
people fight, they must be equal. In
general, respect the words that the
lama speaks, and especially, listen to
the words of your parents.”

B: Again, they probably said, “Yes
sir!” such that, the earth and sky
quaked with it more than just the

earthquake! And so, who knows who

will be called on first?

A: “First, that one with the long braid,

stand up. [Hastily] Oh, not that one,
not that one. A kid with braided hair
should be catching baby birds.*® The
one behind him ... not you, not you,
what old lady doesn’t have a braid?
The braided one behind her. Not that
old man. The one young guy behind
him: the one who's praying.”
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B: Ah ah ah. There are rows and rows
of people with braids!

A: “Uh, tell me! Which is better: to
enjoy your own life, or to destroy
your own people?”!

B: That’s not like what a real thief
would say. What did he say?

A: [in a different man’s voice] “By
my father’s flesh, how should I
know? But it must be that: ‘It’s better
to die nobly than to live in shame for

rr

your whole life.

B: So he’s one of those who is willing
to sacrifice himself.

A: [as the lama] “Ah, noble son! If
told to run to the paths of the dead,
you will. If told to hit your father’s
head, you will. You are fated to
defeat one who is deaf in his left ear,
and who has a scar on his lip, and
you're not allowed to even approach
anyone else.”

B: That’s distinctive; there’s no
mistaking that!

A: [as the braided man] “Ah, my
maternal uncle? Dear Alak. That’s

my mother’s brother!” he said.

B: Oh, what do you say to that?
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31 Here, Menla Jyab plays with the rhyme of @ ELUS gﬁ] enjoying your life” and &
RU]N CEN ﬂﬁﬁ] “to destroy your own people.” The first and fourth syllables rhyme.
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A: [Menla Jyab as himself, tersely
to the braided man] “I didn’t ask
about that. If he’s your maternal
uncle, then he must be your
mother’s brother. Sit down! The one
in front of you; the one wearing the
sheepskin robe.”

B: They're all wearing sheepskin
robes.

A: “Uh, that one with the robe with
the patch.”

B: I'm sure there are many with
patched robes.

A: “Uh, that one with the robe with a
round patch sewn with black thread!
Stand up!”

B: [sounding impressed] You don’t
need glasses, wei!

A: Uh, I said, “Tell me!” [in a high-
pitched voice] “Yes sir,” he said. [in
a normal voice] “But you don't have
to speak,” I said. [in a high-pitched
voice] “Yes sir,” he said. [in a
normal voice] So I said, “From now
on, don’t say “Yes sir’ to anyone.”
And he said [in a high-pitched
voice]| “Yes sir!”

B: He’s an agreeable person!
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A: “Well, I'll speak plainly to you. If
someone asks who is straight as an
arrow and brave as a tiger, it’s you.
And if you ask who you are fated
to defeat, his name is Dundul. The
goal is not to defeat this side, but to
defeat the other. Except for him, let
alone defeating, you may not even
approach anyone else.”

B: And he probably said [in a slightly
higher voice] “Yes sir,” again.

A: He got nervous, and said, [in a
high-pitched voice] “Alak, sir! I can’t
say “Yes sir,” to that, sir.”

B: What's wrong with it?

A: [in a high-pitched voice] “That
man’s wife is my sister! It would kill
me if you told me to kill him.”

B: Now that’s really horrible.

A:”Uh, I didn't ask you that. In a
place where you need to kill and cut
people up, you can’t choose who to
kill. Sit down! That old, wounded
man, stand up!”

B: Oh, so you won't even let the
wounded sit?

A:“Uh, you're old and in the evening
of life.> Moreover, you are now
wounded. So speak sitting down!”

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet
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32 The original translates literally as like a sun setting behind the mountains and

suggests that the elder is no longer in the prime of his life.
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B: That’s better.

A: “Ya, old man, last time you fell
into the hands of an accursed wretch,
and he beat you within an inch of
your life. This time, a child will

fall into your hands. It’s OK to kill
him like a baby bird. His name is
Shamtruk,” I said. And the old man
stood up.

B: I bet the old man was happy.
A: The old man cried.
B: What was wrong?

A: [in the voice of the old man]
“Ah, goodness!* How could it come
to this? I will die before my son
does, for he is my son, given up for
adoption, Alak!” he said.

B: What else could the old man do?
What father and son will fight each
other?

A: “Uh, I didn’t ask about that. In a
place where brothers feud, how can

1

you be free from it? Sit down

B: Now you'll let them all die.

A: Ya, so I finished making
arrangements for everyone.

B: They all must be related.
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33 The phrase SQ%Bi,SQ%] is a common expression in Amdo to express dismay.
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A: Ah, sure are. They all descend
from the Bodhisattva monkey and
the rock ogress.*

B: You're really heartless.

A: If Careful Village has heart, then
who should care whether or not I
do?% What bothered me was that the
offerings they gave were too few.

B: [reproachingly] Oh, nothing can
be done (for you)!

A:1thought about it and something
could be done.* I went over to
Careful Village’s opposing village,
they offered far more than Careful
Village.

B: You're really shameless.

A: Uh, the work there wasn’t that
difficult. Just orating some sermons.

B: Do you know how to chant
scriptures?

A: Uh, the entire village gathered,
and I spoke “The essential and
necessary prophecy.”
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34 This refers to the Tibetan creation myth, in which Tibetans are the progeny of a

monkey and a demoness.

35 Here, Menla Jyab is relying on Careful Village to “have a heart” and refuse to kill

relatives. His heartlessness is immaterial.

36 His partner is reproaching him, saying that he is beyond help, but Menla Jyab

interprets the other literally and says there is a way to solve the problem.
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B: I've never heard a scripture like
that!

A: “oM swa ra swa sti¥” the land
dispute,

oM will finish your
grandchildren!

oM swa ra swa sti the land dispute,

oM will finish your
grandchildren!

oM swa ra swa sti the land dispute,

oM will finish your
grandchildren!”

I chanted for the entire morning. In
the afternoon, they all said that they
didn’t understand anything except
for “quit something”* and “will
finish something.”

B: How could they?

A: Then I explained it clearly for
them. I said, “This is not a prophecy
that existed before, but one that has
just emerged for this time. As for
the meaning, it says, ‘If you fight
Careful Village, your village will

be finished.”” And everyone was
frightened.
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37 Mantra of the Boddhisattva Yangchenma (R3RS§&|).
38 This is not chanted, and likely suggests that the villagers did not understand.

Menla Jyab often uses this construction to indicate someone’s misunderstanding.
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B: Who wouldn’t be frightened by
such a terrifying thing?

A: The elders spoke enough to fill a
valley, and I grabbed my offerings
that were enough to fill a valley
and returned to Careful Village.
The elders there were also speaking
enough to fill a valley.

B: What were the elders saying?

A: Uh, the young folks came one
after another, and said, “Mother
cried. Father went crazy. A fight
between relatives individually is
really impossible.”

B: Well then, what should be done?
A:Uh, I have a plan. If they can’t
fight each other individually, then
let’s have the villages fight. Having
divined the date and time, I had both
villages meet on the mountaintop.
B: Then they all went to war?

A: Then all was well.

B: Ah?

A: Olé!

B: [as if coming to a realization] Ah,

oh, you scoundrel! Your plan is quite
a plan!

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet
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A: Uh, now both villages had a peace
summit, and their battle wounds were
healed through marriage, and they
had weddings. As for me, I had a
great time going from party to party.

B: They should invite you to the
party.

A: Uh, there were so many more
parties, but I had no time to attend
them. When I go back, I need
something to show for it. And then I
set off all of a sudden. Before I left, I
spoke a parting wish.

B: What wish?

A: “Ah, dear friends, since I came

to Careful Village this time, I have
accomplished everything I came here
to do. My final hope is that you take
the gifts you gave me and build a
school for the children on the border
of the two villages, and between both
monasteries.”

B: Oh, such a thing would be difficult
even for a real lama to achieve.

A: Uh, at that moment, a small

child came running over and gave
me a khatak, and 1 kissed them and
whispered, [as a child] “I'm not a
lama; I'm a learner.* You go to school,
too!” And they said, “Goodbye Uncle
Menla!”
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39 Note that the original uses the word ‘s\iq‘aq‘ translates best as “student,” but
we have used “learner” to emphasize the way Menla Jyab plays with the
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B: Ya, now hit the road!

A: Taking the narrow footpath away
from Careful Village, the village
leader’s words echoed in my mind.*

B: What did the village leader say?

A: [as the village leader] “Ya,

now that these two villages have
reconciled, We plan to join both
villages to have grassland disputes
with another village!” he said.

B: Oh, you’ll probably have to come
back again!

A: Ya, well, anyways, goodbye,
Careful Village.

B: Goodbye.

A: As dawn broke, and I was
writing the end of this khashag, 1
said “Goodbye,” and my wife raised
her head up off our bed and said,
“Where are you going?”
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pronunciations of :FQT':!'N] and §&| in the Tibetan.
40 “The Narrow Footpath” (ﬁ]?'“la\l'ﬂ'gj]) is the title of a famous essay from modernist
Tibetan author Don grub rgyal, and Menla Jyab likely expects audiences to make

the connection.
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A: Ah! With a welcome like this, I
don’t know what to say or do, aro!

B: [with a slight chuckle] Go to
Careful Village again!

A: Uh! I've gone to Careful Village

a lot,2 but I've never once come back
with peace of mind.

B: So who has you bothered this
time?

A: If I speak my mind plainly, it’s

Careful Village that has me bothered.

And it’s Zalejyal that has Careful
Village bothered.

B: Zalegyal... this Zalejyal didn’t kill
someone, did he?
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1  Ais voiced by Menla Jyab and B is voiced by Phagmo Drashi.

2 The Tibetan uses a double negative, which has the effect of intensifying the

statement.
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A: As soon as I heard the village
leader’s story, I got a feeling that
something wasn’t quite right, Aro!

B: What did he say?

A: [as the village leader] “In general,
Alak, it’s not OK to make you tear
things apart, but that Zalejyal messed
up.? Let us gather at Goree’s house
with a few of Careful Village’s wise
elders to do some tearing, and let’s
make it so that there’s nothing left to
tear after that,” he said.

B: What is that?

A: That night, I was scared and went
to the Goree house, and it seemed
that the elders had nothing in their
hands that could be torn. What they
did have were tobacco pouches.

B: Did they want to quit smoking?

A: That’s what I thought, but
according to the Village Leader it
wasn't like that, aro!

B: Ya?

A: [as the village leader] “We've
inconvenienced thee every time thou
hast come. We shouldn’t weary thee
with resolving our external fights
and internal disputes, but we have to
tear Zalejyal’s corpse.
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3  The Tibetan i‘ﬁﬁl, translated here as “to tear,” is commonly used in Amdo to mean

“resolving conflicts.”
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B: What did you say? Zalejyal’s
corpse? He’s dead?

