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deconstruction and reconstruction:
foundations for the early history of Ladakh (and
Baltistan)

Bettina Zeisler (Germany)
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From a modern ‘western’ perspective all histories are
narratives (constructed for certain purposes). Without
independent witnesses these narratives are not much
more than pleasant fairy tales.
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Whatever part of the narration 1s without witness,
has to be ‘deconstructed’, like an old house.
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Whatever can be proven by a witness can be reused to
‘reconstruct’ history, like a new house.
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)
2. Chinese/Korean pilgrims’ accounts (70-8® ¢. CE)
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)
2. Chinese/Korean pilgrims’ accounts (7-8% ¢. CE)
3. Sanskrit literary sources (15 - 61" century CE)
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)

2. Chinese/Korean pilgrims’ accounts (7-8% ¢. CE)

3. Sanskrit literary sources (15 - 61 century CE)

4. Greek georgraphical sources (2™ ¢. BCE — 3" ¢. CE)
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)

Chinese/Korean pilgrims’ accounts (71-8% ¢. CE)

Sanskrit literary sources (15t - 6" century CE)
Greek georgraphical sources (2" ¢. BCE — 3 ¢. CE)
Architectonical remains and rock art (~1% mil. BCE)
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1. Rajatarangini (retrospective, 12" century CE)
Chinese/Korean pilgrims’ accounts (7%-8t ¢. CE)
Sanskrit literary sources (15t - 6™ century CE)

Greek georgraphical sources (2" ¢. BCE — 34 ¢. CE)
. Architectonical remains and rock art (~15' mil. BCE)
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‘klngdom of Zanzun, either comprising Upper Ladakh or
lying in between Tibet and Upper Ladakh was overthrown
and conquered by Srongbrtsan Sgampo 1n the middle of the
7% century. Only then (or perhaps even much later) could
the Tibetans have immigrated and settled in larger numbers.
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The Korean pilgrim Hyecho, who passed through Chilas

and Gilgit (Greater and Lesser Bolor) around 730 CE,

speaks of Ladakh-Zanzun (Yangtong) as being populated

by the same people as Bolor, namely by Hu, Central Asian

people 1in general, or more specifically Iranians, clearly
different from the Tibetans further east.
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The ancient Sanskrit term Darada referred to tribes settling
along the “upper” Indus. Greek sources also locate the
Darada near the source of the Indus. Since the Indus

originates near Mt. Kailash, many have taken this as a prove
for the early presence of Dards in Ladakh.
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However, nobody seems to have payed attention that a so-
called “Upper Indus Valley” 1s to be found ...

.. In present-day Pakistan! Quite obviously, the ancient
people as well as the geographers either did not know the
true upper course at all, or they simply did not count it as
the source of the Indus.
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The migration of the Minaro from Gilgit to Baltistan, Purig,
and Lower Ladakh cannot have taken place before the 15th
century. This becomes evident from, among others, the Purig
genealogies.
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So 1t seems that there 1s no evidence for an earlier presence
of Dards in Ladakh.
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However, some Dardic customs are still preserved in
Ladakh, e.g. the bagatam rite, whose original meaning 1s
now completely lost. This and the fact that the rite
spread farther then the above mentioned migration,

namely up to Hemis, indicates that 1t must be much older
than the said migration.
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What we do not know about the people who transmitted
this rite, however, 1s: who exactly were they, when did
they come, how long and how far upwards did they
settle.
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Nevertheless, Ladakhi place names, like the well known

Hemis and Hembaps, corresponding to Skr. Aima ‘snow’ as

well as the less known Shey < Seya, Saya, Skr. Saya

possibly meaning ‘restplace’ give ample evidence, that

before the Tibetan conquest, the population must have been
speaking an Aryan (Indian or Iranian) language.
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Nevertheless, Ladakhi place names, like the well known

1s and baps, corresponding to Skr. ‘snow’ as
well as the less known < Seya, Saya, Sk.
possibly meaning ‘restplace’ give ample evidence, that
before the Tibetan conquest, the population must have been
speaking an Aryan (Indian or Iranian) language.
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The Rajatarangini mentions the Bhautta besides the Darada
as frequent intruders of Kashmir during the first half of the
6™ century. M. A Stein and other translators took the name
to be equivalent with that of the Tibetans, but thought of the
inhabitants of Baltistan and Ladakh.
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However, while the Tibetan name Bod could be a
derivation of an original Bhautta, the opposite 1s
impossible, hence the name must have originally
referred to a non-Tibetan people of the Himalayas and
the Karakorum and might have been transferred only
later to the Tibetans.
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The Bhautta are mentioned again 200 years later as victims
of Lalitaditya-Muktapida’s raids or conquests in Central

