
Well, shall we

think or listen?1 

ORALITY<>PERFORMANCE

Speech fActs

We represent the world to ourselves, and to those around us, using language.  We 

open our minds and our mouths and the words tumble out, creating images and 

making connections and rendering visible and manifest what was, just a few seconds 

earlier, invisible and, in a sense, inaudibly secret.

Our tongue moves quickly across the space inside our mouths, stopping air here, 

releasing it there, vibrating briefly elsewhere;  sound is lengthened and curtailed, 

emphasis and intonation and pitch and volume are increased and reduced, amorphic 

sounds are transformed into intelligible words and words link up into intelligible 

speech and thus become understood.

And there is silence.  Silence breaks in between words to articulate meaning, 

spaces giving form to thoughts.  We pause for effect, we speed up to cover our 

mistakes or whisper to protect the sensibilities of others.  With silence, as with sound, 

we create rhythm, syntax takes form in the air and carries away its meaning to the ears 

and the hearts and the minds of others.  Ambiguity and clarity, double meanings and 

puns and changes in tense and aspect;  and subject and object, alliteration and 

repetition, and repetition again for optimal effect.  

So the wheels of our minds turn and churn out language to describe and inform and 

explore our existence and our experiences.  It comes, this desire to speak, to 

communicate ourselves, from we know not where;  we cannot be sure, equally, where 

1 This and the closing quotation are from William Carlos Williams’ (1883-1963) poem “The Orchestra” 
(from The Desert Music,1954)



it goes, beyond our immediate circle:  walls have ears, after all, and maybe mouths 

too.  And, if they do have mouths, maybe their hearing is faulty, maybe they pass on but 

a fraction of what we say to others, distorting our meaning and rendering our 

memories transformed into the ears of others.

The pleasure of communication is fraught with misunderstandings and a lack of 

clarity and with mumblings, it is electric with the wonder of understanding, frenetic with 

association and implication and inference, radient with metaphor and with the imagery 

of a thousand thousand worlds of conversation and of books.  Everything we say, to 

ourselves in silence and to others in speech, is language recycled from the halfheard 

and the halfread and the halfunderstood, but it is as though new, and it is shining.  

And maybe in the right light elegance can be perceived in clichés.

The island is full of noise.

per-form

The notion of performance is central to culture, it allows us to comment upon reality 

without affecting it directly.  Through performance, by wearing costumes and masks 

and by changing our appearance and our voice, we can become other.  When we are 

other, we can take on rôles whilst remaining ourselves and, thereby, perhaps choose 

how much to associate with, and assume the nature of, our alternate selves.

But what does it mean to perform?  The English word “perform” comes from the 

Latin, meaning literally to “through-form” - that is, performance is the means through 

which something takes form.  In his essay “Breakthrough to Performance”, Dell 

Hymes describes performance in terms of tradition and authenticity.  In describing his 

work amongst the peoples of the Pacific North-West, he points out that, “to 

responsibilty for knowledge of tradition, the speaker joins willingness to assume the 

identity of tradition’s authentic performer.” 2  Within our own, western, society, too, we 
2 Hymes, Dell “Breakthrough to Performance” in Hymes (1981) pp79-142.



can see such a phenomenon at work, in the way in which certain groups colonise 

Shakespeare, for instance, and dismiss modern interpretations as having strayed too 

far from tradition.  And, as we might also expect, the drama of religious liturgy is also a 

site of tension, between those wishing to keep tradition unchanged and those 

determined constantly to renew it within the contemporary world.3 

So, when we look at performance as a cultural phenomenon, we find that it is far 

more than simply a combination of linguistic and dramaturgical functions.  The act of 

performance, too, seems to heighten the mundane reality from which it emerges.  

Hymes draws on the work of William Labov to suggest that performance concerns 

itself with three functions:  interpretability, reportability and repeatability.  

Interpretability refers to the ability to classify and explain that which is culturally 

intelligible.  If someone asks you now what you are holding in your hands, you can say 

“It’s a book” (classification) and you can say what makes it a book and why it is not a 

gerbil (explanation).

Reportability refers to the ability to report and describe that which has been 

interpreted.  Your friend can now go to a library and, on the basis of your previous 

conversation, not only identify other books (reporting) but also present to others the 

fruits of the discovery s/he has made (describing). 

Some cultures deem certain objects or actions inappropriate, even tabu.  In Tibetan 

society, it is inappropriate to step on or over books, or to place them on the floor, 
3 In the Roman Catholic church, the changes precipitated by the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) 
to the liturgy not only brought a certain amount of (largely temporary) division to the church, it also 
changed the nature of the tradition and of the church Herself.  The switch from Latin to the vernacular 
and the inclusion of contemporary musical styles meant that the Mass could be better understood - 
linguistically and culturally - by the people;  with the priest now facing the people, his position as the 
mediator between God and His people was quite changed, especially since they were now both able 
and encouraged to participate in the Mass;  and the distribution of the host into the outstretched 
hands of the communicant, as an alternative to the tongue, subtly moved the focus away from the 
site of vocal prayer.  In terms of liturgical performance, then, these changes could themselves be the 
subject of a lengthy paper:  suffice it here for us to consider that prayer and the sacraments, being 
participatory (whether explicit or implicit), are based upon tradition and, thereby, subject, within the 
being of every new participant, to a slow, individual transformation.  This is true, not only of all other 
traditions, such as the ones discussed by Hymes, but also to the Tibetan poetic tradition, to which we 
shall shortly turn.



whereas in western society, this is generally acceptable.  What is interpretable and 

reportable is dependent upon what is appropriate to a given society:  what people are 

able to do is not necessarily what they find either acceptable or permissable.  This is 

what defines the last of the three functions of performance.

Repeatability, as Hymes points out, runs the gamut from what can be done 

voluntarily to what can “truly or seriously” be performed.  He continues - and this will be 

central to the general discussion of poesis that follows and to the specific discussion 

of the gsung mgur in the second part of this essay - 

There is further the distinction between those ground characteristics of 

performances that are indeed repeatable, as a musical score or a play is 

repeatable, and those qualities that emerge in a given interaction or 

occasion.4  

It is clear from this that performance constitutes a combination of a given text (and 

here I use this word in the post-structuralist sense, rather than specifically a written 

document) and the ephemeral, temporary phenomena which define the performance 

of that text on any given occasion.

This is where the idea of intertextuality comes in.  Maybe I have a favorite film, which I 

first saw in a cinema on a very happy afternoon with my parents during my childhood.  

That experience will color my subsequent watching of the film, but the specific 

circumstances - the company, the physical environment, how I feel in myself, the 

quality of the playback - will add further dimensions to the experience, dimensions 

which, at the time, might seem ephemeral but which will, perhaps, inform subsequent 

viewings of the film.  Your experience of the same film may well be completely different 

from mine, or there may be similarities.  The point is that, however repeatable and 
4 Hymes (1981) p83



identifiable an experience may be, we all bring to the performance our various 

histories and expectations and desires.  And, whereas the actors in a film do not 

change their performance from screening to screening - as actors in a stageplay may 

well change from day to day - the circumstances in which both plays and movies are 

presented and experienced certainly do change and we, the audience, are affected by 

this concatenation of texts. 

In a culture which is wholly or primarily oral, performance becomes somehow the 

realisation, the actualisation, of certain types of knowledge.  People such as town 

criers, story tellers and praise singers have held the responsibility for giving news and 

opinion and of telling - or maybe creating - a history, and moreover of influencing the 

way in which that history was and is to be interpreted:  even today, TV newsreaders are 

clearly performers, they take part in an elaborate, prescribed ritual, based not only 

upon the facts to hand but also as much upon the opinions of the TV bosses as of the 

expectations of the presumed audience.

If we listen carefully and observe the linguistic and paralinguistic features of such 

performances, we can begin to understand how news, for instance, is defined through 

the prism of performance, how newsreaders and reporters are able - or not - to 

engage our attention and make us aware of what they believe are the salient facts of a 

given story.  In a culture where there is but a single source of information, it is the 

people within the society who have to determine the truth or falsehood (and the nature 

of that truth or falsehood) of a given opinion or narrative, and how they can best use 

their understanding of the events and ideas thus described.