A: [belligerently, as the village
leader] “That undead one wouldn’t
let the elders die in peace. I don’t
know if it’s a public quarrel or a
domestic dispute, but he has started
it!” he said.

B: Hehe, now I understand. This
“tearing” and “prying” is all just a
way saying that they have to resolve
young Zalejyal’s issue.

A: Uh, they needed to resolve it, but
they couldn’t resolve it.

B: What did this “Zalejyal” do?

A: They said that he found a wife,
but that he found the wrong one.

B: [surprised] Ya?

A: They said that she’s from too far
away, and her speech is unclear.

B: If Zalejyal understands her, isn’t
that what counts?

A: Moreover, they said that her
customs are different, and she’s not
pretty enough.

B: But Zalejyal loves her, and that’s
all that matters. It’s none of Careful
Village’s business.
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A: I said that too! But those elders are
willful!

B: What did they say?

A: Uncle Tungtung was shaking his
head.

B: Judging by his name, I thought he
must be like this.

A: We take refuge in you, but thou
mustn't say this.

B: Why not?

A: Um, if not from the creation of the
universe, then at least from the time
of our fathers and uncles, we have
married girls of our own place,* and
then raised our own families.

B: That's right.
A: For long distance marriages, we

used to “buy and sell” girls on both
sides of the Yellow River.®

B: So they consider that a very long
distance.
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The Tibetan (%\'Rai'a\‘] is a humilific term for the girls of their village.
5  The phrase “buying and selling” is not traditionally used in Amdo to describe the

common practice of paying brideprice, but Menla Jyab uses it to critique arranged

marriage.
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A: “We don’t know what goes on
inside the heads of these empty-
headed ones nowadays. But even if
they don't fall in love with one from
their own village, it should at least
be someone from their own ethnic

group.”

B: Oh, now I get it. Zalejyal chose
someone from a different ethnic
group and wants to marry her.

A: That’s right! That kind of ne’er-do-
well wouldn’t do anything other than
what’s inappropriate.

B: Good, Good. So she was Han
Chinese.

A: She was a (foreign) girl! A
(foreign) girl!

B: She couldn’t be a boy, of course.® I
meant: is the girl Han Chinese?

A: “Nope, this low-life is going to
make a scene by marrying a foreign
girl. How can we even speak about
it?” He said.

B: A foreigner? I can empathize with
them. Did you ask what country she
was from?

A:Uh, I did ask, but they said that
they couldn’t remember on the spot.
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6  Here the conversation relies on B misunderstanding 53\7‘ “foreign girl” as ‘%3"']

“girl,” as the two terms are pronounced similarly in Amdo dialect.
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B: That’s also understandable. Must
be hard for them to pronounce.

A: Uncle Shepherd said that it
seemed to be coming to his mind.

B: I doubt it.

A: [haltingly] Let’s see... Where did
he say it was... It was the name of a
fabric.

B: A fabric? Let’s see. There’s no
country called Buree is there?”

A: No. No. Buree is what I've got tied
around my waist. It’s the name of an
expensive fabric!

B: It isn’t Panama, is it?

A: Ah! Pa- ... Panama. Well, that
ain’t actually it. In the past, Careful
Village’s leader, the one with a
great black tent, had a green-yellow
Tibetan robe made of that fabric.

B: America!
A: Ang ang ang! Isn’t that right.
America! It’s this so-called “A-ri.”

Horrible woman! Her nose was scary
like an arura “snail!”®

B: Now he’s going to malign her.
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7 The Tibetan Y= (pronounced like buree) is the name of a sort of a coarse silk

most often used for sashes or shirts.

8  In Amdo, the sounds for ?R[ in W?'\] and J] in &'J'| are pronounced similarly.
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A: [as the village leader] Ahem!
B: Who's that?

A: Uncle Village Leader scooched
forward.

B: Now he’s gonna speak.

A: [as the village leader] These
modern situations are difficult to
discuss like telling the Gesar epic,
and are difficult to untangle like a
mess of silk thread. As for Zalejyal
and the young lady who cannot be
separated, they don't listen when
their parents speak, will they listen
when the lama speaks? And if they
still don’t listen...

B: Then what will they do?

A: [as the village leader] “We would
shun him before Careful Village
becomes infamous. But our old fool
[Zalejyal] would probably be happy
about it.”

B: Is it that serious?

A: [as the village leader] “The
goodness of the girls of Tibet—

the land of snows—is famous
everywhere, but it’s unspeakable that
a yak herder abandons them to take
up with a bird herder?”

B: Ah? What's this about a “bird
herder”?
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A: [Menla as himself] I didn’t
understand either. I asked for a clear
reason, and old man Ada stood up
and gave a detailed explanation.

B: What did Ada say?

A: [as Ada, without stopping]

Well I'm not sure if it's America

or Ashmerica but when did those
wanderers arrive. It was last
year—ah yes—in July. I don’t know
if it’s true, but they said they were
researching larks. They said that
there were no larks in their land.
Who knows where they flew off to!

B: Oh, so that’s why they called her a
bird herder.

A: [as Ada] To tell you the truth,
who knows if she came to be a bird
herder or if she came looking for a
yak herder? Either way, Zalejyal’s
corpse has fallen into her hands.

B: Saying it like that makes me think
that she beats him.

A: [as Ada] “Zalejyal, that weak-
willed person: Initially he was
teaching her pastoralist dialect, then
they were accompanying each other,
and finally they were together. And
that’s not alright, right?”

B: Everyone must have been amazed
to find out about it.

A: They said that the first to find out
was Uncle Toktok.
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B: Ya! How did Uncle Toktok say that
he learned of it?

A: [as Uncle Toktok] I'm a
knowledgeable person. There’s no
way I couldn’t know [about the
relationship]. One acted like he
understood that ghoulish language,
and the other pretended like she was
studying pastoralist dialect, but if
you looked at their mannerisms, they
were talking of living together.

B: He knew this from looking at their
mannerisms?

A: [As Uncle Toktok] I thought it
was wrong and told everyone, but no
one believed me.

B: The elders especially wouldn’t
believe it.

A: [As Uncle Toktok] Are you
satisfied? Then one day at a village
gathering, they made a scene and let
it all out of the bag.

B: Oh, what did they do?

A: [As Uncle Toktok] As soon as the
foreign girl arrived, she said either
“’ello” or “Hello,” And I can’t tell
you today exactly what she did, but
it was just my bad karma to see her
release Zalejyal, turn around, and say
[haltingly, in a woman'’s voice] “I ...
like... Zalejyal!”

B: That is probably a foreign custom
to make it public.
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A: [As Uncle Toktok] Uh, she didn't
only want to be with him, but came
right out and said it! And I was
embarrassed and froze. There was
nothing else I could do: I kicked
Zalejyal, and fled.

B: I'll bet!

A: [As Uncle Toktok] If that's all
they did, why should I complain
again and again? Saying that it’s the
Tibetan custom, her team of bird-
herding friends came to talk [about
proposing a marriage] the next day,
and we gave them a good talking to.

B: What did they say?
A: Now we spoke like this.
B: Un, un.’

A: [As Uncle Toktok] “Now I am
happy that you have arrived at

my doorstep and are sitting at my
hearth, but if any matchmakers this
frightening have come here before,
I'll drink Yongbha’s blood!"® Oya! By
my son’s flesh, I won't give our boy
to you, and by my daughter’s neck
we don’t need that girl of yours.

If you understand, then keep it in
mind, and if you don’t understand,
then get the hell out! At this, they all
stared dumbly at each other.”

9  Suggests assent or agreement.
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10 Yongbha is the name of one of Menla’s colleagues at the dubbing office where
he worked at this time. He uses the name to rhyme with ﬁ:’] and 5:], but this is
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B: They said what they should have!

A: [Menla as himself] Uh, Papa
Cheche said he went even further."!

B: Ya? What did this Papa Cheche
say?

A: Uh! Listen!
B: Ya.

A: [as Papa Cheche] “Now I don’t
know which side of the Yellow river
this “Ari’” is on. You say that you
came here in a bird boat [airplane],
so I think you must be wealthy.
Since you can come chasing birds,
so I think you must have a lot of free
time. And judging by the patches on
your clothes, I think you must have
nothing left!”

B: Fair enough.
A: [As Papa Cheche] “Now I have a
message for the old men back in your

‘America!’””

B: That’s horrible!"?
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also suggestive of Menla’s creative play with oaths and other traditional language

forms.

11 In some parts of Amdo, including Menla Jyab’s home region, the Tibetan &%

“father” can refer to any male of the father’s generation. The word for “father,”

meanwhile, is G\!@]

12 This suggests he is dismissive and not approving of the elders’ next statements.
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A: [as Papa Cheche] “The families
of Careful Village boast a long
lineage. You won't understand if I
say too much. We are descendants
of Lhalung Hwaldor."”® Our fathers’
bones are gold, and our mothers’
bones are conch. But if you bring

a yellow stain on that, then we are
going to fight.”

B: Oh?

A: [as Papa Cheche] Uh, apart from
the impossibility of this marriage,
we have nothing else to fight over.!*
If you still want to chase after your
birds, or go collecting your bugs, you
can do that as long as you let them
go later. The good thing about you
guys is that you won’t kill them.

B: Oh, and what did he say the
go-betweens said?’

A: He said, “It seems that they
thought they had no hope, and they
left saying either ‘nah’ or ‘nor.””'¢

B: They probably didn’t understand
any of it.
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13 Lhalung Hwaldor is the shortened form of the name Lhalung Hwalkyi Dorje (%’
YRARA @f\é]) the ninth-century monk who in 842 assassinated the final king of

the Tibetan empire, Langdarma (FR53&]).

14  This phrase is commonly used in Amdo at the conclusion of a dispute mediation.

15 In Amdo Tibetan wedding traditions, weddings are arranged through I<'5|

(pronounced warwa and translated here as go-betweens) who negotiate between

the bride’s family and the groom’s.

16  These are approximations of the English word “no,” and suggest that the villagers

did not understand.
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A: Uh, Granny Tsitsema, expressing
that the old men were being
reasonable, piled on.

B: Ya, what did Granny Tsitsema say?

A: [as Granny Tsitsema] These old
men are reasonable. Atsi! Zalejyal
must have epilepsy! If I met someone
like her alone in the fields, by my
mother’s flesh, I'd faint.

B: That seems reasonable.

A: [as Granny Tsitsema] The human
body is precious. Judging by my
merit, could I say anything to anyone
else?"” Whether I say it or not, she’s
on full display, their bride is.

B: Let her speak! What did she say
she’s like.

A: [as Granny Tsitsema] Now I won't
say it, aro. Her yellow hair is like the
shining sun, her blue eyes are like a
dried up spring, and her face is as
pale as a coming drought. Her body
is tall like a bent over tree. If they
can’t butcher their larks, it’s certain
that they’ll have nothing to eat. What
can I say other than Alahoho?”*

B: It’s certain that nobody wants to
be caught by her sharp tongue.