Asia. Since the conquered countries are enumerated 1n a
strict geographical order, 1t follows that the Bhautta should
have been located west of the Darada whom he conquered
immediately afterwards on a route towards the east.
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The Bhautta are mentioned again 200 years later as victims
of Lalitaditya-Muktapida’s raids or conquests in Central
Asia. Since the conquered countries are enumerated 1n a
strict geographical order, 1t follows that

whom he conquered
immediately afterwards on a route towards the east.
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The Bhautta are said to have an extremely white skin. In
comparison with the not very dark Kashmiris, this does
not seem to fit the present complexion of Baltis, Ladakhis
or Tibetans. The Hephthalites or White Huns, on the other

hand, got their name exactly because of their extremely
fair skin.
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According to the 7% ¢. Harsacarita the Huna were sitting
right at the foot of the Kailash, which is quite surprising,
since after their defeat by the combined forces of the
Sassanians and Western Turks 1in 577, their remnants are
said to have settled in Afghanistan.
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But there 1s a certain possibility that the present Kailash
got 1ts name only relatively late when the concept of the
world mountain as the source of the 4 rivers was
transferred from the Pamirs to Western Tibet.
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This leaves us with only two possibilities:

Either the Bhautta, 1dentical with the Hephtalites, were
sitting somewhere 1n present day Afghanistan (and this
would be corroborated by their location west of the

Darada),
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or, if the name should have referred to the Tibetans or
their army, most probably soldiers from Zanzun, it would
have indicated, that they looked pretty much like

Hephtalites, Turks, or other Central Asian peoy

vle, but not

like the present day Tibetans or Tibeto-Burmans. Thls 1S

as much as to say that they were Hephtalites, "
other Central Asian people.

Turks, or
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According to various Chinese sources, Upper Ladakh was
known by at least three different names: Lesser Yangtong (1.¢.
Western Zanzun), Suvarnagotra (land of the ‘Goldrace”), and

Niiguo/Strirajya (‘Women’s Dominion). Identical coordinates
show that all three names referred to the same entity.



Q‘“'%'@‘“'ﬁ"} S'c’\;ﬂ SN ﬂ&vgﬁfq\ﬁ?q::ﬁ:
%ﬁ'ﬁ@:‘} @'ﬁ'@fﬂ%ﬁ'ﬁ:‘} w:”q nﬁﬁiﬂl\r

Sypras R ARy B A AN TGS
e @,’ﬁ%’“gﬂmﬁﬂ@“%@q‘“%%@ﬂﬂ
S YRR AR TS SEusg
gﬁ@émﬂ Rﬂmﬁﬁ%ﬂnﬁa.@m.@uamg.@qw
%aaxqﬁ N Although Baltistan, Purik, and Lower

Ladakh might have been part of the kingdom of Lesser
Bolor or Gilgit, the descriptions of Suvarnagotra and
Niiguo would lead us to the conclusion that these people
must have spread throughout the Changthang from eastern
Tibet to Baltistan and Gilgit, possibly even down to the
Swat valley.
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The Tibetan name Gserrigs 1s found only in one Khotanese
source and seems to be otherwise unknown. The Sanskrit
designation, however, 1s attested in the Khotan-ese-Saka
language as Svarnagiittar- or ysarnai rrvi giittairi for a
particular ‘golden royal family’. These ‘golden people’ were
originally located 1n the region of Dunhuang, which was
accordingly also called the ‘Golden District’ (ysarrnai bada).
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This may allow us to view the Goldrace as a branch of the

Sakas or Scythians, a far-spread Indo-European people that

may or may not have absorbed other peoples, but that was

still dominated by an Iranian speaking elite, and had the

anthropological features of the early Indo-Europeans,
particularly fair skin and yellow or reddish hair.
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Women must have had an unusual high status in Scythian
society, and this could be another indication that the so-
called Women’s Dominion was of Scythian origin.
Scythian women were strong, they knew to use arrow and
bow, and they apparently also took part in war.
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%&'{'ﬂ?ﬂﬁﬂﬂ'ﬁﬂ” The Scythians are famous for their

art work, the so-called the ‘Nomadic Animal Style’: all
animals going tip-toe, often bending their head backwards,
and, around the 5™ century BCE, having inscribed an S-
curve and spirals 1n their body. Rock carvings of this style
have been found abundantly in Western Tibet (Mnahris) and
at a few places 1n Ladakh, e.g. at a river crossing in
Domkhar.
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Sasanian heritage: the ‘bird-horn’ crown — a challenge
to traditional Tibetan dating of prehistorical kings
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“A tentative classification of

the bya ru can kings of Zhang Zhung”
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According to Bonpo tradition, some kings and priests,
from the 7t or 9" king onwards were said to have been
wearing the ‘bird-horn’ crown SRR This crown 1s

described 1n some sources as having one or two pairs

of horns and sometimes having flexible wings
(Bellezza 2008).



According to Tibetan reckoning, the first Tibetan king
lived in the 3 century BCE, and even if one calculates
with a less optimistic period of less than 25 years per

generation, one hardly reaches the 15t century CE for
the 7t or 9t king.

The Sasanid Empire, however, lasted from the 3™ to
the 6" century CE, and winged plus horned crowns
became fashionable only 1n the second part of their
reign.



Unknown pince

Coin of Peroz
(457/59-484 CE)




Two pairs of ‘horns’ or
moon sickles




If these crowns do not look like the Bonpo bird-horn

crown, I wonder what the latter should have looked
like.




Nevertheless, I should like to leave it up to you, to
draw the necessary consequences...
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