Poesis, Narrative and Performance

So the relationship between orality and performance is sited primarily within the need 

of a culture to represent itself, creatively to mirror itself back onto itself.  When a text is 



first conceived, if it is not for some reason memorable, it is lost.  Whereas in our text-

based culture, for instance, a story is valued through being published, in oral cultures, 

a story is valued through being remembered5 and performed.

To create a story or a poem in an oral setting is, as we said at the very beginning, to 

make intelligible noises with our lips and tongue and our vocal cords.  Only then, in 

certain situations, might the words be valued enough to be committed to paper.  So, 

when considering oral texts, we should begin by understanding the process of 

creation, the true site of the text’s origin.  

So, first, there comes the sound, filling the ears of the listeners.  Certain markers 

alert us to genre:  Once upon a time, for example, or gna’ rabs su, or rgan rabs tsho’i 

shod srol la begin our stories, out of time but very much contemporary in meaning and 

currency6;  ...and they all lived happily ever after provides an ending marker.  Thus we 

are encouraged, first, to pay attention, to stop what we are doing and listen, and 

second, to relax, to applaud perhaps, and to speak again7 .

But the sounds are separated by pauses, by breaths to create tension, to separate 

ideas from one another, to bring on different voices;  and the sounds are 

accompanied too by gestures and movements and emotions, and the sounds 

sometimes have metasemantic meaning, onomatapoeia to stir the heart and not the 

head.  All these elements come together, through the passage of time, to create 

5 If we think about the etymology of “remember”, we can see that it is literally “re-member” - in other 
words, to “put back together again”, a signal concept in the interplay of performance and ritual and 
(hi)story. 
6 In fact, the whole idea of orality presupposes contemporary relevance:  a text without relevance to 
either audience or performer is of no value and can be forgotten.  In this sense, then, the act of 
writing or printing is a deliberate - and maybe false - prolongation of a text’s currency:  it is an 
excellent tool for readers and literary scholars but is maybe unnecessary for the culture in which and 
for which it was first conceived.
7 However, we should be aware, as Dennis Tedlock points out, that this is not always, and in every 
culture, the case:  “A Quiché story does not begin with a series of formal opening announcements 
that call a halt to conversation and point only into the story, and it does not end with a series of 
formal closures that call a halt.  The story may include or refer back to bits of the previous 
conversation, and when it is over, bits of the story are caught up in the conversation that follows.”  
(From “Beyond Logocentrism:  Trace and Voice Among the Quiché Maya” in Tedlock [1983] pp247-
260.)



images and ideas and connections and physical sensations and physical emotions - 

as much among the performers as among the audience8.

The way in which speech is ordered, by the use of pauses, into songs or stories or 

poems, is both complex and unclear.  We should remember that “song” and “poem” 

and “story” are all designations in English and may or may not have correspondences 

in other languages.  In their introduction to their book on Tibetan literature9 , José 

Cabezón and Roger Jackson make a disctinction between four different genres of 

“poetry” (glu - “folksongs/poetry”;  nyams mgur - “religious poetry”;  snyan ngag - 

“ornate poetry”;  bstod tshogs - “songs of praise”10) - and in the discussion of the Rig 

‘dzin tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i gsung mgur which follows, we should remember 

that song and poetry are here (at least in terms of glu and gzhas) one and the same 

thing.

The poet and anthropologist Dennis Tedlock, who was, with Dell Hymes and Jerome 

Rothenberg one of the leading lights in the study of ethnopoetics11 during the 1960s 

and 1970s, suggested that all narrative is inherently poetic, in that it is organised, as I 

said above, through paralinguistic features, into lines rather than a continuous body of 

information12.  The upshot of such an approach is that we are forced to reconsider our 

choices in presenting material on the written page as poetry or as prose, and what, 
8 This, of course, may well be the original purpose of telling stories, to evoke transformation - however 
ephemeral - within a society;  this is the job of the saman.  In Zacharias Kunuk’s film Atanarjuat, 
based upon an Inuktitut legend, there is a scene where the tribe’s saman (see fn 22) transforms into 
a walrus and - sounding as a walrus - exorcises an evil spirit from the community.  This use of physical 
and phonological transformation, undertaken by a saman - or a priest or an artist - is fundamental to 
the corresponding transformation within any given society.
9 José Ignacio Cabezón and Roger R Jackson Tibetan Literature:  Studies on Genre (Snow Lion, 
Ithaca, NY, 1996) p31
10 While acknowledging that their classification is by no means definitive, their decision to place these 
genres within the “literary arts” and “drama” within “non-literary arts” is, to my mind, and in the present 
context of performance, slightly peculiar.
11 Ethnopoetics is a term coined by Rothenberg to describe the decentered study of oral narrative.  It 
has, due to its beginnings in the United States, largely been confined to Native American societies 
and their oral cultures.  Nonetheless, some work has been done on Native Australian societies and, in 
a way, the present essay can be seen as an opening up of Tibetan oral culture to the ethnopoetic 
discourse.  The journal of ethnopoetics, Alcheringa, is no longer published, but a selection is 
available online (http://www.durationpress.com/archives/ethnopoetics/alcheringa/alcheringa.pdf), as 
are a number of interviews and short essays on the subject.  
12 Tedlock, Dennis (1972) p221 



within an oral context, is the nature of the the difference between these labels13.

In considering gzhas, for instance, we need to be aware of at least three approaches 

to setting the material down on paper.  First, in the original Tibetan dpe cha, we have a 

continuous printed text, with shad used to delineate the different lines;  once they are 

presented in western books, however, they are split up in one of two ways - either as 

four (or six, or eight) individual lines (rkang pa) or else as two (or three, or four) 

couplets, with each pair of lines separated by a cæsura.  My choice in his book of the 

latter approach is due to the fact that, generally, each couplet appears semiotically to 

be self-contained;  nonetheless, any editor of any oral text (and this includes the 

compiler of the gsung mgur) has to make a choice of how best to present the 

material14.  Of course, the prosodic breaks at the end of each line are the central 

structuring element of a gzhas, and it is the shad, the silence of white space and the 

pause which it represents, that are the visual and oral clues to the way in which we 

should read and understand the text.

Rather than using, in its treatment of Native American narratives, the paragraphing 

structure more common to western fiction, ethnopoetic theory tends to break a given 

text15 into lines, only then beginning to analyse its linguistic and paralinguistic 

elements.  Thus the blur between what is poetry and what is narrative is made 

manifest through its visual and scribal representation.  The regular meter of gzhas 

13 This should not be carried over into (post)modern texts, however.  The prose<>poetry interplay 
within oral societies is, to my mind at least, not truly observable within poetic fiction (such as Keri 
Hulme’s The Bone People) or even to prose-poems.  Works conceived for reading - whether aloud or 
silently - are quite different in their deep structure and inherent qualities from those conceived for 
performance.
14 One should, I guess, assume that both the dpe cha and the western styles of textual presentation 
have been conditioned at least partially by the availability of paper:  after all, the cramped mass of 
text which characterises most pre-modern Tibetan xylographs is indicative of the fact that they are, to 
a certain extent, really only mnemonic devices to be consulted, rather than æsthetic objects to be 
read from cover to cover.
15 The texts described by scholars such as Hymes and Tedlock were originally recorded on tape from 
native informants, the tradition-holders, so to speak.  Insofar as Tibetan gzhas are concerned, very 
little has been recorded and very little of that has been studied.  My intention here and in Part 2 of 
this book is to look primarily at the linguistic features of the gsung mgur and to leave a full-scale study 
of the paralinguistic features (including, significantly, the melodic element) to another, more extensive, 
study of gzhas.



perhaps makes a line-by-line text the most obvious solution, albeit only according to 

our poetic conventions:  it is possible that, by disrupting the convention in the same 

way that ethnopoetics disrupts the narrative convention by using what appear to be 

more like lines of poetry in the place of paragraphs, alternative ways could be 

discovered for reading this particular style of oral poetry.

In considering how we might, then, begin to present a spoken text, we have to listen 

first of all to the way it sounds and how it conveys its meaning.  These linguistic 

features remain pretty much the same from performance to performance16 and so can 

be effectively analysed so as to give a broad overview of the text.  