17  This is similar to, “who am I to judge?”
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18 A laugh that women in Amdo make to suggest that they have made a point or to

deride.
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A: [Menla as himself] Uh, with that,
everyone spoke at length about how
they prevented this wedding, about
how Zalejyal couldn’t understand,
and how that young lady had no way
of working it out.

B: Ya, tell me: did that foreign girl
leave or not?

A: Uh, they said she slunk away,
but then something unspeakable
happened.

B: What was that?

A: Zalejyal’s old man who was
having difficulty putting it into
words," finally spoke up.

B: What did he say?

A: [as the father] “Dear Alak! If I tell
someone about my son’s conduct and
deeds, how could we ever complete
our household penance.”’ But there’s
nothing to be done, so I'll speak.” He
thought for awhile, “ah, karmically
wicked ones, can I say it or not?” he
said.

B: Instead of asking whether he
could say it or not, he just could’ve
gone and said it!

19 Suggesting embarrassment.
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20 Across the Tibetan Plateau, people may visit a divination specialist who will be

able to tell them the rituals, chanting, and circumambulations they need to do

to atone for the individual sins or their family’s sins in this life (both past and

future). This is called I5RA| (pronounced jawa), translated here as “penance.”
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A: [as the father] “So, if nobody says
anything, the parents will speak up,
Oya! In the matter of this demon girl,
we used both the carrot and the stick
with Zalejya, we’ve tried beating
him and biting him. ‘If you say you
want to marry her, then we will cut
you off! But if you don’t marry her,
we’ll buy you a motorcycle.” We tried
everything to no avail.

B: Probably.

A: [as the father] “It’s like he has
been possessed by a demon. He said
that he and that girl will both live
and die as one family.”

B: That’s real love!

A: [as the father] “When they
parted, he [Zalejyal] took out a
silver amulet with the Buddha
Shakyamuni’s statue as the core
and put it on her neck. As soon as
she then placed something around
his neck —whether it was an iron
Buddha or a person, it had four limbs
outstretched*—a blizzard wiped
out many of my sheep. Ah, ill-fated
ones!”

B: He pointed the finger at that [the
giving of the crucifix] as the cause of
that incident.
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21 This describes a crucifix, suggesting that the foreign woman is Christian.
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A: [as the Father] “When
inauspicious times come, people
leave our own [Tibetan] girls who
are like goddesses, and fall in love
with these demon-like girls. Now he
says he’s going straight to America.
There can be no other explanation for
this. Slinking off to school was the
mistake, without doubt.”

B: Now he knows!

A: At that time, Zalejyal’s mother
stood up. [as the mother] “Your
Honorable Alak, may I please say
something?” She said.

B: “Of course she may!” That’s
certainly what you should have said.

A: [As the mother] “Though I am a
nobody, I would like to speak up.”

B: Of course she would.

A: [As the mother] “When I think
about myself, I would like to allow
my only son to do what he wants.”

B: That’s right. All mothers are like
this.

A: [As the mother] “Uh! When I
was young, I came here without any
freedom. Rending two apart takes
but a moment, but the suffering
lasts a lifetime. As parents, we don’t
want to torture them with this
knowledge.”

B: That’s right.
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A: [As the mother] “Now my son’s
destiny is in a faraway place; and
my daughter-in-law’s previously
accumulated karma seems to have
led her to Tibet. If you, Alak, are not
cruel, you will fulfill their wishes.”

B: What did you say?

A: [Menla Jyab as himself] I said,
“Use the mother’s suggestion as the
basis, and fulfil the young man’s
wishes. Call the American girl back.”
Then everyone said “it is just as the
girl had said when she was about to
leave.”

B: Ya! What did the foreign girl say?
A: They said that she said, [haltingly,

with a high-pitched voice] “I ...
goed... and I'll ...to come back!”
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A: Ya! Now on this auspicious day; at
this excellent minute! The time when
good things are created! Yesterday
was New Year’s Eve and today is the
first!

B: [Sarcastically] I also know that the
day after the eve isn’t the second!

A: Uh, at the good time on the first
of the new year, those with wealth
will show it off, those without will
pretend like they have even though
they lack, and when merrily dancing
and singing songs, it should be said
that I won't stay quiet, but will speak
a khashag!

B: [Shouting] No need! No need!
[in normal voice] This sounds like a
wedding speech!?
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A is voiced by Menla Jyab and B is voiced by Phagmo Drashi.

2 A more appropriate response is to say laso (W“]N'\N’]), which suggests assent or

agreement. In saying “no need,” B uses a negation inappropriate to the genre to

make a joke.

©2025 Jyab (text)
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A: Uh, well, it’s a sign that I
performed a wedding speech.

B: When?

A: The year before last, when I went
to Careful Village.

B: You performed a wedding speech
again, and embarrassed yourself at
the wedding?

A:It's not just boasting! I don't think
I gave a bad “wedding speech.” After
I finished speaking, Uncle Village
Leader was about to cry.

B: He was distraught.

A: He was stunned. Listen to what
the Uncle Village Leader said.

B: What did the village leader say?

A: [As the village leader] “Ah, ah,
ah, ah! Knowledgeable lama, you
knew it through and through! Such
a fun wedding speech. Such a dear
"

wedding speech, by my son’s flesh!
[as himself] he said.

B: Oh! Without speaking it, I can’t
decide whether or not it’s a dear
wedding speech. I hope that it’s in a
language.®

A
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3 He clearly has little hopes for the speech, being unsure if it is even in a human

language.
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A: Uncle Village Leader spoke the
truth! The form of my wedding
speech is fresh so as to be in

tune with a new era, and if you
understand its meaning, it’s close to
real life.

B: Is your wedding speech really so
fresh?

A: You don't believe me? Ok, then
you leave me no choice. I'll tell it
again today, everyone!

B: Do it! [addressing to the audience]
Listen up, audience!

A: Why are you just sitting there
listening? Applaud!

B: [surprised that he has to ask for
applause] What’s wrong with him,
acting like this.

A: “I will say, Ya, now praise e ma ho*
praise e ma ho,

Praise, praise, praise, praise the azure
blue sky.

If you don’t speak praises to the
azure blue sky,

It is said that there is no place for
satellites to be in orbit,

And it is said that there’s no place for
these airplanes to fly.

~
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4 war 5] is an expression of wonder common in Tibet.
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And it is said that people won't know
that this earth is round.”

How’s that?
B: Alright.

A: "I will say Ya! Now praise, praise,
praise, praise the earth.

If we don’t speak the praises to this
earth,

It is said that there will be no place
for this white snow mountain to

tower imposingly.

It is said that there will be no place
for the green meadows to stretch.

And it is said that there’s no place for
herders to lie down.”

How’s that?
B: It’s ok!

A:1will say Ya, now praise the
human world,

and especially praise Tibet, the land
of snows!

Praise the monkey bodhisattva.

Praise the goddess mother of rock.
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5  This is a reference to the Tibetan origin myth in which humans are the children of

a monkey and rock demoness.



10. Careful Village’s Wedding 245

Praise the silk knot of love. q%‘g&'ﬁ:‘ﬁ'aiﬁ'u'q‘gﬁ]
Praise the long path of free marriage. RR'ﬁ':lR'RR'QE]GTG@&TN&I'QR'ﬁ'
5

Today we also praise the weddings of %‘?’\R'QB\IN'@R‘Q‘Qa'vé\i'?ﬂ'nvﬁ‘ai'
Careful Village! &
B: So are you going to keep praising R ﬁ‘fél\r:!%’-‘YNN‘Q@W@'?QQSWN'
or are you going to start talking? q@”@ml
A: Ya, so, when I tell you I won't give M Nﬁﬂ"lj&':!%ﬂ&%ﬂﬁqaaiﬂw&
a speech, you tell me I must. q%u"'q *ﬂﬁ’i“ﬁi‘*a}
If I speak one as long as the number QQ‘%N":!‘:I‘E\!ﬂ'ﬁ'@'g}i&l'qqf-'\'ai'al:
of hairs a caterpillar has, it’s too Qéﬁ
much;

) . , AN S S
and even if you, the listeners, don’t €) f)q q E\l ﬂ']N q = qpﬁ q 55 g
get hungry, I, the speaker, will get iﬁ]
frostbite.®
A: Well, then just speak a little bit. REBEKANAGER BT
A: Now, when I tell you I won't give ’\'] ﬁﬂﬁ&qaﬂaqqlimﬁa\'ﬂrj&
a speech, you tell me I must. :‘%“Tq ‘Cﬁﬁ&(]%;&\]
If T give a speech that, like a little Faarga gR Ry RRR AT ZRF
black ant, has no beginning or end, S .

I

Then the listeners” heads will G)ai'aﬂg'a\!?ﬁg?fl\!ﬂﬁﬂ Q.Cﬁa
certainly start spinning, and the Q%EQ%E}

speaker will be ashamed.

B: So speak just the right amount. R ﬁéﬁﬁ:iﬁq&lﬂlgﬂ:ﬁﬁ&!]

6  Weddings in Amdo are often held in the New Year period (in winter) when
people work is light, and when people who were mourning a deceased relative in
the previous year are free to celebrate again.
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A: And when I tell you I won't give a

speech, you tell me I must.

If I give a speech that, like a
butterfly’s wing, is the same on the
inside and the outside.

B: Hold on, aro! Why are you just
talking about insects?

A: Uh, it’s alright, they're just
metaphors

B: Ya, get on with it!

A: Now, if I give a speech that like
a butterfly’s wing is the same on
the inside and the outside, I'm not
an elder who speaks old speeches,
I'm not an elder who speaks old
speeches, nor am I a scholar of
modern speeches.

B: [interjecting] Nor a bla ma with
insights into the next life!”

A: [aside to B] shut up!
First, it doesn’t come to my mind.

Then, it doesn’t come from my
mouth,

And in the end it will remain in my
chest.

B: If it doesn’t come, then why are
you still speaking?

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet
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7  Here “A” begins a set formula common in Tibetan oratory, and “B” has completed

the set for him.
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A: So when I tell you I won't give a
speech, you tell me I must.

If I give a speech of a superior man,
he’s like someone who does tricks
while riding a good horse.

When the horse is running, he is
confident that his feet won't fall out
of the stirrup even as he leans over to
pick a flower.

B: And if you give a speech about a
mediocre man?

A: If I give a speech about the
middling man, he’s like someone
who is taming a brown mule.

Though the mule bucks more and
more violently,

he is confident that he won't lose his
grip on the mule’s mane.

B: Judging by the middling man’s
description, I wonder what an
inferior man is like.

A:If I give a speech about an inferior
man like me, it’s like someone riding
a donkey to go herding.

On level ground it must trot, on
the uphill you must dismount, and
you have to lead it on foot on the
downbhill.

B: It’s better to just go on foot. Now
it'll be difficult for you.
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A:Tt wasn't that the old donkey liked 7 FAREFRERTFIRG A <ga

trotting, but the slim whip wouldn’t 'ﬂ'i{\!’q SarnEaraN o
let it be. It wasn't that I, an inferior %U‘ . 3T 1'“ Gﬂ\ai ] @'\
person, liked speaking, but Careful "ﬂ' qpﬁ A ﬁq-lq ﬁ SJE% TNANNERY
Village wouldn’t let me be. QNQ@Q"E\'I&IQ(E\Q]%QE%]

~ ~ ~
B: If you speak poorly, you have a R [ﬂ'SFR‘N'UJR'E&'R'FQ"‘QRWN'N'-'\"\"
reason.

A: Yeah, I've been told I must speak M w5 P55 [T <=5

the praises of both upper and lower P

[Tibet]. AT

B: Here comes the old praise again. R NR":]%!’TN'%R‘Q'&EE%’EN]

A: It's said that in the surrounding UL G PG NELCEEEEN
areas of the three districts of Ngari e NI EUate e gt It

up top, there are countless pilgrims. TIANA 1 ™

It’s said that in the crossroads qR’ﬁﬂN’ﬂ%’:’gQa@“ﬂa’&\{ﬁ] x
of the four horns of U-tsang in Q%ﬂ%‘%‘ﬂm@ﬁiﬂ

the middle, there are countless

drunkards.

I’f’s said ’cha’cf 12 thde six ;alli}elys of :l;}el ﬁﬁ&%ﬁm&g‘:gﬂﬁﬂéﬂ]aﬁgﬂ]
six ranges of Amdo an am at the 2S5 Qs [ S Sasar
bottom, there are countless arranged 3 N Eﬂ\ﬁ“] T 3
marriages. a’ﬁ r\i B %NI

[to B] Is that new? ﬂl\lﬂiﬂ'@!‘iﬁ]

o N
B: It isn’t not new. R alai%&ﬁﬂ]
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A:If I speak about the lineage of M FRRRYVEAN YR R Tarag

the leader of Careful Village— FINS] N SE AN 2SR
which nobody has seen but I have ai q-l a“ ai n} ﬂ ai

~ . AN . i SN ~ .
imagined—Ilocated in the middle of PARVA R A A R |
Amdo, U-tsang, and Kham: a leader ﬁagaaNRQnggﬂQQﬁEﬂ] @
was born into a great lineage, and A A e AT
after his birth he went to China. %ﬁ ai q ﬁ ai a UI ﬁ q

N e 2N ~
Employing a variety of methods, aN'a\'N'@'N'NR'R!EIﬂ a':]l\l'g'éﬂl\l'
he obtained a stamp.® Obeying his A gvesrgryase ama g
orders, he obtained a decree. From E;.qux.qwq,qqum.a:&].q%ﬂ
under a white helmet he protected

X~ . X N .
the four continents, defeated the four a\m‘ &q‘ ﬁﬂx qql a\FN a t;ua\ qii“'

o N ~ N
enemies with his Mt. Meru-like body;, Qﬂﬂ" a’%‘@m’%&xu&‘ﬁﬂﬂ(ﬁ'QiiN'

and pacified the three realms with QRa] QMR O LN A TN AR
strict commands. One should say u“ rrl ai i u.‘l& ﬁ

that you are a family of leaders with N":I’\‘ﬁﬂaﬁ] ngﬁ&!ﬂﬁﬁuai
an unbroken line of leaders like a @ﬁ&&ﬁ%é@[ﬂﬁﬁqﬁéﬁiﬁ

) . o
beautiful mountain range! 3 T\@N]

[N

B: I've heard that before in a wedding [® %ﬁ\géﬂq(ﬂﬁﬂlﬂﬂ]ﬂQRqNaTﬁgﬁ

speech, but I'll allow it." q%q.‘.;] ﬁﬁa{‘%é}\&f;&q

A: Ya! Now if I speak the of the ’\'] Nﬁ@ﬁﬂ"lﬂ@\:éﬁ@‘é&%ﬁq\i
lineage of the bride’s family, %q.l.q 953

you are holders of an excellent B @gﬁ 5957 53]
lineage:

A lineage of deities with white flags, ﬁ?ﬁ’q%%&ﬁﬁ%gﬁ@!q%ﬂ

8  Historically, Tibetan leaders in Amdo would receive recognition of their authority
from Chinese authorities (emperors or their representatives), primarily in the
form of a “chop” or stamp.

9  Here Menla Jyab, praises the lineage in terms of Buddhist cosmology, with
Mt. Meru being the centre of the Tibetan Buddhist cosmological word, and the
continents in the four directions of the mountain, the three realms refer to the
desire realm, form realm, and formless realm.

10 Meaning he’ll accept that this is “new.”
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A lineage of lamas with red flags,

And a lineage of tantric practitioners
with black flags.

If one of a cultured lineage put their
mind to it

They should say that you are the
bride’s family and would ask for a

phata horse like a rocket

And would ask for a mata horse like a
motorcycle,

and would ask for a zhang ta horse
that reaches the North Pole!"

B: That’s not bad!

A: Ya, so! If I speak of the lineage of
the groom’s family,

you also, are holders of an excellent
lineage:

A lineage of deities with white flags,
A lineage of lamas with a red flag,

B: Aro aro aro! that’s the same as the
bride’s family!

ARRRARG R B AR

RS RES RS

5}@1«1'@ﬁ'saﬂ'uﬁt\riﬂ}u'q?r]'m':ujf:q]

~
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11  In some parts of Amdo, there is a tradition of giving a horse to the bride’s

maternal uncle, called a §~5|. Here, Menla appears to be adding %] “horse

for the father” and 5\1'5'] “horse for the mother,” which is, to our knowledge, an

innovation. He may be doing this for comedic effect to thyme X5 with RYTHAR|

which follows it, and al'r;] with 34/5]



10. Careful Village’s Wedding 251

A: Well, except for that fact that one

is taking wealth, and the other is

giving it, they’re basically the same

lineage.

B: Oh, then we’ll make it work.

A: Well, so, if the excellent lineage
puts their wealth into it, it should be
said that you are the groom’s family:

You weigh pounds of turquoise and

coral and give them.

Measure out ounces of gold and
silver and give them,

Measure armspans of otter pelts and

woollen cloth and give them,

And gave female yaks, and female

dzo enough to afford a girl.

You take both the bride and her
bridesmaid together!™

B: Aro! Aro! You aren’t just selling the
girl, but giving them her bridesmaid

too?

A: Uh, even if not to that family, they
have to sell her to another one. I'm

simplifying things.

B: Now try and keep giving your
wedding speech.

T GIFFRTPF R

@ﬁ“’\a\‘ﬂ'\;ﬂ]‘“ggﬁ”‘”%;ﬂ%ﬂ
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12 This refers to the practice of the groom’s family paying a brideprice.
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: N NN \ e

A: Ya, well, if you know the nature of 7 WHHFATF AN A AFN

weddings, they are merely a worldly NANF AR R A A aEa

custom. iﬂ NRRVANRA
|

It should be said that I won't hide it C@"Q%‘Q@ﬂ]ﬂ%‘ml\l'q'MR'Q%‘@R‘

but tell everyone today qagﬁz_ﬂ

That if you give a simple wedding Eai S @q EqaEy éi(q% zé'q qu\l l\I

things will be good there and good %'a\, SEL %a\, W]

here.”

But if you give a lavish wedding q§q'£x'5m'@q'q'n§q'Nu]'ﬁiq'?{]

without knowing what weddings

are,

then by the end, it will be a complete RN'&I'ﬂNR‘%'QR'Q.C]S'NUI'NN'%'

embarrassment. 3 <G|

B: Are you praising or are you R ﬁfé&’:]%’ﬁm@ﬁa{l%l\laifaéﬁ

ridiculing? qga’]gﬂ{\]]

A: Ya, of course it’s praise. If I praise ’W N] ’:I?’ﬁklafl\l&!ai':l%ﬂ Ra@!ﬂgl

this khatak in my hand, F':’5“]“"‘1%':’\3{:1\‘53“?5\"“1%&%
Rl

It didn’t come from the highlands, C{%'\gﬁ'a\'l\l'N'%ﬁ'g{ﬁ'&ﬂ«l'@ﬁ':}%ﬂ1

but from the lowlands.

It came from China, the land of gﬁ@aﬂ@ﬂﬁagﬂa\'l\l%ﬁaaﬂ
kings.

13 The Tibetan A& ’;‘ﬁ QT ’:lﬁ‘ hterally means going well and staying well and is used
to refer to a simple wedding. XX qﬁ AN qﬁ] “good there and good here” parallels
this, and suggests that it will be good for both families.

14  In this and several following sections, the Tibetan literally translates as “pull
the three praises of.” Pulling praise (qgﬁ“f@ﬁ]) is commonly used in
Tibetan wedding speeches, as does the number three. Though playing on the
auspiciousness of the number three, the number of praises frequently exceeds
three.
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It should be said that when this was
brought to the highlands it was a
ceremonial scarf for lamas,

when this was carried to the
lowlands it was a leader’s judicial
scarf,

and when this was brought to the
gathering, it was an entertaining
scarf for singers.

B: Do that! Do that! Use khatak as
playthings.

A: Uh, if I praise this bowl in my
hand,

It didn’t come from the highlands but
from the lowlands.

It came from the Jingdezhen in
China.”

The older men said, “It’s worth a
horse.”

The older women said, “It’s worth a
female yak.”

The boys said, “Is it fake?” [then to
B]

Aro, I don’t need to speak of the
eight-spoked wheel etc. on the bowl,
doI?

PR g ARy
Akl
BB TER R

938l
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15 A city in Jiangxi Province. Since the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), Jingdezhen (5f#
) has been famous centre for Chinese porcelain making.
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B: There’s no need for that. Just say
what's in it.

A: It has the stuff you like in it!

B: It should have alcohol, shouldn’t
it?

A: Ya! If praise the cool nectar in this
bowl,

In Upper Ngari they planted white
barley,

And they say that they had white
barley like white conch shells.®

In U-Tsang, in the middle, they
planted blue barley,

And they say they had blue barley
like pigeons.

In lower Amdo and Kham they
planted grey barley,

And they say they had grey barley
like pheasants."”

It should be said that the essence of
the three-colored barley is called cool
“nectar.”

B: I would know it even without you
telling me.