When it comes to the paralinguistic features, however, the situation becomes more 

complicated.  If, as we begin to think about the gsung mgur, we consider the nature of 

Tibetan glu and gzhas, we need to analyse not only the melodic, but also the 

choreographical and gestural, elements of the performance.  Moreover, in looking at 

the entire collection, as well as at individual gzhas, from a socio-historical viewpoint, 

we should include a number of highly significant elements concerning the life of the 

6th Dalai Lama and the way in which that life has, subsequently, been mythologised17.

The complexity of such a study means that it can probably only be attempted in full by 

a group of scholars, from various disciplines, working together in order to throw light 

on the many areas which comprise performance.  Suffice it to say here that, as we turn 

to the Rig ‘dzin tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i gsung mgur, we need to be aware of the 

fact that this is only by default a written text, that in fact each gzhas is a series of words 

to be spoken - or, more likely, sung to a melody - but not (at least originally) written or 

16 Clearly, from region to region, from decade to decade, there will be changes in action and 
intonation and musicality.  Nonetheless, my point here is simply to indicate what parts of the 
performance are not, like gesture or  voice quality, subject so much to individual circumstances.
17 This is the kind of complex, multi-layered analysis, I feel, in which the internet will come into its own:  
any future study of oral culture needs to have a video component to illustrate a given performance, 
as well as hypertextual links to studies of dance and music and to dialect dictionaries, rhyming 
dictionaries and computer programs which analyse and compare both the semantic and melodic 
make-up of the performance. 



printed and read.  As we will now see, to understand this text - and others like it - in 

this way is to radically alter our reception and our interpretation of it, since we are, in a 

sense, releasing it from the straightjacket of a linear, one-dimensional “correct” 

reading and opening it up to the lateral possibility of various ephemeral and multi-

layered readings.

GZHAS AND ORALITY IN TIBETAN POETRY

One of the most obvious features of oral literature, as opposed to written literature, is 

its dependence upon an audience.  There are many reasons as to why humans open 

their mouths and emit language, but the preservation of solitariness and insularity is 

not generally (pace passive-aggressive behavior) one of them:  even when we sing in 

the shower, we are addressing an imaginary and undoubtedly adulatory audience - a 

link, perhaps, in an atavistic way, to the act of prayer, both of which engage and are 

addressed to an outside force, notwithstanding our own literal or presumed 

aloneness.

So, when we communicate with other people, we seek to bring them onto our level 

and into our experience, we seek to share with them the world which we have 

encountered and are presently encountering and we seek also to engage with them in 

the production of oneiric narratives and metaphorical discourse, through which and in 

which we can, at one and the same time, transcend and represent our very existence 

through communication18 .

The subject matter of oral literature, then, is a combination of everyday experience 

18 In passing, we should remember the word “enchant(ment)” in English, which is cognate both with 
“chant” and French “chanter”:  the power of the periodic and the melodic, whether as chant or as 
song, is capable of literally enchanting the listener, of creating an alternative, parallel reality or of 
conjuring up deictic images of things far distant, long gone or yet to come.



and mythopoësis.  The poetic discourse encourages a combination of the two, using 

what we see around us to point outside of our own worlds and into those of others19.   

And, because this is not designed for verbatim transcription, it is an organic form, with 

a history for sure, but also existing outside of the strictures of the written text.  For this 

reason, rhythm and rhyme are used to fix the sound and the flow in the mind.  What 

gets changed thereafter is, perhaps, one word in place of another - whether for 

variation, for ephemeral comment or for individuation - or a whole line, perhaps, to 

serve as a deliberate contrast with an earlier text, by at once recalling and disrupting 

this text through the novelty of variation.  Thus, the process of creating a text is a 

continual morphing of the basic theme:  if we look at poems 442 and 447, we see two 

poems which are basically identical.  The difference is in the first line and in the verbal 

discourse markers used in the third lines.  But, although these are simply surface 

variations on a deep structure, they point to the way in which orality feeds off itself and 

is forever recycling old ideas. 

In the culture of pre-modern Tibet, as with so many cultures in which illiteracy was 

the norm, the line between the tangible and the intangible, the material and the 

immaterial and the provable and the unprovable (or downright improbable) was 

blurred to the point of mutual assimilation.  Poetic discourse treated, not of things 

seen through the mirror of individuality and artful creativity, but of things perceived as 

metaphor and exemplars an sich, for their own ends, as indicators of the world at 

large.  

Unless the author deliberately builds a self-identification into his or her poetic frame, 

it is impossible to ascribe authorship to the works under consideration.  Tibetan oral 

poetry is folksong, created by and for the people, at work and at play and in order to 
19  It is unsurprising that the relationship between creativity and orality is frequently bound up either 
with the ingestion of hallucinogenic drugs or else with the experience of religious ecstasy:  the story-
teller is the priest, since the experience of a society is linked through its ability to recall the 
mythohistorical narratives which has, in part, shaped its relationship with the ancestors and with the 
gods from whom those ancestors descended.  



make the hard times easier and happy times happier:  for entertainment or for 

competition, they were sung and recited and danced.  Thematically, they are to do with 

the individual as a social animal, interrelated with those with whom they live and die:  

death, love, sex, intoxication, friendship and rivalry, and the observance of and 

relationship to the natural world.  

We can see this apparently simplistic list of themes played out in the following 

description of the varying types of Tibetan folksong:

glu  

This is the general Tibetan term for folksong, but in eastern Tibet it is used  for songs 

whose line count can range from between two and six per verse, each verse 

displaying between five and nine syllables.  They are sung at various social and 

ceremonial gatherings, or else at private parties.  The verses are generally presented 

in sets of three.

glu shags  

These are sardonic repartee songs, similar to the tsigs rgyag outlined below and 

using the basic glu structure, telling of love and poking fun at people.

la gzhas  

These poems are also from the east of Tibet, where they are also called ri gzhas.  All 

la gzhas are songs about love and separation, and all follow also the glu structure 

described above.

tshig rgyag gi gzhas 

These songs seek to express criticism or irony or sarcasm, sometimes personal and 



sometimes sociopolitical, through a type of song competition.  The term tshig rgyag 

literally implies beating someone (in both senses of the term) with words and can 

also be seen as a capping song, in which one person tries to cap what the previous 

person has said.  Many of the texts in the collection under discussion in this book are 

examples of tshig rgyag, although only occasionally do they become truly abusive 

(poem 398 is one such example:  it has been suggested that this is a political attack 

against sde srid Sangs rgyag rgya mtsho and his clique).  As Sørensen suggests, the 

popularity of this style of song might well have come about from there being no other 

effective outlet for social criticism;  I would add that competition and games seem also 

to have been a common way of transmuting personal rivalry, as in the way that 

religious teachers dealt with their own and their students’ doctrinal and personal 

disagreements by taking part in debate, with the loser and his followers becoming the 

students of the winner20.  

The competitive gzhas is found also in the sgor gzhas, where teams, or circles, of 

singers are involved, either  alternating individually as the leader or else performing 

alternately in their groups, again singing love songs or songs of congratulations or 

encouragement.

chang gzhas, dga’ gzhas, lde’u gzhas  

These three types of gzhas are, respectively, drinking, celebration and riddle songs 

and in many cases dovetail with tshig rgyag or the la gzhas.  

From the foregoing we can see that the nature of song in Tibetan culture is of 

proactive entertainment, in which people get together and sing songs to, at or with one 

another.  Chang gzhas and dga’ gzhas are no different from this, but here the desire 
20 War is also such a phenomenon and we only have to think of the famous football match played 
between the trenches on Christmas Day 1914 to understand the (quasi-)ritualistic nature of battle.  
Ritual warfare also, of course, takes place in other societies, too, as a way in which different tribes not 
only broker the interstitial territory but develop relationships of power and tension.  See Turney-High 
(1991) for further discussion of this point.



for ekstasis is made more explicit:  alcohol and celebration both allow the individual 

and the group to foresake, however briefly, the mundane in favor of a period of literal or 

figurative inebriation.  