5:&':'%'?*\5]
T ﬁ“'ﬂ"’i'\@i“}‘?’%’}\'wﬁ'@iﬁ]
[ ea:"u?ﬁ@'iﬁ'&’]
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qN'ﬁqt@:‘ﬁqx‘ag'qgfﬁﬁ'a‘%x@}

mx‘ggmq&gwqwqwﬁqn5:1'
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qN'é’q'@q'fq'ag'qg'ﬁﬁ'a'%xﬁ
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qiﬁ%’qf\\mw‘%x:‘%:‘E]‘%xg&\q

AR RLRS LR AR B

16  This refers to both the size and the colour, as do the lines immediately following.

17  Likely a reference to the Tibetan eared pheasant (Crossoptilon harmani).
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A: Ya, when you say “boil the chang,”
it is boiled like dry yak horns.'®

When you say “lay out grain for
chang!”
old woman down.

it’s like laying an eighty-year-

when you say, “scoop out the chang!”
it’s done like receiving a newborn
baby!

B: Oh, I know how to make chang and
can also drink it.

A: Ya, it should be said that if one
drinks a mouthful of this chang their
mind becomes clear like an eaglet.

If one drinks two mouthfuls, their
bravery increases like a tiger cub.

If one drinks three mouthfuls, their
stomach drags like a piglet.”

B: That’s terrible.
A: It should be said that if a high
lama drinks it, he shows signs of his

spiritual attainments.

If a large leader drinks it, he shows
signs of wisdom.

And if fools like you and me drink it,
we show signs of madness.
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18  This refers to the amount of time required to boil the dry yak horns.

19 Suggesting that they become fat when they drink too much.
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B: Aro, so there’s a difference based
on who drinks the alcohol?

A: It should be said: elders please
don’t drink this, or you won't see the
path.

Grown ups, please don’t drink this,
or you won't complete your work.

Youths please don’t drink this, or you
won't be able to settle down.

Cadres, please don’t drink this, or
you won't have a good reputation.

Students please don’t drink this, or
you won't get good marks.

If you know how to drink this, it is
medicinal nectar,

But if you don’t know how to drink
it, it is evil poison.

B: Ya! So you're saying it’s ok to drink
a bit!

A: Oh! For people like you it’s better
to say nothing than to tell you not to
drink.

B: As if you won't drink when told
to, right?

A: [to B] Ah, shut up! [continuing
with the speech]

Ya, so now if I make an offering with
this ambrosial liquor, and speak the
gateways of speeches,
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It should be said that this liquor
offering is the gateway to food,

the thirty consonants are gateway to
speech,

alalamo is the gateway to songs,

playing jokes is the gateway to
conversation,

studying knowledge is the gateway
to revenue,

only raising livestock is the gateway
to losses,

doing anything is the gateway to
expenditure,

and the sure thing these days is the
back door.*

B: Lakso! Lakso! I think that’s
definitely true!

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of great
things,

It should be said that the weddings
are with great fame.

The invited guests are of great
importance.
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A

20 alalamo is a common set of vocables used by a singer when singing a folk song as

the opening.

21 Here Menla uses the repeated use of ?.\ﬂ “door” to change from “gateway,” to a

sarcastic comment on the importance of “using the back door” (Ch., zou hou men

7EJ5I7) or using connections to get ahead in modern China.
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The uninvited guests have great
hopes.

The bridal party have great greed,
The hosts have great generosity,
Careful Village has a great gathering,

And I—the speechmaker—have great
courage!

B: You're certainly not the person you
were at the beginning!*

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of small
things:

It should be said that in the world,
people are small.

In Tibet—the land of snows—I'm a
nobody,

most brides are young,

and they have little power in front of
their mothers-in-law.

B: Tibetan girls generally have no
status, so how could a new bride get
power so easily?

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of the
things that are many,
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22 Here B points out that Menla Jyab previously says he is not brave and refers to

himself as an “inferior man.”
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It should be said that in Lhasa, there
are many pilgrimage destinations,

in Ngawa, there are many
businesspeople,

in Ziling there are many scholars,

and in Tibet in general, there are
many monks.

B: It probably is more or less like
that.

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of the
things that are few,

It should be said that there are few
villages that don’t have grassland
disputes,

there are few monasteries that
maintain pure religious discipline,

there are few schools that
teach culture completely and

systematically,

there are few leaders who only do
things for the general public,

there are few lamas without beautiful
consorts,

and there are few children these days
who speak Tibetan.

B: Indeed! Indeed! I agree!

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of things
that are fitting:
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It should be said that it’s fitting if
Tibetan proverbs are spoken in the
crowd today.

It’s fitting if a Chinese knife hangs
from the groom’s waist,

it’s fitting if the beautiful fur of a
“three-valleys” fox is worn on the
bride’s head,?

and it’s fitting if the essence of this
ambrosial liquor wets the orator’s
lips.

B: Aro! So aren’t you wanting a dram

even as you're telling people not to
drink?

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of things
that are inappropriate,

It should be said that it’s
inappropriate if educated cadres
engage in sectarian disputes,

it’s inappropriate if monks with
shawls play billiards,

It’s inappropriate if earring-wearing
women are belligerent drunks,*

And it is inappropriate if an eight-
year-old boy smokes cigarettes.

Careful Village and Other Khashag from Tibet
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23 “Three valley’s fox” is a stock formula in Tibetan verbal art, and the gya (J)) refers

to the fox’s longest and best hair.
24  Literally, “act out alcohol’s faults.”
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B: True! Have you seen that
nowadays some have cigarettes in
their mouths that are longer than
they are tall?

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
respect

It should be said that among the
cadres you must respect teachers,

In the village you must respect
women,

among your family you must respect
your elders,

the good daughter-in-law must
respect her mother-in-law,

the good groom must respect his
father-in-law.

B: Truly, it’s important that everyone
respects teachers!

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of the
praises:

It should be said that the
auspiciousness of the New Year must
be praised with weddings,

the rows [of guests] in this gathering
place must be praised by many

singers,

the wise scholars must be praised,
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the loving husbands and wives must
be praised,

and the jealous must be praised by
themselves.

B: That’s an example of the bad
praising themselves!®

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
arrogance,

It should be said that an incompetent
monk is arrogant when a taru® is
placed in his hand,

A foolish guy is arrogant when he
obtains some power.

An ugly girl is arrogant when a
mirror falls into her hands,

And if money falls into the hands of
a fickle person, he is arrogant.

B: Many people are just plain
arrogant, too.

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
happiness.

It should be said that if at this
wedding people sing songs, dance,
and don't drink, the village will be

happy.

25 This refers to the previous line.
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26 A type of ritual drum with strikers on strings that will swing and hit the drum

faces when twirled.
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The in-laws will be happy if their
daughter-in-law is kind and
hard-working.

If the bride is beautiful and
respectful, the groom will be happy.

And if they have a child after the
wedding the in-laws will be happy.

B: If theyre still not happy with a
daughter-in-law like that, then what
can be done?

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
joyfulness,

It should be said that if the young
boy is smart and hard-working, his
teacher is joyful.

If the son is worldly and good at
business, his parents will be joyful;

if a woman is wise and kind to all,
her husband will be joyful.

If the wedding is good—with
prepared meat, tea, and liquor—the

guests are joyful,

and if the speech is articulate and in
good meter, I am joyful.

B: By the Yum, if it’s not.

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
gatherings,
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it should be said that all have
gathered on Careful Village’s
ground:

glorious leaders with high seats have
gathered,

fake lamas with little money have
gathered,

boastful wanderers have gathered,

and new thieves without standards
have gathered.

B: True! They won't leave the old
female yaks behind. Even the old
nanny goats shouldn’t be left in their
sight.

A: Ya, so if I give a speech of the
things that trot,

In the azure blue sky, the little black
raven trots in search of food;

From the top of the mountain with
the beautiful base, my ancestors and

descendants trot after livestock;

And today, in this auspicious age, I

trot after knowledge again and again.

B: And you trot after money!

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
things that are busy:

&mm’@:’ﬁ'qa‘l\l'Eﬂ'q'&'qgm'u'
TR IR
@:1':1gﬂ'&ﬁq'ﬁsq@ﬁﬁqﬁq%ﬁ'
E‘Q@N“ﬁ]

,rﬁ'aa'\farﬁqqﬁ'g"'q@a«i’rﬁa\rﬁ

Qiz\rﬁj

Rlawq'rn'&'&ﬁ'%‘@a"'&"l\f‘&'q@«'ﬁ\]'

3:‘“’%7\'@1\1]

[Rar iﬁl qstqqalasﬁao@x] J;&]a\'
AFTR v ':13:7] v Qﬁﬂg&ﬁ]

)

,‘.1 Nﬁ“]'ja]g]qixqé\calq]ﬁ&qg%“]
959
GG
%’u}%&'q@x'&\]
5}\1':15;1N'Q'Nﬂ]'ﬁ‘ﬁ'iw:l%":'ﬁq'vﬁ'
rﬁq“@]'m:w:a@x'ﬁj'%x@&]

P EiREAg g gy

,.‘.I Nﬁﬂﬁa‘]a\}aﬁmqﬁa‘]q‘{&,&:ﬁ(
Saag 5|



10. Careful Village’s Wedding

It should be said that when burning
suru, your hands are busy;”

When riding a bike your feet are
busy;

When chewing gum your mouth is
busy;

And the minds of those who think
of high-ranking leadership positions
are busy.

B: If their minds are busy then that’s
what they deserve, since they aren’t
satisfied with an appropriate rank.

A: Ya, so if I give a speech about
things that are harmonious:

It should be said that the sun, moon,
and stars are harmonious in the sky;

tea and milk are harmonious on the
stove;

thieves and bandits are harmonious
on the road;

the bridal party and groom’s party
are harmonious at the wedding;

A speech about things that are
harmonious is like that.
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27 Suru (YY) is a species of Rhododendron used for firewood in parts of Amdo. It

burns quickly, hence the suggestion that someone’s hands will be busy.
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B: Ya, enough! Enough! So do you
have anything to say other than these

“things that are” speeches?*

A: Of course I do! Ya, I will praise the

bride!

B: Ya.

A: Ya! It should be said that her skin

is red like coral;

her eyes are mottled like onyx;

her teeth are white like conch shells;

She’s beautiful like Tara.?
Today’s bride,
Tomorrow’s daughter-in-law,

the mother of the world!

The elders gathered like vultures,

the matchmaker trotted around like a

mountain wolf,

your parents sat like distillers,*

making plans like chess on a square

board,*!
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28 In traditional Tibetan oratory, many verses describe “three types” of things

or people (though the actual number may not be limited to three). These are

translated here as “things that are” because that phrase is most commonly used
for “three types of” (F3'~'|YA)) is not translated literally in this text.
29 Tarais a female Boddhisattva associated with compassion.

30 Suggesting that they are paying close attention.

31 Suggesting that they examine the situation from every angle.
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~ i
having discussions that were circular @N‘F'Q'IR'B\]E'QS'QS'Q%R'RNI
like a drum,

And you, girl, were given as a bride. a’gl'é'ilﬂ]'a\l'éqtlljﬁ 3 \ﬁ EEN gl\l]

B: Of course they gave her, that's why [ @ai'qui'RN“ﬂl('gEﬁ';Y Qs 5(1 A
they are having a wedding! Qaﬂ

A: Ya so, girl, you are probably not oWy 51 QE% ey l‘l\\\q A
like this, but

it should be said that when some NN'RB‘WWWNW'Q@WETQNI
unfortunate ones hit the road, they

were told:

“get married and we'll give you silk Eﬂqu'\RTR'JR'&TN%R‘ETN'G{RI\E('
and lambskin robes.” 3 x|

“braid your hair and we’ll buy you EN'ﬁ@'ﬁ'?ﬁN'?‘ﬂ]alR'ﬁg‘ﬂ‘ﬂ'lﬂ'@?‘
gold, silver, turquoise and coral.” \,(}’.%,;.:;]

“Hit the road and you will have so EN&]‘N'\N(RN'R'\U?T\Q(N'ﬁﬁ‘\ﬁrﬂ'iﬁ(‘

many things.”

il

. 7. : “I‘(I«v - v '\( -\ .
please don’t cry, my dear, just go get RRAASAFNANTITL

married!”

And nobody except me knows that BN RGN 5:1: §a573]

you, ill-fated one, don’t have freedom ca s 3o AN AN A T RS

over your own body. 19 q] ﬂ ql Al

B: You may know, but there’s nothing [® EN:EINSR'QHTTN'@IRW]

you can do!

A: Ya, now if you, who are like ’\'] N’ﬁ'&ﬁ'@&"?@ﬂ'ﬁ"?iﬂa'51,'34/'5'

Sengcham Drukmo, go get married,* “ﬁ‘\"ﬂm"“i‘d‘?ﬁ]

32 Sengcham Drukmo is the wife of the epic hero, King Gesar. In many Tibetan oral
traditions, women are compared positively to Sengcham Drukmo as a paragon of
feminine beauty.
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It should be said that you must be
wary of your mother-in-law’s mouth;

You must be wary of father-in-law’s
mind;*

Be wary of your sister-in-law’s ear;*

You must be wary of your husband’s
hand;®

You must be wary of your
neighbour’s gossip;

And if you're not spared despite your
wariness, you don’t need to stay, just

come back home!

B: Aro, do you have that kind of
power? And then?

A: Then I should praise the groom.

B: Ya.

A: Ya, it should be said that in robes,
you're as straight as an arrow.

On a horse you're light like a tuft of
white wool.

In front of your enemies, you're
quick like lightning,

last year’s nomad,
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33 Suggesting that the father-in-law may not say much if he is unhappy, but keep it

close to his chest.

34 Suggesting that the bride would be wise not to confide too much in the

sister-in-law.

35 Suggesting a potential for domestic abuse.
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today’s groom,
and a future father!

From today you've gotten married.

B: He has done it.

A: It should be said that your family
added an old mdzo on top of the old
horse;*

handed off your sister and took some
female yaks;

exchanged all of your valuables for
money;

The reason you bought the wealth
of the ocean® was for the purpose
of getting a wife while you're still

young.

B: He knows that.

A: Ya, it should be said that this wife
for whom you gave your wealth, isn’t
just your cook for life.

And that this valuable human body
isn’t bought at any price.

And it should be said that when
there isn't equal status and a balance
of power, I'm not sure you’ll be able
to keep this wife.
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36 Dzo S\IEI are a hybrid formed from crossbreeding a yak and cow.

37 This refers to coral, and possibly otter pelts, which were both highly valued in

Tibetan communities at the time.
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B: Now aren’t you done giving this
wedding speech yet?

A: Ah, what are you talking about?
Listen!

B: I am listening, but it never ends!

A: Ya! To you, the dapper happy
groom and the stunning beautiful
bride:

It should be said that what we call a
life, if you know how to live it, then
it’s sweeter than nectar.

What we call a marriage, if you know
how to co-exist well, then it’s the
happiness of the world.

What we call a family, if you know
how to take good care of it, it will be
your home for your whole lives,

You both must remember this!
B: Laso! Laso!

A: Aro, although I wanted to keep
on speaking, Uncle Village Leader
interrupted again.

B: What did Uncle Village Leader
say?

A: [as the village leader]
“Compassionate Alak, you mustn’t be
angry, but if you don’t stop now, the
bridal party is going to hit the road,”
he said.
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11. Careful Vlllage s Thief
SEASY HR 2 oA ek

A: Aro! This year Careful Village
invited me again.

B: And you played a fake lama again.

A: Twrote a khashag after I came back,

but it still doesn’t have a title.

B: It’s fine if you don’t have a title.
Just tell me what it’s about!

A: The contents of the khashag and
the reason they invited me are about
the same.

B: In that case, tell me clearly why
they invited you.

A: When I went, at first even Careful
Village’s leader couldn’t give a clear

reason.

B: Ya, what did he say?
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1 Ais voiced by Menla Jyab and B is voiced by Phagmo Drashi.
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A [as the village leader]: “Ya, now
compassionate Alak, take a rest and
sippest thou some tea!” He said.

B: Oh, anything else?
A [as the village leader]: “Well, there
are a lot of issues, I'll report at the

gathering.” He said.

B: Were they holding another war
party??

A: [Menla Jyab, as himself] No, no. It
was a people’s meeting.

B: Oh, oh, in my mind an image of
people riding horses had appeared.

A: All came on foot, and a lot were
barefoot. People were trampling right
over each other, aro!

B: No place of worship is calm.

A: After all fell quiet, Uncle Village
Leader stood up.

B: Ya!

A: [as the village leader] Ya, now
count them all, young and old,

without omitting a single one.

B: None wouldn’t have come for an
audience.

2 Asin the case of the Grassland Dispute.
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A: [as the village leader] It’s good
that none haven’t come. Just see if
there’s an escape for any who won't
take an oath before the lama today!

B: About what?

A [as the village leader]: Alak, I am
inconveniencing thee, but if I speak
in detail, it’s like this:

B: Will there be something for you to
understand?

A: [as the village leader] The year
after thou camest, a khenpo named Ra
dzu na ma—who was fluent in both
Chinese and Tibetan and seemed to
be from Kham—came.?

B: Ra dzu na ma... never heard of
him.

A: [as the village leader]| We built

a stupa at the mouth of Thangkoli.
Some said that it was blessed, and
some said that it couldn’t be trusted.
Some said, “If this is holy, we will
worship it,” and some said, “if it is
demonic we will destroy it.” So what

should we do, thou decide. That’s it.

B: I bet you told them you wanted to
tear it down quickly.
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3 A Khenpo (3\1['“5'\5]) is a learned lama in the Nyingma tradition, or the abbot of a

monastery of any sect.
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A: [as himself] You make it sound
like I am looking for something to
tear down.

B: If you didn’t want to tear it down,
then did you want to build one as
well?

A: As if I had nothing better to do!
B: So what will you do?

A: “What will I do other than speak
truthfully: I've said before that I'm a
student and not a lama. I can’t say if it
is blessed or not. I need you to fill me
in a bit.”

B: What should they tell you?

A: “First,” I said, “Tell me why you
needed to build a stupa. Who will
tell me?”

B: Again I bet there was no one who
could say it clearly.

A: There sort of was. Uncle Village
Leader stood up again.

B: What did he say?

A: [as the village leader] “Ah, ah,

ah! Dear Alak! You would knowest
without me needing to tell you! This
Thangkoli is not just some hole in the
ground.”

B: Then what is it?

A
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A: [as the village leader] “Before it
was a hideout for bandits. Nowadays
it is a home for thieving dogs.”*

B: How many thieving dogs can
there be?

A: [as the village leader] “Don’t say
that there’s so many!® Ah, ah, ah,

ah, and now they’re numbers have
skyrocketed, have skyrocketed. [with
a pained voice] Ayoshe, my kidneys...
Ya! Now one of you kids speak.”

B: And did a little kid speak?

A: An old granny got up and spoke.

B: Ya?!

A: [as an old woman] “Ala, if the
village leader is wrong, then who's
right? Damn these thieving dogs.
They don’t even give us a chance to
get a mouthful of meat down our
throats.

B: What did they do?

A: [as the old woman] “After taking
meat off the stove and putting it
down, I turned around, and when

275

y :r]a\"gq‘asﬁ'aq'ua‘a:'l\l‘n%q'&q]
%:'N:'@'@ﬁ'@mm’:x%q’iﬁ]

a .~

[ AR EgFARR R R W

m 5‘54:'::\1':1\3"5-34'%;'5] RORCRES
G\r[n'ﬁx’z\?:] F'ﬁ:’l\?&'] G\r?ﬁ'ﬂ] S
aqrum'arq%'ﬁ] N'ﬁ'q'mm'éa'n]%u}'
AACREES

R ﬁ'q‘NN'@R'@R'Q%QTEIN'QF]E\'Q5';'
EGJ]

N

M sradds qsq ARV ENAAF AR
ga|

["4 %'qaql'uxll\l"a'jﬁ'ql\l'q]
m gq%’«zq'awqm'am'm‘a::
qqn]'qvjr:'r:m'[n'ﬁ'ng'qﬁrgw

- Y . v Q-\ - 2N
I turned back I didn’t know where ARRRNGNREAN
they had taken it.”
4 “Before” refers to the “old society,” before the communist reforms of 1958.

5  Thisis a feature of Amdo speech, where despite appearing negative, it means that

there are very many.
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B: Now where would they have taken R ﬁ'ﬂﬁ'i’(’-{@?'@&] EIR'R'@’\'E\TR'%'
it? They would have taken it out. Qq%&iﬁ]

A: [as the old woman] “I tell you, M G\l'(‘&lﬂl\l":l%] %’QE‘RN'RR‘R'\(ETR'E\T

Alak! That was just an aside. But Sqagsga A faas s VY
seriously, those incredible thieving q-l ‘cﬁ ai ] @\ u] q-l ‘Cﬁ ai SR

. . -«- Y - “- 2N . -\' o .
dogs cannot be deterred by locks, let JARTIRIA IS H[IHA
alone being afraid of people in the 51@:315@11\15] ﬁ:‘%&]ﬁ@l\;]

house. So what can we do?”

2N

B: So these thieving dogs probably R ﬁ'qﬁ\!ET]'T\‘;\.‘&I'L!":@R'%&@‘@a"qau'l'
come carrying pliers and awls! 5%“5‘%‘3%@5;\51

A: [as himself] At that time, a bald m ;ﬂmmﬁ'c\‘aﬁ'ﬁaﬁ‘ﬁgmﬁ’q'q@q'

old man, covered in oil and dirt and Y S W
/ YR ES NG ST [IA TN
wearing glasses with a long yak-hair TIEE] aﬁ AR

string for the temple spoke up.® TAEHRRA|

B: I think he definitely wants to R &/N'gﬂlﬂ'q\{ﬁ'ﬁ\"

speak.