Particularly interesting in the case of chang gzhas is the power wielded by the gnas 

mo over the guests.  As will be clear from the texts in the gsung mgur dealing with the 

chang khang-cum-bordello, it is the landlady/madame to whom respect is paid and 

from whom, in return, favors of many kinds are received.  In his article on chang gzhas, 

bKra shis dpal ldan points out the influence which the landlady has over procedings:  

’ong kyang chang ma ni spyang po zhig dang drang po zhig dgos khar, da 

dung chang gshas la mkhas pa zhig kyang yod dgos, bzhugs gral nang 

mgron po rnams la chang mas chang khrims bkal te khrung rgyab sogs 

zhu skabs mi des smyo ros bshad de chang gzhas gtong dgos zer shod21  

As with her rôle in western premodern society, the landlady is here (and in the gzhas 

themselves) seen as a substitute mother and wife to the increasingly less sober men, 

but more importantly here she is described as a chang gzhas la mkhas pa.  Her 

mastery over the formalities and performance of these songs not only suggests an 

organisational and conciliatory rôle but also, and more importantly, a kind of ritual 

authority and authority over the ritual which implies that she is both a creative and an 

exhortatory force behind the composition of gzhas:  we should be constantly aware of 

this as we read any gzhas, but especially the chang gzhas. 

All of these song-types are represented to some extent in the gsung mgur and, for 

this reason, the text can be seen as a kind of overview of the entire tradition.  As we 

shall see, the songs can be read on a number of different levels and, as such, they fit 

simultaneously into more than one category, depending upon the context in which they 
21 bKra shis dpal ldan (1983) p76



are sung. 

In order to understand the importance of riddles in an oral society, and of ldem gzhas  

particularly in Tibetan society, we need to look at the relationship between language 

and the world which it represents.  

Riddles are, at their most fundamental, exercises in lateral thinking, designed, one 

must assume, to open the mind ever wider so as to encompass fully, and thereby 

understand, the world.  It is not surprising that a command of language and what we 

might now call prosodic theory - but which to those untouched by the ravages of 

intellectualism might simply consider as a multifaceted way of describing the world - 

is basic to the rôle of historian and praise singer and saman22  in premodern 

societies.  And if the act of naming the world is in a sense to create it, then by 

perceiving and recognising the intricacies of our language then we can perceive and 

recognise the world itself.

In an oral culture especially, riddles are dynamically related to punning.  A word with 

multiple meanings acts as a nexus for multiple semantic and semiotic trajectories.  

To give a popular English language example, and to illustrate the futility of the written 

word in expressing such things, let us consider the following riddle:  “What is black 

and white and re(a)d all over?”  This only works when spoken aloud, of course, but it is 

a fundamental pattern to riddles that the sound of the riddle points to one meaning 

while the sense points, eventually, to another more feasible meaning.  Thus, 

ambiguity is actively encouraged, both to show perhaps the instability of linear thought 

and to bring into a closer relationship things which appear to be unrelated.

The solution of riddles is not only indicative of a personal triumph, it can in many 

folktales lead to greater happiness, through the acquisition thereby of a spouse or a 

22 I use the word saman here to avoid the term “shaman” which, while judiciously used in certain 
places, is also subject perhaps to less than helpful interpretations.  However, saman of course is a 
word of Tungusic origin and I accept any countercriticism suggesting that, in applying it in a somewhat 
cavalier fashion to other cultures, I have myself misused it.



material fortune or a spiritual truth.  In Puccini’s Turandot, for instance, for a suitor to 

solve the riddles posed by the Princess would lead to their getting married:  her choice 

of this selection method opens her up to all possibilities of husband, from brilliant but 

evil to lucky but ugly and all points in between, but it is the consequence of accepting 

the (potential) chaos which defines the organic multilayering of riddles which also, in a 

lifechanging situation such as Turandot’s23 , defines the strength of character of the 

problem setter him- or herself.

In her extensive paper recording the riddles of Tibetan nomads, Margaret 

Causemann24 presents many riddles, the nature of which relate, as we will see below, 

to the nature of some of the ldem gzhas in the gsung mgur.  To give a taste of the 

style, here is one example from the collection:  Q: “srog chags mang po phyir gnyid, 

smug po spun gnyis ‘ar langs, de su red?”  A: “de nor mgo rva co skye rgyu de red”.  

What is important here, I think, is to notice how culturally and temporally conditioned 

such a text is:  the English riddle mentioned above would be meaningless to anyone 

today under twenty years old, whose experience of newspapers without three-color 

printing might be restricted to ancient back issues of The Times.  Similarly, in the 

example cited by Causemann, one presumes that the proximity of the nomadic 

community to deer would have meant that such a riddle would be more readily soluble 

than it would have been for me, for instance, in my flat in an eastern German town.

When we come to look closely at the gsung mgur, then, we must be aware that the 

gzhas which, on one level at least, can be identified as riddles (or at least riddle-like) 

are designed to be soluble by a reasonably intelligent person.  If they were not, their 

popularity would wane and they would not have been thought worthy of recording, or of 

sharing with anthropologists.  It is this kind of cultural Darwinism which indicates to 
23 It is not frivolous to point out the lack of get-out clauses (or, in this case, of divorce settlements) in 
such riddles.  It seems to be an indicator of the questing genre of (oral) folk literature that, once one 
has begun, the consequences of the quest are irreversable.
24 Causemann (1987).  it should be said that this is a list of riddles and songs and contains no 
analysis beyond a transcription and translation of the text.  The example given is No 7 on page 49.



me the importance of the songs and their many levels of implication within Tibetan 

society in general.

An overview such as this can give but a glimpse of the richness of anthropological and 

æsthetic material in Tibetan culture.  As we focus down closer onto the gzhas tradition 

and thence to the gzung mgur itself, we should remain aware that these poems are - 

at least for now - part of a living culture and that they have meaning for the culture and 

for the people who make up the culture.  They are not, as may be the case with more 

literary ventures, as much in Tibet as elsewhere, primarily meant for study and 

analysis, rather for entertainment and for oiling the wheels of society:  the kind of close 

literary analysis which I am proposing here is pretty much the exclusive purview of the 

literate, educated and middle-class scholar and this must be at all times kept in mind.

That said, it is true that an understanding of the nature and quality (in both senses of 

that word) of this tradition can be gleaned from such an analysis.  Because we are 

involved with the investigation of oral culture, we must pay close attention to the 

sounds and the rhythm of the sounds and it is to these themes which we now turn.

TIBETAN PHONOLOGY AND TIBETAN POETRY

 

I caught this morning morning’s minion, king-

dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn falcon, in his riding

Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding

High there25 

25 The opening of “The Windhover:  To Christ Our Lord” by Gerald Manley Hopkins (1840-1889).



Hwæt we geardena in geardagum

Theodcynniga thrym gefrunon

Hu tha æthelingas ellen fremedon26 

Although Gerard Manley Hopkins brought to his poetry the intellectual baggage of 

Jesuit theology, he also harbored a fascination in and devotion to the Old English 

tradition of oral and epic poetry.  One of the characteristics of this poetry is its 

alliteration and stress-patterns, which come alive when read27 but which retain only the 

visual element of repeated letters when confined to the page and to the mind in its 

reading.

Old English poetry is, like gzhas, not known for being fond of end-rhyme.  One might 

assume that end-rhyme becomes so familiar and expected after a while that its 

presence eventually proves counterproductive and not conducive to memorisation and 

assimilation.  One of the most memorable features of Old English poetry, and with 

Hopkins’ work too, is its use of what he called “sprung rhythm”, a means of leading 

the reader through a poem using a combination of echo and periodicity, both of which 

- though in a very different form -we find also in gzhas.

The remainder of this section presents a way of reading and analysing gzhas from 

the point of view of sound, of active recitation and listening rather than of passive 

reading.  In a perfect world, I would suggest that the reader start learning and regularly 

singing selections from the many books of gzhas which have been published, so as 

to come to the discussion which follows with a honed and receptive aural memory.  In 

the less than perfect world that we have, however, I would nonetheless urge her or 

26 The opening of the Old English epic poem Beowulf.
27 For a translation of Beowulf which combines contemporary poetic sensibility with the alliterative and 
allusive nature of the original, one can do no better than Heaney (2001).



him to read through the examples several times - aloud28  - and to follow the ideas 

presented through the interaction of the mind primarily with the ear and only 

secondarily with the eye.

For the sake of simplicity, let us look at gsung mgur 1:

khu byug mon nas yong dus | nam zla’i sa bcud phebs song

chung ‘dris byams pa ‘phrad pas | lus sems lhod por lang song

From the viewpoint of western metrical analysis, the basic gzhas consists of two 

couplets, each containing two trochaic trimeters - that is, two lines of three feet, each 

foot being of two syllables, of which the first is stressed.  With a few exceptions - and 

these probably are scribal errors - the poems in the gsung mgur follow this pattern. 

In this way, then, we can immediately search for what are most probably the 

significant words by highlighting those which receive the stress.  This is what we get,  

stress being shown in capitals:

KHU byug MON nas YONG dus | NAM zla’i SA bcud PHEBS song

CHUNG ‘dris BYAMS pa ’PHRAD pas | LUS sems LHOD por LANG song

If we compare the translation29 with the stressed syllables, we can see how the stress 

gives the song its semiotic form.  

We should also be aware that not only is the song to be sung, its performance is 

also accompanied frequently by dance.  Thus we can imagine the stress being copied 

28 Also, in this perfect world, I would suggest singing the texts - whether to traditional melodies or to 
melodies of one’s own choosing, simply in order to perceive the melodic curvature of the lines and the 
interrelationship of the sounds.
29 “When the CUCKOO COMES from MON, the TIME of FERTILITY IS HERE/I MEET with my 
SWEETHEART - my BODY SOFTENS and my mind is EASED.”  The capitalisations here approximate 
to the stressed Tibetan syllables, although of course exact semantic mapping is beyond the reach of 
all but the most literal of translations.



by the movement of the dancers (who might also be the singers), who might equally 

augment the meaning of the words with gesture.  Such a combination of sound and 

movement (both the periodic stressed dance and the aperiodic or even spontaneous 

gestures) is not only an entertainment, but also a mnemonic device.  Thus, by 

watching and repeating, future generations can learn the songs from the previous 

generations, either in order to reproduce them in the future or else to develop and 

build upon them, albeit within the restrictions of the genre.  Moreover, such mnemonic 

devices function as a kind of preservative for the intellectual property of the culture, in 

much the same way as epics such as the Ge sar narrative was preserved through 

repetition and transmission30.

That the meaning of the poem is carried by the stressed syllables should alert us to 

the use of the unstressed syllables.  As we can see from our example, many of these - 

byug, dus, zla(‘i), bcud, ‘dris, sems - are either the second syllable in a given word or 

in some way augment the syllable upon which the stress falls.  The remaining 

unstressed syllables - nas, dus, song (twice), pa, pas and por - are grammatical 

markers which, though necessary, are nonetheless glossed over in the actual 

performance of language in favor of those words which carry semantic and, more 

importantly perhaps, semiotic, meaning.

The interrelationship between the unstressed and stressed syllables is particularly 

noteworthy where a disruption of the pattern is experienced.  In gsung mgur 232, we 

have the following couplet describing a small deer climbing a mountain (again with 

capitalisation for stressed syllables):

RI de GYON ri’i LOG nas | SHA ba SMUG chung RGYUG gis

30 We could also speculate that a living preservation of such intellectual property is one of the most 
important cultural - as opposed, if such opposition is possible, to spiritual - reasons for the emphasis 
placed upon the direct transmission - in the form of rlung, dbang and ‘khrid - of Vajrayana practises.



Here again, the stress defines the meaning of the poem.  However, note the 

unstressed repetition of ri in the fourth syllable of the first line.  Since the important 

word is log in this context, the sound of this line throws the ear only in retrospect (or 

retroaudition), when the second line, containing rocky palato-alveolar stops, is 

pronounced.  That ri is repeated off-stress and yet is somehow acknowledged by the 

attentive ear is testament to the aural sensibility of the songsmith31.

Returning to the original example, and having thoroughly dissected the metrical 

material and its implications, let us turn now to the actual sounds.  Here is a basic 

phonetic transcription of the poem, still marking for stress32:

KU juk MÖN ne YONG dü | NAM de SA chü PEP song

CHUNG dri JAM pa TRE pe | LÜ sem HLÖ por LANG song

The first thing to notice is that the song is a unit, that if we break it up (whether into 

couplets or into lines) the parts - and thereby the entire song, being more than the 

sum of those parts - all lose their value.  This is another example of the difference 

between a written text and a performed one:  the written text is lateral and, to some 

extent, permanent on the page, whereas the performed text is linear and, equally to 

some extent, permanent only in the memory.  This ephemerality, of course, is what 

drives the use, however subtle, of mnemonic devices, but it still means that the whole 

cannot be immediately perceived and must be experienced through time, one idea 

31 This slightly quaint-sounding term is a deliberate choice nonetheless, echoing as it does the idea of 
forging and actively creating the song.  The result of this type of close analysis of the structure and 
sound of the poetry, moreover, gives one a better understanding of the quasi-alchemical process 
involved in creating it.  The use of the word schmieden (cognate with “smith”) to describe in German 
the creating of verse or of the Finnish runo (“poem”) are echoes of an earlier acknowledgement of this 
process - and “poetry” itself, of course, comes fro the Greek verb poein (“to create, make”).
32 I have elected here not to use the IPA transcription method, since the transcription is intended to 
show echoes rather than a literal, scientific representation of the sounds.  Moreover, the dialectical 
variants in the pronunciation of Tibetan make a water-tight transcription impossible.  All this 
notwithstanding, I beg the forgiveness of phonetic purists as much as those for whom such 
transcriptions are an insult to their fluency in reading Tibetan.



after the other.

In the first line, note how the unstressed syllables 4 and 6 are echoed in slots 2 and 

4 of the second line.  The sound correspondence between ne and de is echoed in 

pep, in the couplet’s final stressed syllable, thereby bringing the couplet to a close by 

using the echo to break the off-stress rhythm.

This first couplet deals with the arrval of the cuckoo and the burgeoning vitality of 

spring.  The arrival of the cuckoo is sounded in the round fronted vowels of ku juk and 

dü, echoed in the second line by chü.  These unstressed links offset the stress pattern 

and allow the semantic and semiotic connection between the cuckoo, its arrival and 

the vitality of spring to be made.  

The cæsura break in both couplets of a gzhas is of immense importance.  It allows a 

momentary pause in the performance, which corresponds with the physical need for 

breath and, if dance is involved, for the physical need for a periodicity beyond that of 

meter.  The relationship between the two lines of a couplet pivots around the cæsura, 

which provides a focus for the echo of sound and meaning, a kind of two-sided mirror 

perhaps through which the first line is reflected in the second which, in turn, echoes 

the first.

We have already seen how, in this song, the sound pattern just before the cæsura is 

repeated immediately following it.  In the same way, the focus of yong dus upon the 

arrival of the bird is echoed in the naming of the season, nam zla(‘i).  The remainder 

of the couplet, of course, continues to create the scene:  the opening couplet, as with 

so many gzhas, presents the background against which the closing couplet will play 

itself out.

The second couplet opens with a vocalic echo of the cuckoo, khu byug, at the start of 

the first.  As this third line procedes, its first two stressed syllables also echo one 

another in their place of articulation.  These palato-alveolars give way to an alveolar in 



the final point of stress, followed by two vowels echoing the series ending in ‘phebs of 

the previous couplet.   

At this point, it is necessary to point out the specific semiotic importance of the third 

line in a gzhas.  Having set the scene in the first couplet, the third line introduces, as it 

were, the meat of the poem.  We see this repeated again and again in the literature 

and it is almost as though there is an unspoken challenge to make this line, so 

important in processing the meaning of the song, alive with resonance and echo, 

proceding at once forward towards the denouement and backwards into the wider 

world into which the action is developing.

This particular third line is a fine exemplar of the genre.  The echo between chung 

‘dris and khu byug, as I have said, links the two ideas aurally.  From the first couplet 

we can begin to guess, as the first foot gives way to the second, what the nature of the 

second couplet will be.  The second foot of the third line is often a kind of filler, not 

producing any new information:  here it simply builds upon the idea of the opening 

foot, emphasising the poet’s love for this girl.  

If the cæsuræ are the pivots around which the poem revolves, it is the final cæsura, 

between the third and the fourth lines which is the most pivotal of the three.  The word 

immediately preceding this break frequently defines the entire song, allowing a kind of 

brief respite in the pause which follows it, before the final line is performed.

Here it is ‘phrad pas which fills this slot, not only echoing the appearance of the 

cuckoo and the power of nature reborn, but also proclaiming a meeting (maybe for the 

first time after what might have seemed like a wintry absence) with his lover.  These 

syllables echo again, accumulatively, the nas...|...zla’i...phebs pattern and prepare the 

way for a linking (albeit predictable) of the lovers’ tryst with the coming of spring33 .