A: [as the old man] “Aro! By my M G\lf] (E\'U‘t!l\l'%a'@lf] %gﬂ%ﬂ&q&!]
children’s blood! It is not an ordinary T\ S SIS SR
thing; it’s like witchcraft! When those A S’ﬁ j ai ] H% ﬂ\:ﬁj ] ai EL ai
thieving dogs arrive, no one wakes QljR QVER Nﬁ @ Nﬁ] 3“1 E] qiﬂ
up and the cattle don’t scare. We @,a\\]ﬁ] qm'ﬁ:’a'aﬁl\ll aia}'Z\!(R'é\i'
don’t know when they come or when il.all\!‘

they go.”

B: They wouldn't let you know when R ﬁN%NNﬁ&NR%&’ﬁS]
they were coming.

6  This description gives the sense who is not particularly careful about his personal
hygiene, and probably very poor.
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A: [as the old man] “If we don't
know where they come from or
where they go, then we don’t know.
If we don’t know when they come
and go, then we don’t know. If only
they had left footprints going here
and there... Ashirego!”

B: I guess there aren’t any thieving
dogs who wear leather boots.

A: [as an old man] “I don’t know
what method they use. They
probably do wear boots, since they
don’t need any yaks but those with
the best skins.” He said.

B: What did he say? The dogs drove
the yaks off?

A: [as himself] I didn’t understand
either. I asked Uncle Village Leader,
and...

B: What did he say?

A: [as the village leader] “These
so-called thieving dogs are human
thieves. While they are "human
thieves’ they are also ‘thieving dogs.’
Except that some have tails and some
don’t, they’re all thieves. Now if
they’re not thieving dogs, then what
are they?” [To B] Do you understand
now?
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B: [with a voice of sudden
realization] Oh, now I understand.
Those so-called thieving dogs are
human thieves. The so-called human
thieves are thieving dogs. In actuality
they are thieves.

A: [as himself] Exactly!

B: So the ones that sleep in Thangkoli
are also human thieves.

A: [matter-of-factly, as himself] Sure
are! The ones without tails!

B: Even if you reported it to a real
lama, he wouldn’t be able to do
anything to the human thieves
without tails.

A: There was nothing they could do,
so last year they invited this “Ra dzu
na ma.”

B: What did this “Ra dzu na ma” say?

A: “Oh! He said, don’t look down on
him who has come from elsewhere.
Build a stupa at the mouth of
Thangkoli, and there will be no
escape for you thieving dogs.

B: What did he say he would make
happen?

A: “Even when those that were
human thieves have become thieving
dogs, then if they don’t grow tails
then they can say ‘he is not a real
lama.”” He said.
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B: Oya! How powerful!

A: From the time they heard this
speech until the stupa was built....

B: The thieves got fewer, didn’t they?

A: They said that the thieves grew in
number!

B: [matter-of-factly] So they are
growing tails. And then?

A: So listen to what Uncle Village
leader said.

B: What did he say?

A: [as the village leader] At that
moment, those with tails were
nowhere to be found. Really, as soon
as we completed the stupa, there was
not even a footprint of a thief.

B: So they must have been afraid of
growing a tail.

A: [as the village leader] But before
long, there were also thieves who did
not fear tails.

B: Oh, that’s bad.

A: [as the village leader] First, we
lost a strong nanny goat, round and
white like a potato. And yet, there
was no talk of people having tails.

B: Perhaps the thief was clever and
hid the tail inside the pouch of his
robe.
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A: [as the village leader] “Now,

if you're a thief who doesn’t fear
growing a tail, then I won’t begrudge
you one doe.”

B: Fair enough.

A: [as the village leader] “I thought
so at that time, but looking back I
was wrong.”

B: Ya?

A: [as the village leader] Now this
tail-less thief, wasn’t satisfied with
one goat.

B: How many goats did he take?

A: [as the village leader] Then in
addition to the goat, he took a fulma.”
Now I'm certain that they didn’t
grow tails.

B: Oh, so they really didn’t grow
tails.

A: [as the village leader] And
because they didn’t grow tails, it all
went wrong again.

B: And they grew braver right?

A: [as the village leader] But why
would they stop at the doe and
the tulma. They’ve also taken our
pregnant mares.
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B: Oh, that thief didn’t need anything
other than female livestock?

A: [as the village leader] He’s not
only satisfied with the females.

B: He wouldn't be.

A: [as the village leader] “So he
chooses the strongest of male sheep.
He picks the strongest and fattest yak
bulls and cows from the flock. He
steals everything, from big things
like horses, cattle, and sheep to small
things like household items such as
like nuts and bolts. How can people
survive?” he said.

B: That’s understandable. Dealing
with that thief is difficult.

A: [as himself] As soon as Uncle
Village Leader sat down, someone
next to him stood up.

B: Who would that be?

A: 1didn’t know who it was, but I
clearly saw that his two front teeth
were covered with iron.

B: Why are you talking about the
teeth in his mouth? Listen to the
speech coming from his mouth!

A: [in the slightly higher voice of
another man] That thief, by both my
parents’ flesh, did not grow a tail, but
if he grows a tail, I hope he doesn’t
grow it from the normal place but
from his cervical spine.
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B: If it didn’t grow from the normal
place, it wouldn’t have grown from
his cervical spine either.

A: [the man with the iron teeth] By
both my parents’ flesh, that bastard’s
misdeed should be exposed but
wasn't. It's embarrassing to tell
someone about it. He’s shameless!

B: If he had any shame, would he be
stealing?

A: [the man with the iron teeth] Old
spinster Granny Lugu Jyi’s only lamb
was taken.? It wasn't an eagle. If it
had been an eagle, wouldn't it have
left the tether behind?

B: He also made off with the tether?
A: [the man with the iron teeth]
“Who knows how many cartons

of cigarettes he smoked with that

lamb’s skin. May he grow wings.”

B: What a nice turn of phrase comes
from that pair of silver teeth.!

A: Oh! And what Granny Lugu Jyi
said was even better, aro!

B: What did Granny Lugu Jyi say?

A
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8 E]ai'éﬁ'l translated here as “spinster,” is a derogatory term for an unmarried

woman, possibly divorced but not widowed, who lives in a separate household,

and is old enough to have grown-up children.

9  Here “may he grow wings” is a curse.

10 Note that the speaker has (perhaps kindly) changed Menla Jyab’s description of

“iron teeth” to “silver teeth.”
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A: [as Granny Lugu Jyi] If only that
lamb hadn’t come to me. If only it
had been led by a quick ewe instead
of being raised by such an old
woman, then it certainly wouldn’t
have fallen into the thief’s hands.

B: That might be true.

A: [as Lugu Jyi] I am a surrogate
mother for that lamb. That thief
certainly has a mother too. Ama, ama!
While he could carry off that droma-
like one, he couldn’t kill it, could he?"

B: The old woman thought that
someone had killed it.

A: [as Granny Lugu Jyi] Not only
did they kill it, they butchered it, and
having butchered it, made off with
its skin.

B: Oh then...it was really killed!"

A: [as Granny Lugu Jyi] And they
left the corpse behind. It would have
been better if they had just left the

tether.

B: That’s true.
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11 Droma (?!]J'al]), known by the Latin name potentilla anserina L., is valuable for its

sweet roots, the lumpy shape which Lugu jyi is evoking with this simile. Menla

Jyab also uses it for the “a” vowel sound to create assonance with “ama.”
12 This phrase means both that the thief killed the lamb, and that the speaker feels

sorry for the pain this caused Lugu Jyi.
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A: [as Granny Lugu Jyi] If that
damned one had to “end a life,” If
only he had killed me rather than
that lamb. I'm more than ready to
die.

B: Slaughtering her only lamb really
killed Lugu Jyi."

A: [As Lugu Jyi] No! He needed
money, not some old woman, and
so the lamb died before Lugu jyi
could. The saying “Birth happens
in a certain order, but death doesn’t
follow it,” is true!

B: Oh. The old woman is over-
thinking things!

A: [as the old woman] I have a lot
to think about! I have a lot to think
about!

B: So what did she have to think that
much about?

A: [as Lugu Jyi] I feel compassion for
the lamb. I also feel compassion for
the thief.

B: How can that be?

A: [as Lugu Jyi] When I think about
that lamb, I close my eyes, and I can
still hear it bleating in my ears. Om

mani padme hum.

B: Fair enough.
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13 Lugu Jyi’s name literally means “happy with lambs”
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A: [as Lugu Jyi] And if I think about
that thief, I wonder what will happen
to him in the afterlife? Om mani
padme hum

B: She’s so kind-hearted that she is
even concerned for the thief.

A: Uncle Village Leader stood up
again.

B: So he will comfort that kind-
hearted granny.

A: [as the village leader] Old
woman, now don’t worry about that
thief. Thieves these days end the
lives of freed livestock,' they sure
don’t give a thought to the afterlife. If
they’re not afraid, then why should
we fear for them?

B: True, true.

A: [as the village leader] Now those
things that have fallen into the
thieves’ hands are lost. The main
thing is to be diligent with what we
still have.

B: It can’t be that bad.

A: [as the village leader] Truthfully,
those tailless thieving dogs won't let
the cattle sleep nor will they let the
people rest.
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14  This refers to the practice of life release. Also mentioned above in “The Dream”

(Chapter 3, Note 60).
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B: So what did he say they do to
people?

A: [as himself] He said that they
didn’t let them sleep.

B: Ona, didn’t he say that neither
dogs nor people could hear the
coming of the thieves?

A: That’s what I said, but Uncle
Village Leader said that he didn’t say
that.

B: Ona?

A: [as the village leader] “If we wait
for the thieves to come, we stay up
night after night, and they only come
on the nights we’ve fallen asleep” he
said.

B: If they come when they’re awake,
what can they get hold of?

A: [as the village leader] “Sleeplessly
we kept our eyes peeled for a long
time. Ah, ah, ah, how long we waited
for those thieves” he said.”

B: It’s better to come up with a plan
than just sit and wait.

A: [as the village leader] We came up
with plenty of plans. As a last resort,
we tied horses to the stupa at the
mouth of Thangkoli with tethers.
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15 The word ;i":!?gl\l] used by the village leader is usually used to refer to something

people look forward to. Here it is used sarcastically.
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B: Would that be helpful?

A: [as the village leader] Who knows
if they really were afraid of the lama,
or afraid of growing a tail, but we
didn’t even see the footprint of a
thief.

B: So it was helpful!

A: [as the village leader] We said it
was a blessing! Before long, every
one of the horses was handed over
to them.

B: The thieves drove them away too!

A: If they were like bandits of the
past who rode horses, the posse
could chase them. But thieves these
days ride in cars. Who can catch
them?

B: Once they reach the road, you
won't know which direction they
went.