33 The third line of the other poem under discussion here (232) also contains a significant element in 
the final syllable of the third line, mi shes, which also echoes the two instances of ri which were 
mentioned earlier.  I leave it to the reader to analyse the relationships which this creates through the 
entire poem. 



The repetition of unvoiced bilabials in the final two unstressed syllables of the third 

line is mirrored by the repetition of the three laterals in each of the stressed slots of 

the fourth line.  These laterals mirror the softening of the lovers’ bodies and minds, 

they soften the feeling created by the stops in the previous line - although the 

proprioceptive memory, and thus the subconscious memory34, will notice the related 

sites of articulation in both lines.

The fourth line also contains a reprise of the previous three.  Lus sems brings 

together not only the vocalic theme, but it also connects the body and the mind.  the 

body gets stressed I think both to echo khu and chung in lines 1 and 3 and so as not 

to place sems in the emphatic spot and thus disrupt the effect of the key final foot in the 

previous line:  moreover, sems lus is uncommon and would therefore be somewhat 

oblique and, again, disruptive to the poem.

Finally we have the end-rhyme of song, which, as I have already suggested, is 

uncommon in gzhas.  Nonetheless, it further cements the aural and semiotic link 

between the couplets and thereby encases and, in following the linear development of 

performed text, creates the entire song.

This exhaustive analysis of an individual gzhas is simply, of course, simply an 

analysis.  The phenomena discussed above take place on an atavistic, instinctual 

level and have little or no explicit resonance in the performance of the text itself or in its 

enjoyment.   Different performers perform differently and pronounce the language 

differently:  what I have tried to show is the way in which the internal aural and metrical 

structure actually creates the song - its sound and signification - and how, through 

taking notice of these structural elements, we can begin better to understand the 

æsthetic and creative forces behind the tradition.
34 This connection is purely my assumption.  It would be interesting to conduct research on the 
psychophysical effects of language production, especially in this type of performance, in which 
movement and its memory plays such a substantial rôle.



The deep structure, however, constitutes simply the building blocks of the gzhas 

tradition.  It is the surface structure, the semantic meaning of the words themselves 

and their semiotic trajectories into the social, historical and ludic spheres, which has 

the most immediate effect and influence upon the audience and the performer.  We 

now turn, finally, to the Rig ‘dzin tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i gsung mgur.

RIG ‘DZIN TSHANGS DBYANGS RGYA MTSHO’I GSUNG MGUR 

AND ITS COMPILER

Each one is what that one is.  Each is what each is.  They 

are not needing to be changing.35 

The xeroxed text which constitutes the only attested copy of the gsung mgur is 

described in antiquarian detail by Sørensen in his introductory notes to the text:  as he 

says, direct access to the original would be the ultimate prize, but might well open up 

another can of worms altogether.  For the nature of the copy is that the text itself 

seems to break off on occasions, showing the whole to be roughly cobbled together 

with a randomness which implies both that there are more poems to be discovered 

and that the text we do have has been carelessly and somewhat cavalierly 

assembled.

The text is split into four distinct sections as follows: I (poems 1-155/1b) II (poems 

155/2a-279/3b) III (poems 279/3b-445/2a) IV (446/2a-459).  As can be adduced from 

this description, the central two sections fit together successfully;  it is also possible to 

match (the beginning of) 155 with what seems to be its corresponding second 

couplet, namely 446, suggesting that these two form a complete text.  The intrigue lies 

in the fact that section II suggests a previous section, concluding with what would be a 
35 Gertrude Stein, Four Dishonest Ones, 1911



new opening couplet to match 155/2b and that section IV ends with a single line, and 

that foreshortened, after only fourteen verses.  It is the whereabouts and the content of 

these missing songs which makes the text so mysterious and alluring.

The story of the 6th Dalai Lama, Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho, has been told 

numerous times and in numerous different ways and I shall not here add to the count.  

Suffice it to direct the reader to Aris (1989) for a comprehensive account of this 

troubled and seemingly brilliant individual and to Sørensen (1990) for an analysis,  

through the prism of the Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i mgu glu, of what we might 

assume at first glance to be his artistic legacy.

Although many commentators and translators have tried to argue that the poems in 

the mgu glu are the work of Tshang dbyangs rgya mtsho, it is impossible to prove 

either way.  The same is true of the gsung mgur.  All we can do is to note that there are 

a number of places in both texts where the personality of the Dalai Lama - or, more 

accurately, our chosen understanding of what the personality of the Dalai Lama might 

have been - appears, but only one (mgu glu 54) in which he is directly identified by 

name36.

So not only is it foolish to identify the author as this one specific individual, it is 

equally unlikely that the poems are even by a single author.  As we have already seen, 

the nature of oral poetry means that it is a product created over time as part of a 

society, that the identity of the author is unimportant, for sure beyond his or her 

immediate circle and maybe also within that group.

It is certainly more interesting to consider the name of the text itself.  Rig ‘dzin 

Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i gsung mgur.  The term rig ‘dzin suggests perhaps that 

he was a practitioner of arcane rNying ma pa teachings, or else a practitioner of 

36 The text reads: “po ta la ru bzhugs dus | rig ‘dzin tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho | Lhasa zhol du 
sdod dus | ‘chal po dvangs bzang dbang po”.  I would suggest that the presence of the honorific 
bzhugs in the first line suggests that this poem is by another hand, but we cannot even be completely 
certain of this.



anuttarayogatantra;  it could, on the other hand, be a corruption of his full name, blo 

bzang rin chen Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho.  gSung mgur is the honorific version of 

mgur, signifying a song.

Beyond the semantics, however, lies the question of why this text is thus named.  Did 

the compiler (for that is what we must probably now call him) truly believe that these 

songs, all 459 of them (and probably more) were the work of the 6th Dalai Lama?  It 

reminds me of the so-called “secret” biography, the Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho’i 

gsang rnam, in which the author, Dar rgyas Nomunqan is clearly certain that the lama 

who remained his teacher for some thirty years and who died in 1746 was the same 

man who had also died in 1706 and whose rebirth had been found in Li thang two 

years later.

We cannot assume that these are stupid people.  The compiler of the gsung mgur 

might have had one of several specific reasons for so naming this text.  For one, he 

could have believed it to be a good marketing ploy:  the Dalai Lama’s love of song - as 

well as for women and beer - has always been acknowledged and he might have 

thought it prudent to label an otherwise unremarkable set of gzhas with this most 

potent of names.

It could also have been the case that he thought that such an attribution would bring - 

like a charm or a strange type of holy relic - good fortune to the work and, so, to him 

too.  There is, possibly, a hint of this at the end of section III (following poem 445), 

which could conceivably be the end of the text as it was originally, where it is written, 

“dge legs kyi dpal yon mngon par mtho ba’i rgyur gyur cig”, although this could equally 

easily constitute a standard conclusion to a text, urging the reader to act for the benefit 

of self and others.

We have also to admit that he could indeed have believed this text to be the work of 

Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho.  After all, the mgu glu are still believed by many people, 



both inside Tibet and outside, to be his poems and it is not beyond possibility that the 

same was thought true of the gsung mgur.  It is all too easy to ridicule the apparently 

naïve beliefs and assumptions of people before Marshall McLuhan’s “global village” 

allowed information and ideas to be freely available (at least in theory) throughout the 

world, but for a culture such as Tibet’s, it is not impossible to imagine a situation in 

which a text such as the mgu glu or the gsung mgur was believed to have been 

penned personally by the 6th Dalai Lama.  Indeed, when thought of in this way, it 

seems somehow naïve to consider alternatives.

The identity of the compiler himself is similarly uncertain.  Between 406 and 407 is 

the statement punye dza na bdag gi ming.  Whether this refers to the compiler of the 

text itself or to the scribe who wrote out this particular copy is uncertain and can 

probably never be established.  It would, of course, be scholars’ gold dust were it to 

come to light that another epithet of the 6th Dalai Lama was bSod nams ye shes (the 

Tibetan version of Punyejñana) but this, alas, seems equally unlikely.

459 poems

The gsung mgur ostensibly consists of more than 450 complete gzhas, there being a 

few which are fundamentally corrupt or, as with 155/2 (and perhaps 155/1 and 446/2)  

only half-complete.