A: [as the village leader] “We don't
know where they went, they're
modern thieves. If they went to
India or China, where would I, who
doesn’t know anything but Tibetan,
go to look for them?”

B: Fair enough.
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A: [as the village leader] “Damn it
all. As soon as we began saying that
this stupa was not blessed, a vulture-
like horse returned home;'* now how
do you explain that?” he said.

B: It probably escaped from the
thieves.

A: At that time, an old man with

a number of knots around his

neck stood up." [as this old man,
addressing the lama] “Here in the
presence of the Alak, we should
speak in truths! We should talk speak
in truths!”

B: [in agreement] Un, un!

A: [as the old man] “There are, in
general, many thieving dogs. What
special harm could they do? The
main thing is that we can’t allow a
‘conspiracy of dogs and wolves.” If
dogs and wolves conspire, it will be
difficult for both men and livestock,”
he said."®

B: It will be difficult.
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16  Vulture is a positive metaphor in Tibetan. “Vulture-like horse” then suggests

that this is a fast horse that the thieves would probably want to keep. It is not a

common expression for horses but is used for the repeated sound of the second

syllable in each of the Tibetan words.

17 The “knots” refers to the practice of tying “sacred knots” (Y3 3GA)), blessed
by contact with holy sites and people, around someone’s neck. The description

suggests the man is very pious.

18 This is phrase from the Cultural Revolution, translating the Chinese phrase langbei
wei jian (IRITYT). Here it suggests that thieves alone aren’t the problem, but the
people in the village helping them. Thus the metaphor about dogs (the thieves)

and wolves (those in the village).
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A: So that old man spoke clearly:

[as the elder] “Well, the reason I'm
using this Cultural Revolution-era
proverb, ‘the conspiracy of dogs and
wolves,’ is:

“To stop the thieves from without,

you need to defeat the thieves within.

and to defeat the thieves within, then

1z

we must unite our strengths.

B: That guy has a lot of Cultural
Revolution-era language, aro!

A: [as the elder] “Ah! I'll say this: In
the past,

If you worked a lot, you got a lot,

If you worked a little, you got a little,
Those who didn’t work got nothing."
The thieves want to earn capital
without working for it. I say that’s

capitalist thought. And I say we
proletarians won't take it.”

B: Well put!
A: [as the elder] “Ah! If we
were to speak from a Buddhist

perspective...”

B: He’s going to keep speaking.
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19  This is a Cultural Revolution era saying, referring to the concept of ‘distribution

according to work’ anlao fenpei (1455 731 ). The saying translates the Chinese:
duolao duode, shaolao shaode, bulao bude (%755 %1%, /D55 /V%, L5 A1F).
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A: [as the elder] “I'll say that if T avgRVis g R iFaTF| Aa
you ask whether the causes and N:&]ﬁ"a\i'q q]q.‘g\;ﬂg];] ?ﬁﬁ%v

consequences of karmic action exist, e
these days it seems like they don't, kR
but they almost certainly do.”*

B: That's right! R 835
A: [as the elder] “Ah, T say that if M &) xS B F s Y
you ate what I had saved would your ﬁﬂ.ﬂ.mw\‘g@iﬁ.q%ﬁ qex
stomach be comfortable? Oh, and I -
say that if you impoverish me and it SUNA IR NI G ANZR[A
gives you an ulcer then we're both ﬂ'ﬁqﬂ%ﬂ"ﬂ\&\lﬂ5':'3’@5@&1'@31'
worse off! Instead of that...” Ea D A

AR R AR
B: What did he say to do? R ﬁ'%‘:l%ﬂ'@ﬁ'ﬁ'ﬁﬂ%]

A: [as the elder] I say it would be M g'arqﬂﬂ'ﬂ&'qqu}'qm'@q'arg\g’m'
better to swear oaths, make sang QO AN QR KA N QN R ORE
offerings, and give up stealing, il SR Rl

. . . -v -V . -
and then dismiss the meeting, RN JURSHARRAN] YAV

a.xia A DN A a
rather than to block the lama in, SHIAAIG| FARAF I REY
and regale him about how bad the EOJ'Q%'%'&!W’R] R‘RR'E]'Qﬂ'%Q &=
thieves are.”» How's that? [without e
pausing] I'm not saying that you ARSI
guys are forgetting what today’s
issues are, but I say my sheep are
getting away.

; DoX
B: That’s so. [ RRIIR|

20 This is a highly popular line, and is often quoted in Amdo Tibetan speech.

21 Sang (RNR)) refers to the practice of making “fumigation offerings”: burning
juniper and other materials as offerings, an essential part of many religious
practices on the Tibetan Plateau.



11. Careful Village’s Thief

A: [as the old man] Ah, I say: admit
past thievery and take oaths not to
steal from now on! For me personally,
that in 1958 I stole an omasum for my
stomach, and I say it was properly
dealt with during the Cultural
Revolution: I got in a struggle session
[for stealing] and one of my ribs was
broken. I'll say that after that, by the
three jewels, I haven't stolen even a
lamb’s rib.

B: He’s really clean.

A: [as the old man] Ah, by the grace
of good policies, our stomachs are
full, our backs are warm and our
minds are happy. I say that from now
on,  won't steal again, by the three
jewels! So that’s it!” He said.

B: It seems that we can really trust
him.

A: [as himself] After that, everyone,
young and old, swore serious oaths
in front of the big sang offering that
they hadn’t stolen in the past and
wouldn’t steal in the future.

B: If a few don’t end up eating their
words, then that’s good.?
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22 The Tibetan phrase for breaking one’s oath is to “eat” it. Here we use “eating

words” as an easy translation.
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A: How could they? Making them
talk and be embarrassed is better
than them eating their words in
secret. For example, one young
herder held nothing back:

B: What did he say?

A: [embarrassedly, and haltingly as
the young herder] Dear Alak, by my
father’s flesh! Ah, ah, ah, Atsi atsi, Ah
ah ah!

B: He hasn't revealed a single secret
yet!

A: [as the young herder] Ah, ah, I'm
not not telling it, but I can’t say it.
Ah ah, ashirego, I wish T had some
alcohol.

B: Hypocrite! How can someone who
can steal not be able talk about it?

A: [as himself] Ah, after an entire
afternoon had passed, he finally spit
it out.

B: Ya?

A: [as the young herder] Ah, ah, ah!
By my entire lineage. By my father’s
flesh if I'm not so embarrassed that
I'm all red! By my father’s flesh, if
won't say it!

B: It'd be better if he just said it.
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A: [as the young herder] By my
father’s flesh, in truth, I found a rein
in the mountains, and even though I
knew to which family it belonged, I
didn’t return it, by my father’s flesh!
From now on, I won't do this again,
by my father’s flesh!

B: And what else?
A: [as himself] That was it!

B: Ah, I thought he’d admit to
stealing an entire flock of sheep!

A: Still some discussed why this is
difficult for them to accept.

B: Who?
A: Those like Uncle Gontoe.
B: What did this Gontoe say?

A: [as Gontoe] We can'’t keep it
secret from the lama or from our next
reincarnations. Prosperous Village: if
we all had admitted and promised,
we could just pull our blankets over
our heads and go to sleep. But by
Rudo’s flesh, our burglars really
cannot be trusted.”

B: Who were these burglars?
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23 Rudo is a personal name that is being used to create rhymes with Rishor

(translated here as burglars) with the first syllables of each being homonyms in

Amdo pronunciation.
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A: [as Gontoe] Ah. The first is my

son who defrocked and fled to Lhasa.

And if you speak of Gontoe family’s
gewo,* he’s like a mountain deity,
when you think of him, he’ll appear;
and he’s gone again before the dust
settles, and everyone knows that he
never leaves empty handed.

B: That really is like a mountain
deity.

A: [as Gontoe] So next. Doedoe
from the Dada family is the second.
He went wandering for a few years,
and when he guides the thieves he
looks like he is just looking for stray
livestock, and we only realize that
he is one of the thieves after several
months.

B: That’s the worst, when one can be
both a thief and a collaborator.

A: [as Gontoe] Ah, the third is the
one named Ndregordo [horn-less
ghost], he doesn’t have a father. It
seems as though he was expelled
from school, but he keeps going back
and takes things when he does. He
doesn’t take anything big, but he
takes small things even from his own
home.

B: So then he is a child thief.
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24 Gewo (ﬁ“\"":l]) is a word used to refer to a defrocked monk.
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A: [as himself] He said that if we
don’t make it clear that these three

are part of the village, but not part of

the oath swearers, then nobody will
be able to accept it.

B: That’s understandable for them.

A: Finally, Uncle Village Leader
summed it all up.

B: Ya.

A: [as the village leader] Ya, good
people, protected by heaven. You
were all honest. By admitting all of
our secrets, we have accomplished
today’s task.

B: You couldn’t accomplish more
than that!

A: [as the village leader] Ah, not
only is it difficult to get people to
give up stealing, but if you think
about it, those thieves are pitiful.
Of course they would steal, right?
Ah, we are manual labourers, and
I say that we have bad karma. In

comparison, mental labourers have it

better. They need only to move their
minds and not their fingers. And
look at their light fingers!

B: What did he say? Mental labourers

are light-fingered?
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A: [as the village leader] They are
not just light-fingered, but famous for
their light fingers as well! They are
called scholars, but they discretely
steal others” writings.

B: That’s true.

A: [as the village leader] Ah, I say
“teeth labourers” have it even better.

B: The word “teeth labourers” is a
new one.

A: [as the village leader] I'd say there
are many who were decent, but some
who are not.

B: Which are they?

A: [as the village leader] I say
they’re the ones who are driving
cars provided by the State, sitting on
thrones, and with bellies filled by the
government.

B: Oh, you're talking about the
corrupt!

A: [as the village leader] “I say there
are people stealing the country’s
wealth, and they certainly steal the
smallest things from our homes. Uh,
there’s no problem as long as they
can stop like we did. It is a difficult
thing to talk about.”® Now come have
an audience, offer your scarfs, and
we’ll go!” he said.
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25 This is a phrase that people use to cut a topic short, and change the subject.
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B: Atsi!*® You accepted offerings
again?

A: [as himself] Ah, after accepting

it, I wanted to give it to support the
building of the school [that was to be
built at the end of “Careful Village’s
Grassland Dispute”]. But what I had
given them before had already been
taken a long time ago, aro!

B: By whom?

A: “That Ra dzu na ma.... That ‘Ra
dzu na ma’ was a fake lama, and now
he is a prisoner!” they said.

B: Truly, he seems to have been a
thief!

A: T was thinking about that while I
was out on the street yesterday. And
as I was walking silently, the title of
the khashag came to me, aro!

B: What was it?

A: “Thief!” I said, and my wife
looked at me angrily and said, “You
don’t have a penny to your name,
why would a thief target you?”#
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26 Atsiis a colloquial interjection used to express surprise.

27  The Tibetan word translated here as “target” is literally “to kill.”
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