The text, as I have already intimated, appears to have been put together somewhat at 

random and it is hard to steer a path through the text so as to come up with groups of 

songs with a common theme.  One very obvious exception is the short group of six 

poems (115-120) which seem to be a kind of tshig rgyag series ridiculing the 

pretentions of those who feel themselves to be spiritual adepts.  There are other, 

slightly longer, groups to be found throughout the text but, unlike these six, most of 

them are open to question, from one point of view or another.



That notwithstanding, we should be aware as we read through the text as it stands, 

that there exist many possibilities here to read narratives into various strands of the 

text, narratives concerning love and politics perhaps, which can be interpreted as 

shining light on the myths and history which surround the Dalai Lama.  Moreover, it is 

also possible on occasions to read deeper implications into the structure.  In the final 

five poems, for instance, 455-456 seem to be concerned with the next life and the 

possibility of (the lovers?) reuniting in the future;  457 is a kind of zhabs brtan 

requesting stability and consistency;  458 is a return to the theme explored ad 

nauseam throughout the gsung mgur of the thrush in the willow grove and 459, so 

corrupt as to be indecipherable were it not a clear echo of mgu glu 65, would appear 

to be a bold declaration of love.   Reading the sequence in this way, we can see it as 

an intimation of the circularity of life and of the constancy of love;  needless to say that, 

while other people will find their own interpretations, it behoves us all to find our own 

route through the text, in whatever arrangement we would have it assume.

The entire collection, then, is a series of chang gzhas, la gzhas and tshig rgyag.  The 

majority of the songs are to do with love in one form or another, largely about love lost 

or love unrequited:  the theme found here and elsewhere in the gzhas literature is the 

unfaithful, indiscrete or indecisive girlfriend and the corresponding frustration of the 

boyfriend, in the guise of the poet.

Many of the love lyrics can also be read as tshig rgyag.  The criticism here is 

frequently directed at the Dalai Lama’s powerful, brilliant and wayward regent, sde srid 

Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho:  it is possible to identify him in many of the songs in the 

guise of the girl, uncertain to whom she should give her allegiance.  The presence of 

the term chung ‘dris reminds us that the relationship between the Regent and the 

Dalai Lama stretched back to the former’s discovery of the latter, just two years old, in 

1685:  the more traditional use of the term chung ‘dris to refer to a lover can be taken 



as an ironic reference, perhaps, to the intimacy and closeness which clearly existed 

between the two, mediated nevertheless by a profound level of mutual frustration and 

antagonism.

As we can see from the many interpretations of the songs in the mgu glu (of which 

there are 54 in the gsung mgur), it is easy and tempting to read many of them as 

examples of tshig rgyag, in which criticism of a lover or of the political system in Lhasa 

or of the dGe lugs pa hierarchy is offered, it would seem, as a matter of course.  While 

this is not an unreasonable interpretation, it should equally be remembered that these 

poems can be read on more than one level and that if such a viewpoint is to be taken, 

it should be tempered with alternative readings, so as to preserve the inherent 

ambiguity which flows from the atemporal (and essentially ludic) nature of oral 

literature.

Nonstandard orthography and explicit riddles

The enigmatic nature of many of the songs - indeed of many gzhas beyond the 

confines of the gsung mgur - should not lead us immediately to consider them 

explicitly as riddles.  While it is true that they exhibit so many levels of semiotic 

meaning as to invite such an interpretation, it should also be said that they seem not 

to be deliberately obscure.  Rather, it could be that we read them as riddles or quasi-

riddles simply because we are not in possession of the societal and cultural 

information which would otherwise have made easier and natural an appreciation of 

the verse as wholistic unit.

At this point, moreover, we should consider the nature of transcription.  Transcription 

is merely a record of a voice.  Before tape-recorders, mini-discs and voice recognition 

software, pen and paper were the only options.  The gsung mgur was recorded by the 

latter method, of course, but I would imagine that the compiler used his well-honed 



memory (if his attempt at kavya style poetics in his opening verses is a guide, he was 

certainly educated and, thus, most probably a monastic) and, perhaps, input from 

those in his immediate vicinity so as to collect the texts together.

What is missing from the texts is directions for (or descriptions of) performance.  The 

complex scores which appear in modern Tibetan books on gzhas have no place in the 

pre-modern record and so we have no idea, save from comparison with modern 

renditions, as to how the songs were to be performed37.  We do, nonetheless, have 

one important feature of the written text which gives us a clue as to the ways in which 

the songs mean and, therefore, how they represent themselves and their performers.

While we can definitely assume a reasonable level of education on the part of the 

compiler, he often employs nonstandard orthography, omitting what one can imagine 

are unpronounced letters (as they would be in standard Lhasa dialect).  Unlike, say, 

Dar rgyas Nomunqan who, as a Mongolian writing Tibetan, exhibits not only a truly 

execrable literary style but also frequent grammatical irregularities, we can I think 

safely assume38  that the compiler is a native Tibetan speaker:  the upshot of this is 

that what we might refer to as orthographical “errors” are infact simply nonstandard 

spellings, whether due to his own idiolectical pronunciation or due to the way he was 

taught.

A good example of this is found in gsung mgur 438:

‘phyongs rgyas lcang gling gru bzhi’i

mjol mo bson nams dpal ‘dzom

thag ring rgyangs la mi ‘gro

37 Any future treatment of the gzhas form as a whole should, in my opinion, have fully integrated 
musical and paralinguistic notation.  For many reasons, this is unfortunately beyond the scope of the 
present study.
38 And this, although we know neither whence bSon nams ye shes came nor, if he is not the compiler, 
the origin of the true compiler.  Furthermore, of course, even Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho, as a Mon 
pa, would actively have learnt Tibetan as a kind of second language, which might have also had an 
effect upon his own personal orthography.



mjal ‘dzom las kyi los yong

Here again we have the topos of the thrush in the willow-grove, signifying a lovers’ 

tryst.  What we also have is a nonstandard spelling for ‘jol mo, namely mjol mo.  Now, 

this spelling could simply be a phonological record of the nasalisation which 

sometimes replaces the a chung (as in the name dGa’ ldan for instance), but that 

does not get around the fact that, in terms of the written text, there is a visual 

connection here between the words mjol  and mjal.  In terms of understanding the text 

as performance, moreover, we can speculate that the societal signification of this link 

is such that the deviation (or development) in orthography is simply an 

acknowledgement of what has already been (sub)consciously integrated.  However 

we choose, post factum, to analyse such a phenomenon, it is unlikely simply to have 

been a slip of the pen.

This example illustrates a powerful way of looking at the deep structure of gzhas in 

general and, given its title and mythic provenance, of this text in particular.  If we look at 

the orthography and listen to the sound of the songs, we get also a sense of the 

meanings hidden in the sound of the words.  To reiterate:  these texts are records, 

they were not written by the songs’ creator(s) and so reflect only the semantic, 

semiotic and, as we have seen, orthographical decisions of the compiler.

With this in mind, let us look at the opening couplet, phonetically transcribed, of 

gsung mgur 273:

shi ne dril bü ting ting | sem pe go kor yin pa

The first line of the couplet has at least two possible meanings, based around the 

meaning of the word transcribed “shi ne”.  If we read the text, it says shi nas (“after 



death”), but the spoken, performative, sound can also be interpreted as zhi gnas 

(“meditative stillness”):  the bell then takes on a very different identity, reminding us 

perhaps of the term ting nge ‘dzin and the meditative states associated with it.

In the second line, too, there is an ambiguity which surfaces and resurfaces - 

deliberately, it would appear - throughout the text.  The orthograhical distinction 

between sems pa and sems dpa’ is no longer generally pronounced, but the interplay 

here between the non-honorific commonplace mind and the heroic Bodhisattva is 

significant.  

This song is one of the more obscene in the collection, so it is maybe the humor of 

these two ambiguities which should be stressed in any analysis.  Nonetheless, this 

stands as an exemplar for the ways in which the texts can be read from many angles, 

allowing many different implications and images to appear.

It is this ambiguity, I think, rather than any deliberate attempt to be obscure, which 

makes these poems so enigmatic.  Unlike the riddles mentioned earlier, they are not 

a language game of logic or of lateral thinking, with a formulaic structure:  rather they 

are a way in which the oral, the wordplay and punning which is so popular in 

languages which, like Tibetan or English, have so many homophones, can work its 

magic and create parallel worlds, from which, through which, and (back) into which we 

can move as we perform and (actively) listen to the songs.

CULTURAL CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE GSUNG MGUR

Having discussed the nature of the gsung mgur in the context of orality, performance 

and the gzhas tradition as a whole, it seems appropriate, before moving onto the 459 

songs themselves, to defocus and widen our range once again so as to contextualise 

them as part of the world of poetic song.  Since gzhas are principally songs, to be 



sung and danced to, I will restrict my comparison to songs:  after all, any glance at the 

poetry shelves of a local bookstore or at the results of a well-defined internet search 

will offer copious material around the treatment in poetry of politics, sadness, love, 

sex, alcohol and unfulfilled dreams, whereas the nature of music and song is such 

that the former often clouds the latter, to the detriment maybe of both.

In the brief overview which follows, I shall seek to indicate similarities between the 

ideas found in gzhas and in the gsung mgur in musical traditions throughout the 

world.  The contemporary idea of “world music” is, to my mind, far too simplistic to 

encompass all the performative, semiotic and societal aspects inherent in such a 

project and I would urge the reader to consider these to be, at best, similarities, and 

not correspondences.  

I should also note that, since recorded music is of such recent origin, the bias here 

will be towards popular music from the last seventy-five years or so.  One of the most 

important results of the association of the gsung mgur with Tshangs dbyangs rgya 

mtsho is that it helped in preserving the songs for posterity.  Whereas some might 

see the flipside of this, however, as being that for popular and ephemeral verse of this 

kind, such preservation is desirable only for scholars, it is nonetheless true that the 

written record of gzhas preserves the tradition as a text from which future generations 

can learn and develop their own styles.  Comparison with the traditions of other 

cultures is, therefore, complicated by the relative dearth of pre-modern recordings of 

pre-modern texts.

If we think of the gsung mgur as containing primarily songs which can be seen as 

political or love songs, then there are a number of performers who spring immediately 

to mind.  In no particular order, I would cite the German (former DDR) singer Wolf 

Biermann;  Billy Bragg, who has been instrumental in the revival within popular culture 



of the British working-class love song;  songsmiths such as Joni Mitchell and Leonard 

Cohen who combined politics, love and religion (Cohen eventually becoming a Zen 

monk) in a not dissimilar way to the gzhas tradition;  the British anarchist band Crass, 

and their Dutch counterparts The Ex, who both combine a love for nature with fiercely 

independent politics;  the Zulu singer Busi Mhlongo, immensely popular in her native 

South Africa for her poignant and vibrant songs of love and determination;  the 

Philipino Freddie Aguilar, whose strong criticism of Philipino politics and use of both 

Tagalog and indigenous song styles has resulted in his national popularity;  the entire 

raï tradition which emerged from the Algerian port of Oran in the second half of the 

twentieth century and whose singers and musicians - Khaled, Cheka Remitti, Cheb 

Mami are but three - produced both simple love songs and songs critical of both the 

Islamic and governmental authorietes;  the blind Turkish saz player and itinerant 

singer of lovesongs Asik Veysel Sirsoglu, who opened up the asik (minstrel) tradition 

to a wider audience through his recordings with the French ethnomusicologist Alain 

Gheerbrant in the 1950s;  the Tuvan bands Hun huur-tu and Yat Kha, and the Tuvan 

singer Sainkho Namtchylak, who present gzhas-like music from their own tradition 

within a contemporary context;  and the Yolngu musician and poet Mandawuy 

Yungupingu and his band Yothu Yindi, whose work has inspired native Australians to 

create their own poetry and song.

From the point of view of more traditional song material, there is a similar wealth of 

possibilities from which to choose.  The katajak, or singing games of the Inuktitut;  the 

griots of Mali such as Ali Farka Touré, who are trained as the societal historians and 

whose job is to keep the story of the culture alive and to preserve it through song and 

storytelling;  the traditional poetry competitions of Japan, including haiku and renga, 

which are a little like the competitive sgor gzhas;  the music from the west of Africa 

which travelled along the slave routes and eventually became the blues, simple songs 



of love and loss and work;  the corresponding Anglo-Saxon tradition of country and 

western music, as well as bluegrass;  children’s singing games throughout the world 

which, combining nonsense and double entendre and movement such as skipping, 

are an excellent example of the performative nature of humans;  the British music hall 

tradition as a whole, in which politics and bawdy love songs were mixed up in a way 

suitable for all audiences and which gave rise to songsmiths such as Gracie Fields 

and George Formby;  the highly sardonic operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan which were 

influenced by popular song and the music hall tradition;  John Gay’s extremely bawdy 

and political eighteenth century opera The Beggars’ Opera;  the traditonal Estonian 

folksongs which have now been revived by the composer Veljo Tormis;  the Finnish 

national epic Kalevala, full of riddles and puns, which was created to be sung but, like 

the gsung mgur, was transcribed, this time by Elias Lönnrot in the nineteenth century;  

the erotic and metaphorical poetry of the Song of Solomon;  and the work of traditional 

songsmiths, musicians and performers from the former Soviet states of Central Asia - 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgizistan, Turkmenistan - offering an admixture of precisely the themes 

explored within the gzhas tradition.

If we look at the gsung mgur as being partially a religious text - whether because of 

its association with the 6th Dalai Lama or else because of the way in which certain 

texts can be read, then similarities can be drawn with the western hymnodic tradition, 

which developed from the equally important plainsong tradition;  the mystical songs of 

Hildegard von Bingen and those written by Juan de la Cruz and Teresa de Ávila;  the 

songs of Guillaume de Machaut, combining secular and religious lyrics and often 

incorporating variations upon popular tunes;  the spiritual and ecstatic songs of 

Mirabai, Rumi, Kabir and Chaitanya Mahaprabhu;  and, from the Tibetan tradition, the 

work of such poet-practitioners as Mi la ras pa and ‘Brug pa Kun legs, who viciously 

mock those who would believe themselves to be great and spiritually advanced 



practitioners.

There is, though, one poet and songsmith with whom Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho 

has been frequently linked, namely the 5th Noyon Khutughtu Danzanravjaa (1803-

1856).  His poems are full of his love for the Mongolian landscape, of his love for 

women, of horses and of drink.  As with the songs ascribed to the 6th Dalai Lama, 

Danzanravjaa’s work is highly critical of the hypocrisy and arrogance of those in high 

positions and he seems to prefer those at the bottom of the social pile to those at the 

top.  Although an entire study could - and maybe should - be written to compare his 

work with that of the gzhas ascribed to Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho, a more or less 

representative example from one of his poems shows a fundamental similarity in 

approach, clearly influenced by Mongolian and Tibetan popular lyrics (he also wrote 

poetry in Tibetan):

The brilliance of the full moon’s light,

Is the breadth of heavenly peace;

The brightness of her form and mine

Is a calm mind’s love, alone.39 

The difference between Danzanravjaa’s work and the gzhas tradition is that 

Danzanravjaa wrote in a finely-crafted literary style.  Nonetheless, it appears to me that 

there are profound similarities to be found between his sensibility and that of the 

gzhas.  

In conclusion, then, we need to read the gsung mgur with our ears and not so much 

with our eyes, with an understanding of the sound which we hear rather than the 

39 This is the first verse from my translation of Danzanravjaa’s poem Terel sarni gerel (“The Light of the 
Full Moon”).  



semantics of the words which we read.

That said, however, this is a written text nonetheless and it is this written text which 

forms the basis of the present book.  Whatever the nature of the composition of the 

gzhas or the compilation of the final manuscript, it is certain that the presence of 

Tshangs dbyangs rgya mtsho and the politically fraught situation in Tibet at the turn of 

the seventeenth century hovers over the entire enterprise, both in the minds of the 

Tibetan people and in the minds of scholars such as myself.  It is probably best to let it 

be so, and simply to enjoy reading and singing and listening to the texts in whatever 

way pleases us.

I am wide

awake.  The mind

is listening.



DISCOGRAPHY AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

DISCOGRAPHY

Rather than a standard discography, I would direct the reader to the long list of 

performers in the section of the introduction labelled “Cultural Contextualisation of the 

gSung mgur”.  It should be easy to access, either through the internet or a good music 

store, works by most of the artists and in most of the genres mentioned there.
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